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The Impact of Loneliness and Social Isolation on the Elderly Population of the UK
This essay will look into the impact caused by loneliness and social isolation amongst the elderly people in the UK.  By identifying what it means to be an elderly we can associate issues that relates to them.  Ageing is the normal process of human life, as we grow older many of us feel lonely and socially isolated than when we were younger (National Institute on Ageing, 2019).  This can be due to, loss of spouse, cognitive decline, depression, physical, and emotional health issues.  The latest issues that has affected everyone but mostly the elderly is the inactivity due to the COVID-19 restrictions, which has not only affected the elderly physically and mentally but has also increased their feeling of loneliness and social isolation.  The ageing structure of the UK population has changed over the years and this is based on two factors, the first being improvements in education, health care provision and medicine which has increased life expectancy, meaning the older population are living longer.  The second factor is, decline in fertility as people decide to have fewer children and some are having children really late in life (Storey, 2018).        
There is no definition on ageing as people can age at a different rate biologically, someone who is over 75 can be physically fit and healthy than someone aged 60.  However, people aged 65 and over are generally considered as elderly people (National Health Service (NHS), 2021). Human being have two different ages, biological and chronological.  Biological age refers to the physical appearance of a person and chronological refers to the number of years that has passed from birth to the present day.  
The elderly population are faced with many issues in the UK, one of the main crises was the outbreak of the corona virus in 2020 with lead to a Covid-19 pandemic.  The elderly people were impacted the most from the disease due to their vulnerability and age.  Restriction measures imposed by the government had a major effect on the elderly people receiving domiciliary care in the care homes and in residential homes.  The rise in the number of elderlies in the UK has impacted the social care provision the most.  Many long-term health conditions are associated to old age, elderly people have many physical and mental health conditions that require social support.  There is evidence that depression is increasingly higher amongst older people suffering multiple long term condition health condition.  
There is a lack of integrated service for old people with long term health condition in care homes.  Long term illnesses can cause complex symptoms which can change over time.  Changes in health condition can become a challenge for care workers who are not adequately trained to provide care and support to people with complexed health needs.  Funding provided for adults in social care in England has decreased by 2% since 2009/10.  This resulted as local authorities toughed the eligibility criteria for care, due to this some elderly people have relied on care and support from family and friends (National Institute of Health and Care Excellence, 2015).  However, according to The Kings Fund, social care cost in the UK has decreased by 9.9% between 2009/10 and 2016/17. The rise of the ageing population living longer with disabilities has increased the cost of care for the elderly and disabled, causing a huge strain in the health care sector.  Health care in England is 12% lower in 2018/19 than it was in 2010/11, which means fewer old people are eligible for government funding towards health care.  Local authorities are prioritising funding to people with severe health conditions.  Cuts in the health care spending has increased the usage of A&E services by elderly people aged 65 and over. (Thorlby, et al, 2018).  Under the Equality Act 2010, substantial and long-term mental health conditions that effect every day activity is considered a disability (GOV. UK, 2021).  
The life expectancy of the aged population in England has increased in the last decades, the number of people aged 85 and over is expected to rise significantly in the future.  Research conducted in 2017 found there were 1.35 million people aged 85 and over and it is estimated that the number will rise to 1.54 million by 2023, an increase of 14%.  Life expectancy increased as mortality rate decreased in the aged population over the years and this is due to, education, advanced healthcare, medicine, housing, and healthy lifestyle. (GOV. UK, 2018).  According to the Office of National Statistics (ONS) it is estimated that in 50 years’ time, the UK population of elderly people aged 65 years and over will increase by 8.6 million (Storey, 2018).  As life expectancy increases, age becomes the risk factor for prevalent diseases such as cancer, stroke and heart disease which mainly impacts the ageing population (Niccoli and Partridge, 2012).   Loneliness and social isolation increases as you get older and are also the risk factors for poor physical and mental health (Courtin and Knapp, 2017).  As you age your body becomes prone to illnesses this is because the immune system becomes weaker as you grow old.  According to the Office of National Statistics (ONS), dementia was the leading cause of death in the UK in 2018 and is continuing to rise every year (Alzhiemers Society, 2020). The Mental Capacity Act 2005 provides a framework for people with long term medical condition in care homes such as dementia including Alzheimer’s.  The Act supports people who are not able to make decision for themselves and provides guidelines on who can make decision, in what situation and how to go about it (Social Institute for Excellence, 2006). 
