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Introduction

This is a comparative report which will examine and evaluate the effects of loneliness and social isolation among elderly people in the United Kingdom and Canada. The report will also investigate and give recommendations what improvements can be made using different types of technology to reduce loneliness among elderly people and provide effective care to them. It will also compare provisions and policies set out by the UK government to help take care of the elderly population compare to those set by Canada.
Focusing on the elderly we have to describe the definition of elderly person. The elderly population has been defined differently by different institutions and scholars around the world. Concentrating on the United Kingdom, old age are individuals 65 and over, who are at the late period of their life (retired), and can have some difficulties to complete daily tasks. (NHS, 2022). Same definition applies to Canada. However, World Health Organization defines an elderly person as anyone above the age of 60 years. (WHO, 2020). These definitions don’t apply to each person because chronological age and biological age are not the same. Chronological age is the length of time that we are alive, however biological age is how are body looks and it depends of different factors because everything is individual based on the person’s lifestyle and habits. (Rasanen, 2021).
WHO (2020) asserted that the elderly population is rapidly increasing, with the population expected to hit more than 22% of the total global population by 2050. More specifically, the UK population is aging at a drastic rate. According to the latest Census report 2021, the elderly population accounts for close to 19% of the general population – 12.3 million individuals are above 65 years. (ONS, 2021). 
Canada also has a high elderly population percentage – 15.6% - which represents more than 6 million people according to the Census report by 2021. (Statistics Canada, 2022). 
As the elderly population continues to increase, there is a need to ensure that the elderly remains socially active and connected as social exclusion and isolation are emerging as one of the main threats to this population. Apart from the personal psychological issues caused, social isolation also impact society to suffer from high social costs and weak social connections. (Crewdson, 2016).
At the end recommendations will be provided on how technology - (specifically Artificial intelligence) can be utilised to eliminate social isolation and increase care quality among the elderly population.

Theories of loneliness
This report will be focusing on two theories of loneliness: The cognitive theory of loneliness and Weiss theory of loneliness. 
The cognitive theory of loneliness: also referred to as the cognitive discrepancy concept, this theory asserts that loneliness is an unpleasant, subjective, and distressing situation that originates from a person's needed social relation levels. (Donaldson and Watson, 2017).
Loneliness is realised after a mismatch between the expected and actual frequency and quality of social engagement. The mismatch may be caused by specific life events and circumstances such as aging, migration, or the loss of a loved one. As an individual ages, their level of social engagement gradually reduces because their body functionality tends to slow down which ultimately leads to loneliness as they cannot keep up with the rest of the community’s levels of engagement. (Burholt and Scharf, 2014).
To be eliminated the feeling of loneliness, it is important for an individual to deal with the mismatch either through reconsidering the expected social interaction levels to fit the specific conditions or increasing the frequency and quality of social interaction to meet the set expectations.
Weiss loneliness theory: this theory asserts that loneliness is a distressing situation that results from an individual's social experience being of less quality than expected. (DiTommaso and Spinner, 1997). Weiss further asserts that loneliness is a subjective experience perceived differently from one person to another. For instance, a person can develop the feeling of loneliness even in the presence of other people while another type of person may be physically alone but at peace with how they are feeling. (Mind, 2022). The theory then proceeds to note that there exist different social needs that need to be met for an individual not to develop the feeling of loneliness. These needs include social integration, attachment, worth reassurance, nurturance, a sense of alliance and reliability, and companionship when it comes to stressful situations. Therefore, any individual that feels the deprivation when it comes to the satisfaction of any of the six needs noted by Weiss, may end up developing a feeling of loneliness. The elderly population mostly misses out on the social integration need since most of them end up being confined in retirement homes with minimal engagement with the larger social environment.
Factors that influence isolation and loneliness among elderly population
There are different factors that impact the lack of social interactions and confinement of the elderly. The most impactful is the decrease income and mobility. Aging is associated with a significant physical change to an individual's body. (Mayo Clinic, 2022). This change leads to 

