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Healthcare advancements in England have helped people to live longer than ever before. As a result, the number of older people is significantly growing and this rate of growth is expected to speed up over the next 20 years (NHS England 2022). In the UK, the marker for the beginning of older age has been placed at 65 years of age, mainly since it was the official retirement age for men and the age at which they could receive their State Pension (Office for National Statistics, 2019). However, the UK no longer has an official retirement age as the State Pension age is rising, with more and more people working past the age of 65 years. Likewise in the USA, a person is considered elderly at the age of 65 to 70 as this is the age when most people retire and start receiving some form of pension. The Population Reference Bureau (2023) posits that the USA is also in the midst of a profound demographic change due to its rapidly ageing population. The effects of this older population on both countries will reverberate throughout their economies and society as older people tend to need more health and social care as a result of deteriorating health. 
Both the UK and the US are experiencing a shift in the population age distribution with the total number of adults aged 65 years and older increased significantly in the past decade. Data from the ONS (2019) revealed that there are 11.9 million people in the UK aged 65 years and over, representing 18% of the total population. This means that 1 in 5 people in the country is above 65 years. Moreover, the number of centenarians (those above 100 years) in the UK increased by 85% in the last 15 years, making it the fastest-growing age group in the country (ONS, 2019). Looking ahead, the number of elderly people in the country is projected to reach 17.7 million (24.8% of the population) by 2050 with the balance of younger and older people in the population tipping more towards older people (ONS, 2019). 
In the USA, the number of people aged 65 and above reached 54.1 million in 2019, representing 16% of the population (Administration for Community Living 2021). The number of older people in the country has increased by 14.4 million (36%) since 2009, in comparison to the 3% increase for those under 65. The Population Reference Bureau (2023) projects that the number of older Americans is set to nearly double by 2060, increasing the percentage of the older population from 16% to 23%. 
According to the World Health Organization (2021), loneliness and social isolation are distinct but related concepts. Loneliness is the painful subjective feeling that arises from discrepancies between desired and actual social connections; while social isolation is the objective state of having a small network of relationships and thus fewer or infrequent interactions with others (World Health Organization 2021). Although some studies have found a weak correlation between loneliness and social isolation, socially isolated people are necessarily lonely and vice versa. 
Akhter-Khan et al. (2022) propose the importance of taking on a lifespan perspective on loneliness because the prevalence, risk factors, stability and consequences of loneliness vary between age groups. Research indicates that the prevalence of loneliness follows a U-shaped distribution, with peaks in late adolescence and young adulthood, lower rates during midlife and another peak among older adults (80+ years) (Beam and Kim 2020). Greater prevalence of loneliness in older adults may be a result of more fragile environmental roles that may shift with their deteriorating health status and losing important relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc130821579]2. Comparison between two countries
[bookmark: _Toc130821580]The impact of loneliness and isolation on an older person living within a care setting
Globally, loneliness and social isolation are public health concerns that particularly impact the ageing population. The impact of an ageing population on healthcare spending can be seen in the UK’s National Health Service (NHS) with more than two-fifths of the national health expenditure being devoted to people over 65 years (The Guardian 2016). This is because an ageing population puts cost pressures on governments as older people are more likely to develop chronic conditions with multiple morbidities, which become more costly to treat. Persistent loneliness can have tremendous negative impacts on well-being and quality of life. According to Fakoya, McCorry and Donnelly (2020), loneliness and social isolation are risk factors for all-cause morbidity and mortality, presenting outcomes that are comparable to risk factors such as lack of exercise, smoking, obesity and high blood pressure. In addition, a study conducted by Landeiro et al. (2017) found that loneliness is associated with decreased resistance to infection, cardiovascular diseases, mental health conditions such as dementia and depression, and cognitive decline. The study further posited that although every individual will experience loneliness at one point in their lives, older people are especially vulnerable to the negative effects of loneliness due to family dispersal, loss of loved ones, decreased mobility and income and poor health. A report by the Age UK (2018) revealed that only 17% of older people are in contact with their families at least once a week with 24% of people aged 50 and above reporting feeling lonely sometimes and 7% reporting feeling lonely often. Thus, social isolation can also be distinguished as a risk factor for loneliness.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2021) in the US reported that although it was difficult to precisely measure the impact of social loneliness and social isolation, there is strong evidence suggesting that many adults above the age of 50 are socially isolated or lonely in ways that put their health at risk. Just like in the UK, the CDC (2021) reported that social isolation significantly amplified an individual’s risk of premature death from all causes; rivalling those of obesity, smoking and physical inactivity. Another report by the (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2020) found that social isolation was linked to about a 50% increased risk of dementia, a 29% increased risk of cardiovascular disease and a 32% increased risk of stroke. Loneliness was also associated with higher rates of anxiety, depression and suicide; and among heart failure patients, it was associated with about 4 times increased risk of death, 57% increased risk of emergency department visits and 68% increased risk of hospital admission (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc130821581]Current legislation and policies that deal with or aim to raise awareness or reduce loneliness and isolation in the elderly population 
