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The Impact of Loneliness and Social Isolation on the Elderly Population of the UK

[bookmark: _Toc67017750]Introduction
	Loneliness and isolation have become a major concern for the elderly population living in the UK. Almost 50 percent of the people aged 65 year or above experience loneliness and isolation at least once, leading to physical and mental conditions. The ageing population not only hinders economic growth of the country but can also become encumbrance the society due to lack of contribution, therefore, implications to provide opportunities after retirement must be generated and extension of age limit in workforce can be done as an implication to minimise pressure on the government. 
This essay explores the growing number of older adults in the UK and the challenges government has to face in terms of economic and financial catastrophe. A rising number of elderly people living in their own home or care setting are being affected by loneliness and isolation, are being deprived from living quality life. Current UK policies in comparison to previous policies which safeguarded the elderly people have been discussed and how Coronavirus Act 2020 has suspended some of the requirements from the Care Act 2014.  Further, the essay explore service provision for the elderly in the UK, and preventive measure to reduce loneliness and isolation issues. Lastly, theories of ageing have been discussed and implications for further improvement for the loneliness and isolation challenges among the elderly have been provided.

[bookmark: _Toc67017751]The elderly population in the UK
UK has witnessed growing number of older adults since 2011 and an increase in life expectancy. According to the Office for National Statistics, in 2018 18 percent of the total population in the UK was aged 65 years and above, representing the changing demographics (ONS, 2021). UK’s population structure is taking a radical shift, in 2050 it has been projected that one in four people will be aged 65 or above. The government spending on public has been projected to increase by 33.36 percent to 37.8 percent from 2020 to 2064, mainly due to the ageing population and the expenses associated with them (Harper and Walport, 2020). The population in the UK is ageing, as the life expectancy has increased due to advancement in medical science and provision of healthcare services by the government for the public.
[bookmark: _GoBack]As the older people increase in the UK market, the demand for products and services according to their need and demand are required. This means that the advancements and innovations which are taking place for the public enhancement of quality of life need to be focused on making it accessible for the older adults and social care service provision must be tailored for the diverse audience (Harper and Walport, 2020). The government needs to plan policies and social service structures which evolve as an opportunity and advantage for the experienced workforce which is ageing, guarding the shortage of workforce.

[bookmark: _Toc67017752]Challenges of the ageing population in the UK
	The falling mortality rate and increasing trajectory for life expectancy continues to grow, resulting in increasing number of older adults. As the population ages, the demand for health and social care provision has increased significantly and it has become a challenge for the government to meet the demand supply gap. One of the biggest challenge which come with ageing population include job market gap is building due to shortage of workforce in the market (Dixon, 2018). Another challenge is the growing pressure on health and social care services for the public, as the older adults need more help and support. Financial assistance and funding for the elderly people who lack financial resources and rely only on government support particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic has created a financial crisis for the government. NHS and local authorities need radical changes in their structures and service policies to address the health and social care challenges for the ageing population, as older people tend to visit general physician more often as compared to young. The elderly people demand therapies, treatment for medical conditions frequently, and also demand accommodation services.

[bookmark: _Toc67017753]Concept of loneliness and isolation in regard to the elderly in the UK
	Loneliness refers to the feeling of being alone or unwanted. People who feel lonely want human interaction, but their mental state makes it difficult to establish connectedness with people in surroundings. A person can feel loneliness while sitting in a room full of people, yet feeling empty (Yanguas et.AL, 2018). Loneliness is a prevalent problem among the elderly people across the world and have been linked to multiple health conditions including heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, cognitive impairment, metabolic disease, obesity and even death. Isolation can be defined as a state where a person has reduced levels of social input, involuntary or voluntary limitation or movement. The concept of isolation has been studied by numerous scholars and has been regarded as a negative connotation for human (Gilmartin, Grota and Sousa, 2013, pp.54-60). Social isolation can also result in physical and mental conditions including depression, anxiety, mood variations, medical impacts on body and increased aggression.
	The impact of loneliness and isolation on the elderly population has negative implications with multidimensional issues associated with it. Age UK statistics present that more than 2 million elderly people live alone or go over a month without any human interaction (Age UK, 2020). The older people are more likely to be affected by loneliness as compared to adults and young children. More than 50 percent of the older adults people experience loneliness and isolation in later life (Fakoya, McCorry and Donnelly, 2020). Taking the landscape of loneliness and isolation among the elderly in UK, NHS and local authorities have adopted various interventions to address this issue. Loneliness has increased the mortality rate in the UK by 26 percent for the elderly, especially those people who used to be socially active in life throughout and in late life when they experience loneliness, they encounter premature death (Griffiths, 2017). Social isolation due to health conditions, less opportunities for later life and reduced socialising opportunities are potential catalyst for loneliness among the elderly people.