reduced movement from one place to another and the inability to work and generate income. These two factors combined reduce an individual's ability to create social connections as one is required to meet at different social places which is impossible due to immobility. 
A decreased income is due to the retirement of the elderly, however there is a small collective of older people who choose to continue working, however they are less in demand. Despite the experience that the elderly population has when it comes to completing different tasks within the workplace, modern employers are always seeking young employees who are considered creative, innovative, uplifting etc. (Office for National Statistics, 2019). Thus, the low employment probability among this elderly population reduces their income generation avenues, ultimately contributing to isolation and loneliness.
Poor physical health is another factor that leads to loneliness and isolation. From a biological perspective, aging happens as a result of the accumulation of different cellular and molecular damages within the body. (Lopez-Otin et al., 2013). This subsequently leads to a gradual decline in an individual's mental and physical abilities, thus increasing the probability of developing health complications. Some of the common health complications within the elderly population in both Canada and the UK include refractive errors and cataracts, hearing and sight loss, diabetes, pulmonary diseases, dementia, Alzheimer and depression. (WHO, 2022). With such conditions, an elderly person is always confined to his home or the hospital, which reduces the probability of creating social connections, ultimately leading to loneliness.
Loss of loved ones: Loved ones such as: spouses, children, relatives, who help individuals develop the feeling of companionship. (Crewdson, 2016). According to the Weiss theory of loneliness, companionship is one of the social needs that when not met leads to the development of loneliness. The mortality rate within the elderly population is higher than the rest of the population due to the depreciated physical and mental state brought about by aging which ultimately leads to the development of loneliness. (WHO, 2022).
Family dispersal: Expatriation has become a common trend within the modern corporate world where organisations tend to send employees across different countries for work purposes. (Crewdson, 2016). This causes individuals to travel with their family members leading to family dispersals, ultimately leaving the elderly people who have limited physical abilities alone. (Penning et al., 2014).


The impact of loneliness and isolation on an older person living within a care setting in the UK and Canada
Loneliness and social isolation shorten the lives of the elderly and are responsible for more than 50% of the mortality rate among the elderly population globally. (WHO, 2022). This high mortality rate can be associated with the lack of mobility and physical activity and the development of bad habits such as smoking and drinking. 
Centre for Ageing Better, (2022) asserted that most of the emergency cases reported by the elderly are always a result of the need for social interactions rather than medical problems and most of these individuals end up dying either at home or in the hospital due to being alone. According to a report released by Public Health England in 2019, the annual general population mortality rate in England is approximately 500,000. Out of this population, two-thirds are always considered to be elderly with the NHS asserting that loneliness has played a major part in influencing these deaths. (Public Health England, 2019). 
Statistics Canada (2022), noted that Canada reported an 11.2 per every 1,000-population mortality rate among individuals above 65 years. This was a significant increase from 10.9 per every 1,000 populations recorded the previous years. These deaths are mainly attributed to the isolation and loneliness experienced by the elderly population.
[bookmark: _Hlk112711796][bookmark: _Hlk112711677][bookmark: _Hlk112711354]Loneliness and social isolation negatively affect the elderly population’s quality of life and health. A study by Penning et al., (2014), pointed out that loneliness and social isolation increase the probability of elderly individuals developing health complications such as cardiovascular conditions and stroke, together with mental issues such as dementia, Alzheimer, cognitive decline, anxiety, depression, suicide, and suicide ideation. World Health Organisation 2022 stated that social isolation and loneliness among the elderly increase the probability of developing Type 2 Diabetes, which is also predisposed by the lack of physical activities and mobility. A study by Crewdson (2016), noted that close to 26 million elderly individuals in the UK possess at least one long-term medical issue, with the most prevalent issue being arthritis, which results in dementia. Another study by DiTommaso and Spinner (1997) stated that the diseases that are highly prevalent among the elderly population in Canada include hypertension, heart diseases, pulmonary diseases, and osteoarthritis which are mainly associated with minimal mobility and lack of physical exercise. Finally, a study by Burholt and Scharf, (2014) noted that depression affects more than 22% of both women and men above 65 years in the UK, yet more than 90% of the elderly population with depression do not receive any assistance from the NHS due to isolation – this makes it hard for them to access NHS services.
Current legislation and policies helped to reduce loneliness and isolation in the elderly population in the UK and Canada
Legislations and policies in the UK
The elderly people should be accorded the same level of access to resources and opportunities as individuals of other ages. This is supported by The Equality Act 2010, which asserts that individuals should be protected from any form of discrimination within their working environment or the wider society, irrespective of their age, gender, race, and ethnicity. (MIND, 2022). 
Elderly people are likely to develop many common conditions such as: Dementia, Alzheimer, Depression, Stroke etc. which can affect their mental capacity. However, The Mental Capacity Act 2005 can empower and protect individuals who are not in the right mental position to make decisions relating to their treatment and care. (MIND, 2022). The act incorporates decisions related to daily activities and serious issues such as surgery or being enrolled into a care home. The act gives the elderly population the freedom to make their own decisions unless declared otherwise. Furthermore, if a decision is made on behalf of an individual, it should be made to promote not only their mental state but also their social and interpersonal well-being, which includes the promotion of social co-existence. (Johnston and Liddle, 2007).
The Care Act 2014 emphasises the role of the local authorities when it comes to the protection and promotion of a person’s well-being. It also incorporates elements of emotional and physical well-being together with control and personal dignity. Thus, according to the act, care provided by an institution should not only help an individual enhance their physical well-being but also promote emotional well-being which involves advancing social life to prevent cases of loneliness and social isolation. (Department of Health and Social Care, 2016).
Legislations and policies to reduce social isolation and loneliness in Canada
Canadian government develop programs and legislations to provide welfare, financial security, and social protection to the elderly population. The government introduces some of them as follow: The Old Age Security Program, The Old Age Security Pension, Economic Action Plan 2013 etc.  They program and plans stated above are responsible of ensuring that the elderly population is provided with medical care and homes across the country. (Government of Canada, 2021).
The Connected Communities Act 2022, tasks the government with the responsibility of eliminating cases of isolation and loneliness, and helping individuals through initiatives such as: creating homes for the elderly and helping them secure employment opportunities. (Park, 2022). With this act, the elderly population can be able to successfully engage with the general population and increase the income, which is one of the causes of isolation and social exclusion among elderly.
The Human Rights Act of 1977. This act asserts that equal opportunities should be offered to all individuals regardless of their age, gender, race, and social background. It also prohibits any form of discrimination propagated based on these grounds. As already noted, the majority of employers tend to discriminate against the elderly population based on their age and this makes them lose their sources of income, which ultimately leads to social exclusion and isolation. However, with this act, the elderly population can access employment opportunities across different institutions and this would then help them maintain a quality social life. (Kirkup, 2021).
Services for the elderly provided in the UK and Canada
UK and Canadian governments developed different services and community engagement programs that support elderly population.
Services for the elderly in the UK
NHS initiatives
[bookmark: _Hlk112711190]National Health Services is working with different stakeholders to facilitate the early identification and support of the elderly when it comes to health complications and healthy living habits. (Crewdson, 2016). For instance, NHS works hand in hand with the fire and rescue service department to help the elderly population within the community identify any health risks that may limit their mobility which ultimately leads to isolation.
Charity initiatives
[bookmark: _Hlk112711234]The conducive legal, economic, and political environment in the UK has created a conducive environment for charity organisations to advance initiatives to help prevent cases of loneliness and isolation within the elderly population in the UK. (Donaldson and Watson, 2017). Some of the most popular charity organisations aimed at helping the elderly in the UK are: Age UK and Alzheimer's society. Age UK has a debriefing service that involves finding people to make visits to elderly individuals’ homes either once or twice a week. The service is also available via phone, where an elderly person can make a call and have a friendly conversation with the organisation’s personnel, ultimately creating companionship, which is one of the factors that help prevent loneliness. (Age UK, 2022).