The UK is a champion in combatting loneliness, appointing the world’s first Ministerial lead on loneliness in 2018. This appointment gained global recognition, illustrating that loneliness not only affects people across the life course but also across different countries (Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport, 2018). Loneliness and isolation are also included in existing health and social care policies. The Care Act 2014 explicitly provides a range of key local actors to address loneliness and social isolation. This includes meeting the care and support needs identified during assessments and meeting new prevention roles. To cement its role in tackling loneliness, the UK government, together with an alliance of 40 organizations developed a national strategy called ‘A Connected Society’ that aims at tackling loneliness by supporting people’s social connections. The strategy is the first of its kind and set the basis for a generation of policy works. This strategy calls on the collaboration of the government, local authorities, local businesses, the voluntary sector as well as the community to create a more socially connected society and achieve more personal and localised approaches to loneliness (Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport, 2018). According to the strategy, loneliness should be considered in the housing and planning system; thus, ending loneliness should include the strengthening of the local infrastructure and the development of community spaces. 
This strategy has made it easier to access information about local community groups and support services for loneliness. The strategy has also increased awareness of loneliness by spreading good practices and knowledge sharing on how to tackle loneliness. At the local level, Age UK partnered with the Local Government Association and the Campaign to End Loneliness to provide a framework for some practical steps that can be taken by every local authority, working in collaboration with local partners, to tackle the issue (Local Government Association 2016). 
In 2020, America amended the Older Americans Act of 1965 to address social isolation and loneliness, and for other purposes. This act is now called the “Older Americans Social Isolation and Loneliness Prevention Act” and seeks to address loneliness in this population by screening for social isolation and isolation, and provide support services and senior centres while also increasing support for public awareness of loneliness and social isolation.
[bookmark: _Toc130821582]Local, national and global provision of services for the older person in line with current initiatives and policy 
As a leader in the care for older people, the UK, through the NHS England, is working with partners to support individuals in the country to age well. According to NHS England (2022), besides providing older people with the highest quality of care as needed, it is crucial to support them to remain as healthy and independent as possible for as long as possible. To achieve this, the Centre for Policy on Ageing (2021) emphasizes a person-centred care approach that enhances the individual’s quality of life and promoted their independence in a way that matters to them. So far, the NHS has ensured that older people have fair access to programmes of health promotion and disease prevention including blood pressure management, cancer screening, and lifestyle advice (physical activity and nutrition). To provide a more patient-centred approach, the NHS recommends taking into consideration the impact of cultural and religious beliefs and lifestyle of the individual. The NHS also strives to take stock of all existing services available to this population in all regions (including leisure, housing and transport) which are all relevant to their health and well-being (Department of Health, 2001). This has been successfully achieved through local arrangements with actors such as the local governments and the community who listen and respond to the views of older people and their carers, establish strong relationships and leadership, promote inclusive planning and ensure that the local services are culturally appropriate (Department of Health, 2001).
In America, the Older Americans Social Isolation and Loneliness Prevention Act (2020) funds critical services to the nation's elderly that are meant to keep them healthy and independent. These services include: meals, health promotion, job training, benefits enrolment, senior centres, caregiver support, transportation and more. Moreover, the Meals on Wheels program in the country fundamentally provides them with social connection and meaningful human interaction as older adults receiving daily delivered means reported improved feelings of social connectedness together with reduced self-reported falls (Meals on Wheels America 2021). The social interactions that happen during meal delivery can also be supplemented with additional services to combat loneliness and social isolation such as friendly visitors, telephone reassurance and/ or pet assistance programs. 