As people are living longer the age of state pension for men and women is also increasing.  The Pension At 2014 carries out regular assessment on state pension age.  Under the Pension Act 2014 the state pension age will increase to 66 and 67 between 2026 and 2028 (GOV.UK, 2014).  State pension age is continuously reviewed as life expectancy changes (Age.UK, 2021).  As retirement age increases, older people will work longer which means less job opportunity for the younger generation.  The number of people working from the age 50 to state pension age, is estimated to rise by 13.8 million in 2022.  A study conducted by Age UK found that older workers are more flexible and productive at work than younger workers (Altmann, 2015).  We as society have a very negative perception on elderly and often assume them as fragile and a burden on the society.      
Loneliness and isolation are two different concepts however it can be related together. Loneliness is defined as being alone and separated from others which can lead to social isolation and socially isolating yourself from society can also lead to loneliness.  Both of these issues can also affect individuals at the same time (Alden, 2020).  Elderly people are more vulnerable to loneliness and social isolation as they grow old and are more at risk of developing social issues (Dury, 2014).  This can be due to the following changes: physical wellbeing, disability, illnesses, loss of a spouse or no longer being the centre of their family.  Many elderly people over the age of 75 are lonely and isolated from the society in England.  More than two million elderly people over the age of 75 live alone according to Age UK and over a million go several weeks without talking to family members, friends, and neighbours (NHS, 2018).  Medical intervention does not always work for loneliness, evidence suggests that socially isolated individual visit their GP for social and not medical reasons.  A study on GPs in the UK, found that between 1 to 5 people visited their doctors because they were lonely.  According to a year-long investigation conducted in 2017 by the UK Government Commission, with the help of charitable organisation found that 9 million people suffer from loneliness, that is 14% of the UK population (Pimlott, 2018).  Loneliness and social isolation has become more prevalent in the UK and this is mainly due to the change in family structure (Victor, et al. 2002). A survey on the Community Life in the UK found that elderly people who are single or widowed and live alone are more at risk of feeling lonely than people who are living with families or in care homes (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2018).
Loneliness and social isolation are the main risk factors for care home admission according to a study conducted by English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA).  Elderly people who are lonely and socially isolated due to cognitive impairment and physical decline are more likely to be placed in a care home (Hanratty et al, 2018).  Older people living in care homes have difficulty in voicing their opinions even when arrangements has been made for them to receive support and care to meet their needs.  Many elderly people have no voice in long term care settings as their decision are made by health professionals or their family members.  Lack of control and choices to support the way they want to live their life can lead to loneliness and social disengagement.  Some older people suffer abuse and neglect in care, and this is due to imbalance of power between elderly residents in care and their care providers (Bowers, et al. 2009)     
The government strategy in tackling loneliness was first launched by Theresa May, to help and identify loneliness and social isolation in the communities.  The loneliness strategy scheme enabled the GPs in England to refer patients that were experiencing loneliness to take part in community activities supported by charity organisations.  This practice is known as “social prescribing” which allows GPs the option to direct patients to support groups who provide help in ways to improve their health and reduce the intake of medication (GOV. UK, 2018).  Changes in government legislation and policies due to the corona virus pandemic has had a major impact on the elderly community especially the ones who were already experiencing loneliness and isolation.  Research on loneliness during the pandemic found that elderly people who were lonely before the Covid outbreak in the United Kingdom now have increased levels of loneliness.  The increase started as policies and guideline measures was introduced under the Corona Virus Act in March 2020 to reduce the spread of the disease.  The following measures had a significant effect on the elderly people such as, shielding, social distancing and national lockdown.  Loneliness and social isolation is a serious public health matter as there is evidence that it leads to higher death rate amongst the elderly population (Local Government Association, 2020).  Many elderly people faced difficulty in the pandemic due to government restriction that has deprived them of their liberty.  The Care Act 2014 was introduced with a new framework to deliver health and care service in England that involves identifying the wellbeing of people who are at risk of loneliness and social isolation by early intervention into the issues (The Care Act, 2014). However, Age UK was deeply concerned of the rise in “blanket” policies during the peak of the of the pandemic which enabled NHS executives and GPs to apply DNR (Do Not Resuscitate) orders, for patients who are in care homes by applying this it helped to keep the NHS hospital beds free.  NHS England and the Government have made it clear that such acts are unacceptable.  Everyone has the right to live and to receive treatment without exception under the Human Rights Act, however there are certain policies and practices that still go unnoticed (Age UK, 2020).