[bookmark: _Toc67017754]Impact of COVID-19 on social care sector in the UK
	Millions of elderly people in the UK rely on health and social care services, with wide range of needs. The COVID-19 pandemic has badly affected the social care service provision in the UK for the elderly, as certain laws and regulations from the Care Act 2014 were suspended, which safeguarded the interest of people. As the COVID-19 started taking toll and mortality rates began to rise, the responsibilities for the care givers changed and guideline to provide care was announced by the government (Gray and Sander, 2020). The focus of the nation shifted towards catering the need of time, creating profound gap and impact on the elderly people who used to rely on care services. A greater proportion of deaths were reported from the care homes, as not only COVID-19 impacted there but also the rate of loneliness and social isolation stretched.
	As per the survey conducted by the UK government, the social care givers have seen their workload go up by 74 percent in a year, with increasing complexities and challenges. The social sector has faced immense pressure since the outbreak of pandemic, as the demand for social givers increased substantially (Gray and Sander, 2020). Due to the lack of social staff, numerous tasks have been scaled back, including the therapy services and visits to the general physicians. Major gaps in national pandemic and emergency preparedness can be easily identified and this can lead to a great opportunity to restructure and organise priorities for the people in the UK.

[bookmark: _Toc67017755]Impact of Loneliness and Isolation on the elderly people living in care homes
	Combatting loneliness and isolation for the elderly people living in care setting is significant for their physical and mental health. One of the biggest cause of loneliness and isolation among these people is separation from their family and friends, leading to loss of self-worth and sense of contribution (Hall et.AL, 2011). The prevalence of loneliness and isolation is much higher among the elderly living in a care home when compared to an elderly living in their own homes or with family members. Loneliness and isolation in care homes escalated to a level during the pandemic that mortality rate for the elderly living in care setting increased (Brooke and Jackson, 2021). The rate of chronic loneliness among the care home residents have doubled than people living in their own homes.
	Loneliness alone can impact the health of the elderly person and when combined with isolation, it can be a deadly outcome. It also creates psychological impacts on the person leading to various disorders like depression, alcohol abuse, sleep deprivation, personality disorder and Alzheimer (Cornwell and Waite, 2009). According to a research study, loneliness and isolation have strong empirical evidence for causing premature deaths with increased chances of heart stroke and cardiovascular disease. Also, COVID-19 policies and safety measures have contributed to the isolation among the care home residents, as the government restricts visits to the care homes (Oliver, 2020). This deadly pandemic has left the elderly people frightened, lonely and deprived of meeting with their family and friends.

[bookmark: _Toc67017756]Current UK policy and guideline for the elderly
	The Care Act 2014 safeguards and protects the elderly people living in the UK. This new system was placed in 2015, replacing the previous Care Act. According to this, the elderly people must be safeguarded from physical, emotional and mental abuse, facilitated for accommodation, financial support, fostering person-centric approach to care, promote age-friendly environment and strengthen the quality of care and access to care (Gaffney and McCormick, 2017). Moreover, the Equality Act 2010 for the elderly people in the UK protects them from being treated unfairly due to their age group (Drydakis, 2017). This Act states that discrimination on the basis of age is not acceptable and each individual of the society holds equal rights and they must be safeguarded. This Equality Act 2010 also hold significance as it states that each person including the older adults have equal access to public bodies, authorities, hospitals, police authorities and their concerns holds equal importance which need immediate attention from the local authorities.
	Presently, the Coronavirus Act 2020 has been implemented as an emergency legislation by the UK government to support the public during the pandemic and COVID-19 outbreak. In this Act, some of the provisions from the Care Act 2014 have been suspended including the duty to assess individual needs, assess carer’s need, assess financial resources, care planning for the older adults and duties related to child carers (Hickman, Dixon and Jones, 2020). The Coronavirus Act 2020 has put a burden on social workers and limited their service provision for the elderly to stop the COVID-19 spread (Cairney, 2021, pp.90-116). The care givers for the elderly people are directed to provide limited services and restrain from hugging them. This has also created loneliness among the elderly people, as they are lacking the emotional connectedness.