[bookmark: _Toc130821583]The prospective future of the care of the older person
So far, the person-centred and integrated approach to healthcare has provided excellent opportunities to establish care for older people. However, some changes need to be made for more efficient care. First, de Wit & Schuurmans (2017) propose a new approach to care for the population where the focus is shifted to the autonomy of the individual and their ability to adapt and self-manage while facing the physical, social and emotional challenges of old age. In addition, there is a need for community support, including mutual aid, local social activities and volunteering opportunities, invariably conducted by voluntary organizations and grass root groups (Age UK 2020). Some of this community support has been provided in the context of social prescribing in the NHS to tackle loneliness and social isolation. However, more needs to be done to increase social support for this group, especially for older people living alone. This can come in the form of in-home caregivers or a wider range of affordable, supported housing options where they can build social connections (Age UK 2020).
In the USA, care for older people is crippled by several systemic issues such as a lack of staffing. Although seniors prefer in-home caregivers due to the relative independence and emotional security that staying at home provides, the lack of professional care is causing enough problems (Gore, 2017). This pushes many seniors into assisted living facilities, introducing them to new stressors such as being even farther away from their social contacts. With the older people population projected to increase even more rapidly over the next two decades, it is crucial for the senior care system in the country to be changed to better cater to the needs of this population. Without intervention, the well-being and quality of life of the population will deteriorate rapidly in the coming years (Gore, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc130821584]Use of technology for the provision of care to lonely older persons
The lack of normal social activities affects elderly people in various ways beyond the loneliness caused by a lack of social interaction. The loss of structure due to disruptions of routines such as exercise sessions with peers may negatively impact medication schedules, hygiene, sleep and hydration (Conroy et al., 2020). Both these issues can be resolved by the use of digital technology. In the UK, digital interventions such as video conferencing (Zoom and Facetime) have been used to mitigate social isolation and loneliness in older adults by enabling social interaction or by delivering social services or programs. These programs are used in place of in-person visits from family, friends and volunteers. Group online activities such as yoga, attending a spiritual service or playing an online game may decrease feelings of loneliness while also providing the individual with some form of routine and cognitive solution (Conroy et al., 2020).
In the US, IT has been extensively used in the provision of services to reduce social isolation and loneliness in older adults. More traditional and easily accessible tools such as video conferencing and social media groups are regularly integrated into supportive or behavioural interventions for isolated older adults (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2020). However, with the increasing popularity of artificial intelligence (AI), conversational agents and social robots are often regarded as effective tools for social engagement within this population. Virtual reality is also emerging in the country as a tool meant to increase social engagement among older adults. Despite the wide use of these technological approaches, there still exist challenges related to user-friendliness (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2020).
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Based on this evaluation, the report makes the following recommendations:
· Clinicians should occasionally assess patients who may be at risk and connect them to local resources for help. Members of the healthcare workforce are key to preventing, identifying, reducing and eliminating the negative health impacts of loneliness and social isolation. Therefore, it is imperative to increase their skills and knowledge about loneliness and social isolation so that they can quickly detect it and connect the individual to local services. 
· An information and communication technology (ICT) training program would also be a promising strategy to mitigate loneliness and social isolation for homebound older adults. As earlier identified, one of the major barriers to using IT as an intervention for loneliness is its user-friendliness. Moreover, only about 25% of people above 65 years are computer or internet users (Chen et al., 2023). Training programs would help this population be more technologically advanced and connect with their families and friends. 
[bookmark: _Toc130821586]4. Conclusion
Social isolation and loneliness are grave yet underappreciated public health concerns affecting a large proportion of the older adult population. This paper provides a comprehensive overview of what it means to be an older adult in the UK and the US. From the analysis, it can be concluded that loneliness and social isolation act as risk factors for a wide variety of physical, mental and cognitive conditions; thus, reducing the quality of life for this population. The paper recognized the efforts made by the national and local governments to address the issue at the national level (through policies and legislation) and at the local level (through partnerships with the local government, community, volunteers and families). Importantly, technological advancements have provided remarkable opportunities to deliver care/ services and maintain social connections but this must be done strategically and informed by the technological literacy of older adults. It is also recommended that clinicians should receive adequate training on how to detect and manage loneliness at the local level. Taking these factors into consideration will help policy-makers to develop a strong, effective approach to tackling loneliness in the older adult population. 
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