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It is a well-known fact that the elderly among us have great expertise in many areas of life given their experiences during their time on earth.  Yet, loneliness and social isolation have long been problems affecting the elderly of most (if not all) the countries in the world as we know it.  It is therefore fitting that research be undertaken to assist efforts to improve the present programmes and policies in place to care for a group that, while being precious, remains quite vulnerable.  As such, considering the world’s push to find feasible solutions, one must also consider the use of both new and revamped concepts, innovations and systems in addressing these concerns. 
	Given the issues and the possible ways in which a resolution can be found, this paper seeks to accomplish several crucial aspects of what it means to be an elderly person.  In discussing the matter at length, the pertinent theories will be examined with a view to understand the concepts related to loneliness; the impact of loneliness and isolation on older persons in care settings will be explored; current legislation and policy will be examined, especially with regard to their effectiveness in raising awareness and reducing the issues; and a comparative evaluation will be undertaken with respect to the local, national and global provision of services for older persons.  Through so doing, one will then be able to examine the prospective future of elderly care and proffer recommendations from an informed perspective – including knowledge of the technological advancements that may prove beneficial to the possible solutions. Additionally, as this is a comparative report, key focus will be placed on the present-day situations presented in the United Kingdom (UK), as well as the United States of America (USA). 
	Having established the parameters of the paper, a series of questions has been crafted to guide the discussions to be undertaken and the points to be considered. 

[bookmark: _Toc113401831]Defining an Elderly Person
	In order to delve into the essence of the matter, one must first define who is an elderly person. According to the National Health Service (NHS), England, 2022, an elderly person within the context of the United Kingdom typically describes an individual above the age of 65.  The NHS does however note that there are several other factors to consider and as such, one cannot rely merely on a person’s age to determine whether they are in fact elderly.  While years can be a unit of measure for many things, biological age is deemed a more suitable determinant of being elderly as, in reality, it is quite possible for someone that is 75 years old to be biologically healthier than a person who has just turned 60.  Therefore, one’s frailty determines their need for support, which should be factored into defining an elderly person. 
	Within the context of the United States of America a similar structure exists.  Like the UK, the age requirement to designate someone as elderly is a minimum of 65 years (NHS, 2022).  By this unit of measure, statistics of the USA in 1987 would therefore prove that there were over 30 million elderly people in the country at that time, amounting to more that 12% of the USA’s population of almost 252 million people (Medicare and Lohr, 1990).   This trend of an increasing elderly population in the USA has only continued as Mather et al. (2019) have found that American citizens above the age of 65 are projected to almost double in number from 52 million in 2018 to 95 million by 2060.  Of note however is that this population has undergone significant diversification in that there is an increase in the number of elderly persons belonging to various ethnicities and races in the country. 
	From the information so far presented, both countries appear to be working within a similar scope when it comes to defining who is an elderly person.  With this knowledge, one is better able to delve into the intricacies of loneliness and social isolation in the elderly and determine what measures can effectively be implemented to truly mitigate against the harsh consequences of these impediments to enjoying one’s senior years. 
	As one turns to the concepts of loneliness and social isolation, one must consider how these issues are connected to the elderly, through an analysis of the associated theoretical knowledge garnered by academic and research studies conducted to date.  

[bookmark: _Toc113401832]Theoretical Knowledge on Loneliness and Social Isolation in the Elderly 
	Loneliness, according to Gierveld, Tilburg and Dykstra (2018), is deemed one of modern society’s major problems and oftentimes occur when there is a discrepancy between the desired network of an individual and its physical manifestation, and affects all ages.  In so saying, loneliness is usually a consequence of not having one’s ideal group of friends whether in terms of quality and shared interests, or by the number of friends and acquaintances made.  While this  is true in most cases of individuals suffering from loneliness, it is deemed especially taxing on the elderly given the fact that their circles tend to gradually become smaller as a result of a number of factors – including their friends having to move to other locations to access medical care, their family and loved ones now having other responsibilities that may take away from the time that is generally attributed to interacting with them, and the fact that elderly persons are not able to engage in the same activities as they would have when they were younger. Therefore, Gierveld, Tilburg and Dykstra (n.d.) deems loneliness to be evolutionary in nature, in light of the “societal predisposing characteristics” uncovered.  Given the receipt of this information, researchers, as well as other professionals to whom patients visit for treatment and other forms of assistance are now better able to understand the onset and continuation of loneliness. 