[bookmark: _Toc67017757]The provision of services for older people experiencing loneliness and isolation
	Loneliness and isolation among the elderly population in the UK is one of the growing concerns for the health and social care department. Almost 50 percent of the elderly people who are aged 60 or above experience loneliness and isolation at some point of time in their life (Fakoya, McCorry and Donnelly, 2020). Along with NHS, local authorities and private bodies such as Age UK and NICE, all are addressing the concerns regarding loneliness and isolation among the elderly people to develop interventions which bridge the gap and tackle the loneliness.
	The provision of services for tackling loneliness and isolation among the elderly in the UK is also provide through community services in which people are directed to one-to-one and group based support. Opportunities and activities are created for the elderly to network, develop friendship and overcome health challenges for the lonely and isolated people. NHS provides support and help for older adults who feel lonely and isolated for different reasons and develop physical or mental health conditions (NHS, 2020). Local authorities can be contacted for mental therapies and general physician support in this regard. Moreover, organisations like Independent Age, Royal Voluntary Service and The Silver Line help older adults tackle loneliness and isolation through a befriender, coffee meet ups, help with shopping, delivering meals, and providing support through workers (Day, Gould, and Hazelby, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc67017758]Preventative measures to reduce loneliness and isolation among the elderly
	As the older people are vulnerable to loneliness and isolation due to loss of spouse, friends or family, or due to lack of mobility and financial issues. The elderly people living at their own homes or at care homes need broad range of opportunities and activities to remain engaged. Interventions to tackle the loneliness and isolation among the elderly can be done through befriending, community services, group activities and one-to-one conversations (Weger and Morley, 2020).
Befriending can be one of the most effective form of intervention, as it will provide the elderly with support, affirmation and emotion-focused relationship. Befrienders are usually trained workers and volunteers, who work with the elderly people at their own homes or at care settings to cope up with loneliness and isolation by offering companionship, shopping assistance, accompanying to any activity, having a chat or simply being there for them. Community support to the elderly going through loneliness and isolation is provide with emotional and practical support (Weger and Morley, 2020). Community support is also provided through on-call assistance and face-to-face conversations. Group activities at day centres, clubs and community centres can help elderly incorporate confidence and self-efficacy to live independently. Lastly, one-to-one conversation through mentoring sessions and counselling from the therapist can also help the elderly people improving the quality of life and limiting dependence on services.
Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic and national lockdown has worsen the situation for the elderly living in their homes or in care homes, as they are not able to see their loved ones and are not doing physical activities outdoor (Hwang et.AL, 2020). In these times, Age UK has set up telephone friendship services for people who are feeling lonely and need someone to talk. This service is 24/7 and the people working at their other end are cheerful professional, assisting elderly in loneliness and isolation.

[bookmark: _Toc67017759]Technological transformations in health and social care for the elderly
	The cost for health and social care in increasing and the demand is growing, better technological transformations can led to overcome these challenges. One of the assistive technology which can help the elderly include remote monitoring which is based on senor technology, measures the health status, movement, eating, drinking and alarms for the elderly living alone. Assistive technology can play an integral part in managing everyday tasks for the elderly (Antunes, 2018). Memory aid assistive technology is another kind which can make the life easier for older adults who tend to face forgetfulness as part of natural ageing process. Memory aid can be in form of application and device which enables an individual to keep track of routine tasks and remember everything which is done on routine basis through reminder (David, Madanian and Abraham, 2018). The app or device starts to beep once the clock reaches the set time for certain task.

[bookmark: _Toc67017760]Theories of ageing approach for the older people
Ageing can be defined as a natural process beyond human control with its own dynamics. One of the most significant contribution of the medical sciences for the modern society is longevity of human life through use of advance technology and health services. Over the past few years, realisation for the ageing population has grown in the UK, resulting in various policy reforms and legislative changes (Kornadt et.AL, 2020). The theories of ageing help us explore empirical evidences to the later life of the elderly people and help us identify interventions to overcome the process smoothly. Some of the most common theories of ageing are disengagement theory, continuity theory and activity theory
The disengagement theory of ageing states that death is inevitable and as the person gets older they decrease their interaction with others in the society. According to this theory, as the person gets old, their ability to perform declines, lose social life, feel weaker and their physical and mental help deteriorates with time (Fox et.AL, 2020). The older people tend to detach themselves from the central role in relationships and work, providing opportunities to the younger generation. Another well-known activity theory of ageing states that in the old age people want to maintain relationships, stay active and continue with their endeavours. This theory is based on the correlation of active participation and life satisfaction among the older people, as when a person gets retirement, they engage themselves with some other work to stay connected with the society and stay physically and mentally fit (Fox et.AL, 2020).
 
[bookmark: _Toc67017761]Recommendations for life enhancement of the elderly people
	Early detection and treatment of loneliness and isolation issues is highly important to enhance quality of life for the elderly people. The government in the UK and NHS commissioners are committed to improve the health and social care of the people and exacerbate loneliness from the elderly people. There are numerous options for tackling the loneliness and isolation challenges among the elderly people in the UK. Some of the future implications which can be considered include provision of adequate services for the elderly, identification of depression, cognitive impairment and inpatient care to make sure people have access for help and support. Most importantly the use of information communication and technology can play critical role in enhancing quality of life for the elderly and reduce cost associated with care provision. Last of all, the elderly people must be kept mentally and physical active to recognise signs of depression, make connections, stay in motion, look for sense of purpose, feel self-worthy and stay independent as much possible.

[bookmark: _Toc67017762]Conclusion
	The impact of loneliness and isolation is profound and its impact on mortality rate among the elderly people is significant. There is a growing evidence for association with physical and mental health disease. The study in this regard is driven by numerous researches and experiments, drawing conclusion that there are potential health gain from addressing loneliness and isolation issues among the elderly people. Embracing the role of technology and healthcare advancements, interventions must be done on timely basis to reduce impact on the elderly people.
	The scale of loneliness and isolation is rising among the elderly people in the UK. The coronavirus pandemic has also added challenges for the government to address issues on immediate basis, as several case of mortality have been reported from the care homes due to depression and anxiety during the lockdown. NHS and local authorities have developed ways to address the issue of loneliness and isolation among the elderly during the lockdown, and are still working to make things better for both the people and care givers.
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