There is still ageist attitudes towards the elderly in society, old people are usually seen as frail or dependant and a burden to the society (World Health Organisation (WHO), 2018).  Promoting the wellbeing of elderly people and focusing on their needs enables health professionals to apply adequate prevention measures (Chiva and Stears, 2001).  The ageing population and the number of people growing old with long term health condition is having a major impact on health and social care service.  Preventive measures are being placed, by encouraging elderly people to be more proactive towards their health and wellbeing (Curry, 2006).  Person-centred care is a personalised care plan that is tailored to individual needs and should be provided for all people in social care, under the Health and Care Act 2014.  Care and support should be centred around the patient and focus on recovery.  Person centred care also involves risk assessment, recovery goals and advocacy services (NICE, 2017).  Advocacy is an independence service provided by local authorities to help vulnerable people understand their rights, views, wishes, and to make sure their voice is heard (Mind, 2018).  Local authorities are aware of the growing concern on the increase of loneliness and social isolation amongst the elderly people.  The Campaign to End Loneliness is a network of local, national, and regional organisation who have come together to tackle loneliness by using strategic measures.     
Ageing is a normal process of human life, your body declines in function and performance as you age, it is the process of growing old.  Theories of ageing is related to physiological and psychosocial change in individual circumstance such as decline in health, activities, and loss of status in the family and society. (Pathath, 2017).  The disengagement theory was the first theory to be developed by social scientists Cumming and Henry in 1961.  The theory states that elderly people disengage themselves from society and social roles as they grow old.  People disengage themselves when they are old, this is because they know they have short time remaining in their life and no longer wish to fulfil their roles.  Society also allows this withdrawal as it provides job opportunities for the younger generation.  According to the disengagement theory, people who have withdrawn themselves from society would have less difficulty coping with bereavement than those who have not yet withdrawn themselves (Marshall and Clarke, 2007).  The activity theory also known as the normal theory is when people continue to remain active by doing various activities within the care homes or outside.  The theory states that by taking part in social activities and by maintaining a healthier lifestyle, the better you will age.  Many care homes has an activity coordinator who organises activity sessions to improve their wellbeing.  Educating the elderly in the use of modern technology can also help them to communicate better with others, as seen in the present COVID-19 pandemic. Vulnerable people who are in shielding due to lockdown measures enforced by the government, relied on technology to keep in touch with their family and friends by using video calling via, skype, zoom and Microsoft teams. 
The first step in tackling loneliness and social isolation amongst the elderly is to communicate with them and find out what you can do to support them and what you can do to help them overcome this feeling.  Sometimes having someone to talk to is all they need.  Helping them access support groups that provide exercise and indoor and outdoor activities allows them to socialise with others, leading to a much healthier mental state and allows them to get out of this sense of loneliness. Many charitable organisations help the aged population however they need continuous government funding to help them with their projects.  As technology is advancing, it is easy to research and collect information that can help professionals to understand the requirement and support needed in elderly care.
The conclusion to this essay on how loneliness and social isolation effects the elderly population in the UK.  According to the findings in this essay it is evident that the ageing population is rising significantly, and this is having a major impact on health and social care.  As you age you become more prone to illnesses and will require more care and support, which families are not always able to provide.  Elderly people living alone or in a care home suffer from loneliness and social isolation due to change in social role and withdrawal from society     physically and psychologically.  There are many legislation and policies that has been introduced and updated to protect the vulnerable people in the society.  However, as a society we have to change our negative attitudes in the way we stereotype the elderly and not to see them as a burden in the society.    
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