	The Evolutionary Theory of Loneliness, or ELT, based on Spithoven et al. (2019) is characterized by feelings of endangered or damaged social relations which in turn prompts an individual to rekindle relations with significant others.  In such a context, as research is undertaken on the ELT, researchers resort to also investigating the underpinnings of loneliness as a distinct and important element as it infers that loneliness acts as a catalyst from which the need to reconnect stems. 
From the genetic studies referenced in the article by Spithoven et al. (2019), many genes have been found to contribute, albeit in minute quantities, to not only loneliness, but also to neuroticism, therefore highlighting a connection. Despite this finding however,  Spithoven et al. (2019) underscored that while a connection has been noted, it remains unlikely that genes have a direct effect on loneliness. It is therefore against this backdrop that environmental factors are ascribed greater focus in determining how loneliness is physically presented.  As more research is needed in this regard, the article suggests that targeted studies be explored to better understand the interplay of genes and the environment, and the contribution of these factors to loneliness. 
In a more practical setting, that is the elderly receiving professional care, much like in a nursing home, it is seen where loneliness and social isolation also presents a challenge to the wellbeing of the patient. In fact, a 2020 study in the UK by Mann et al. indicated that measuring and identifying loneliness in patients can be difficult given the deeply personal nature of such an affliction and a perhaps general unwillingness to overtly divulge feelings of this nature to others.  Consequently, though studies have been attempted to better facilitate the most effective means of interaction with and treatment meted out to the elderly, many of these research endeavors have yielded results that, while being helpful, are not concrete enough to warrant the in-depth analysis and changes to the system at present. Of even greater intrigue is the fact that loneliness and isolation remain prevalent in these settings despite the expected presence of fellow elderly citizens who would better relate to the unique challenges of their peers. 
	If this information is then to be applied to the focus of this paper, it is seen where Gierveld, Tilburg and Dykstra (2018) and Spithoven et al. (2019) corroborate, indicating that loneliness and the environment within which one resides may have a direct impact on the individual.  For lonely elderly persons, their environment may not be conducive to mitigating against feelings of loneliness.  This is further substantiated by statistics from both the UK and the USA which indicate that an alarming number of elderly persons live on their own.  In 2016, the USA reported having 12 million persons of age 65 and above living on their own (APA, 2022). As of 2019, the UK reported having 3.8 million persons over the age of 65 living alone, 2.2 million (or 58%) of whom are over 75 years old (Age UK, 2019).  It was also predicted in these reports where the figures would continue to increase. 
	As it pertains to social isolation, Lu et al. (2020) noted that while there is some relation between social isolation and loneliness, the two constructs are independent of each other and should be treated accordingly. With this in view, we look to the National Institute on Aging (2021) which defines social isolation to be the lack of social interactions and contacts, with a limited number of regular interactions, and notes that there is a distinct difference between the notion of social isolation and loneliness in that loneliness finds the individual comparing the status of their relationships that they consider to be ideal, to the reality, whereas social isolation excludes that comparative self-analysis altogether.  As the National Institute on Aging (2021) further states, both socially isolated and lonely persons are at greater risk of being admitted to the emergency room or to a nursing home given a greater predisposition to conditions including, but not limited to, High Blood Pressure, Heart Disease, Obesity, Anxiety, Depression and a weakened immune system. This correlates to the study conducted by Lu et al. (2020) in which it was found that social isolation and loneliness can be considered epidemics among the elderly with chronic ailments, with a noted lack of mechanisms in place to ensure that these “epidemics” do not deter patients from taking their prescribed medication at the appointed times, if any at all. As the results of that study proved that social isolation supported the concept of loneliness which in turn saw less than ideal adherence to proper medicating among the patients, it was concluded that interventions should, at least for the initial period, commence with a focus to augmenting the state of the elderly’s emotional health, to create and implement a multi-perspective support system.  In this connection, it is crucial that the current legislation and policy on the issues be taken into consideration. 
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	In the case of the USA, in August 2021, legislation was introduced with a view to improve the health outcomes of elderly persons by mitigating against the impact of social isolation and loneliness.  Through the Addressing Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults, or SILO, Act, grants and training to assist the pertinent agencies and community-based entities were provisioned to support the elderly in overcoming the obstacles presented. The bill also required that a report be submitted to the US Congress at least every three years after it has been enacted (Congresswoman Linda Sanchez, 2021).  This SILO Act was subsequently included in a bill to protect seniors across the country by reauthorizing and funding the Elder Justice Act, or EJA (Ways and Means Committee – Democrats, 2021).  Despite the positive news of such legislation being drafted, however, there does remain the issue of its effectiveness.  Given that the EJA has been passed from 2010 to address the issues of abuse, neglect, and exploitation among older adults (Administration for Community Living , 2022), and in light of the complaints received due to a lack of funding, it is difficult to determine whether the proposed legislation will truly provide for the vulnerable elderly population. 
	Furthermore, in 2019, the American Psychological Association, or APA, joined a coalition geared towards ending social isolation and loneliness, from which platform more engagement with diverse stakeholders would be better facilitated, public awareness would be increased, and research would be provisioned to ensure, as best as possible, that the needs of the elderly are sufficiently addressed. 
	Given the statistics in previous sections on the number of elderly persons living on their own, and as the aforementioned legislation has been discussed, it is seen where the Government of the USA has identified that there are weaknesses in the efforts to sensitize the public and to have more provisions for vulnerable groups, including the elderly.  As such, though there are concerns on the overall effectiveness that this legislation will bring, it is clearly seen where efforts are being made to alleviate the burdens of the issues.
	In the UK, the Care Act of 2014 (GOV UK, 2016) aims to improve independence and wellbeing among UK citizens through the provision of the requisite services to mitigate against any form of health deterioration, whether physical or emotional, in an effort to decrease the need for ongoing care and support. Through this act, the local authorities of the UK have considered the factors of the availability or services and resources for a given area, the presence of individuals in need of supporting care, as well as whether there are care givers available who could be employed to fill the existing gap as determined by the prior two factors. The Care Quality Commission (2021) has indicated that since the implementation of the Care Act, there have been improvements in the social care efforts of the country.  This was notably present in the amendments and additions made to the act, referred to as ‘easements’, in response to the unprecedented effects of the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, which, while taking into consideration the impact of the virus on the elderly among other vulnerable groups, also gave a significant amount of attention to the care workers who would have to continue fulfilling their emergency duties. Such legislation has therefore been crucial to the development of a care programme for the wellbeing of the elderly. 
[bookmark: _Toc113401834]The Role of Services in preventing Loneliness and Social Isolation 
	For both countries it was seen where services were employed by the respective Governments to tackle the issues of loneliness and social isolation. 
In addition to the UK’s Care Act, the Local Government Association (LGA) and the Association of Directors of Public Health (ADPH) have worked in tandem to provide guidelines for the treatment of the elderly groups through the provision of manuals and other guiding texts explaining the vision of the Government of the UK in executing the necessary tasks effectively (Local.gov.uk, 2022).  To further add, it is seen where deliberate attempts have been made to appeal to the younger more able-bodied citizens to provide support and assistance through volunteerism and other means of engagement in supporting services at the individual and community levels including lunch clubs, walking groups, and friendship schemes to as to create an environment conducive to meaningful social exchanges (Local.gov.uk, 2022).  This encouragement to the public to actively be involved in caring for the elderly would serve to sensitize citizens to the challenges presented by loneliness and isolation, and in turn present an avenue for the younger individuals of society with similar problems to, in turn, mitigate against feelings of loneliness and isolation amongst themselves.  Through these means, the relevant personnel, in addition to the broader public, are better equipped to handle situations where the much-needed services are provisioned through collaboration with entities such as the National Health Service, or NHS.  
	For the USA, it is seen where efforts are made to sensitize individuals of the ways in which they can assist persons in need of support, complete with a list of suggested activities that may prove beneficial in re-engaging with the elderly, namely through community engagement so as to achieve successful inter-personal connections (CDC, 2020), which in turn reduces the likelihood of social isolation and loneliness reaching critical levels, as well as prevents these issues from significantly affecting one’s quality of life. As a result, nationwide services such as the Eldercare Locater, which locates useful resources such as financial support, caregiving services and transportation, provide opportunities for the elderly to readily access assistance, and through that means interact with others.  Additionally, bodies such as the National Council on Aging and the National Institute on Aging provide more tools and chances for social interaction in which elderly persons can readily take part in the areas of health, increasing social connectedness and financial security (CDC, 2020). 
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	Having now assessed the information gathered on the connection between elderly persons and the notions of loneliness and social isolation respectively, it is seen where, while efforts have been made to improve upon the present system, there remains flaws with the mitigation strategies employed by both the UK and the USA. 
	It is through this finding, in addition to the statistics and data provided, that key areas in which improvements are critical can be identified.  From the research in both instances, it is seen where both countries have entered into law the means by which the elderly may benefit.  However, the operationalization of these laws present an area of great concern – how will the elderly be able to benefit?  
In the case of the USA, financial assistance is provisioned based on the services and needs of the individual in a rather general sense, thus eliminating the much-needed deliberate and careful planning when it comes to issues such as loneliness and social isolation. As the diseases and ailments often characteristic of becoming elderly are quite numerous (WHO, 2021), it is important that one understands the nature and limitations of financial assistance that can be afforded to the elderly to tackle these challenges, in addition to other afflictions that may be experiences.   
For the UK, a similar sentiment can be shared, namely through reshaping the way in which volunteerism is employed in the health and social care systems.  While there are numerous activities for the younger citizens to partake in, the present systems could undergo significant transformation through the streamlining of these activities, which could possibly stem from the creation of nationwide groups, divided into clusters based on factors such as the number of elderly persons and their associated needs. With such a service club-like set up, youth engagement would also be increased, adding to the number of individuals interested in and ready to assist efforts to protect the elderly. These activities therefore cater directly to sentisation efforts by was of exploring the connection between the community and intergenerational services for the betterment of all (Kaplan, 1997).  
	Furthermore, despite the separation of ways in which assistance to the elderly can be provided, it must be noted that the suggestions proffered are not limited to that country, as technical exchanges between nations could also assist with the learning of best practices in elderly care to be implemented in the future. One area of note is that of technology, particularly considering the COVID-19 pandemic, which taught the world lessons in the manner in which technology can be applied to solve problems that were once deemed impossible to surpass. While technological advancements would have already been included in the provision of services through the pertinent legislative frameworks being considered (or having already been implemented), there is great room for improvement on the sole basis that technology is constantly changing. 
	Where technology is concerned, modern developments have resulted in the creation of devices suitably designed for use by older persons including tablets and a videoconferencing system.  Such major developments in technology can be used to better mitigate against the lasting effects of loneliness and social isolation, while allowing the elderly to retain a sense of independence and perhaps even indulge in virtual recreational pass times that were once deemed impossible.  Caution should however be employed as if not carefully monitored, the use of such devices could serve to exacerbate the issues presented through addiction or heavy dependence of these devices in lieu of human interaction (Ability Net, 2021). 
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	In light of the information presented, it is clear that, to improve elderly care, focused consideration should be given to the use of non-traditional means to combat loneliness and social isolation.  Technology presents a wonderful opportunity to connect the elderly with some of the most recent developments in technology which in turn can open many doors for interactions, albeit virtual.  Additionally, this may provide the chance for closer more meaningful relations to be forged with the oldest of the population through intergenerational initiatives and practices, implemented in ways that will prove beneficial to all members of society regardless of class, age and other socio-normative constraints.  In order to truly tackle the issues of loneliness and social isolation, one must find better ways to understand the situation at present so as to effectively plan strategies to circumvent its recurrence as well as to create a more meaningful way of life as the elderly take to enjoying their days. 
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	While great progress has been made to alleviate the issues of loneliness and social isolation in the elderly populations of the United Kingdom and the United States of America respectively, further research is needed to sufficiently explore the many ways in which present-day systems can be effectively augmented to provision the best possible assistance for this most vulnerable group. 
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