Services for the elderly in Canada
The New Horizons for Seniors Program
This program is an initiative by the federal government initiative that provides contributions and grants to projects that are mainly aimed at helping reduce isolation and improve the lives of the elderly population in Canada. (Government of Canada, 2022). The project aims at promoting volunteers who seek to help enhance the lives of the elderly population and engage the elderly within society by allowing them to mentor the younger generation.
The OAS scheme (Old Age Security Pension)
This pension scheme is a monthly stipend provided to individuals above 65 years in Canada. (Government of Canada, 2021). The main aim of this initiative is to provide the elderly population with the financial freedom that is one of the leading contributors to isolation and loneliness. According to DiTommaso and Spinner (2017), financial freedom gives elderly individuals an opportunity to independently advance their social lives, thus eliminating cases of loneliness and isolation.
Prospective future of care of the elderly people
The influence of technology on modern-day life cannot be ignored as it has penetrated every facet of basic living and decision-making. This part of the report will explore how artificial intelligence can help enhance the social welfare of the elderly population and ultimately help eliminate cases of loneliness and isolation.
Artificial intelligence is the ability of computers to effectively carry out tasks that are naturally carried out by human beings. (IBM, 2020). One way this emerging technology can be utilised to help alleviate the issue of loneliness and isolation among the elderly is through the development of social robots which will have a social interface. According to Qian et al., (2021), social robots created to mimic human beings or animals, can enhance social engagement and offer emotional support, ultimately reducing the development of loneliness among the elderly population. Furthermore, such robots are suitable for environments that have specific social restrictions and can be maintained even in homes and hospitals. Apart from social robots, artificial intelligence can also be used to develop on-screen engagement interfaces to help provide complex social engagements and respond to specific questions raised by an individual. (IBM, 2020). These on-screen dashboards can be designed in the form of a digital human or virtual agent. Such interfaces can be used to provide the elderly population with a range of psychological and mental solutions for loneliness just as it may be provided by a human therapist. The backend interface can be developed using an algorithm that analyses specific questions and provides answers that are not only suitable to the situation but also provide specific recommendations on how the person can handle stress and any perceived feelings of loneliness in the future.
Recommendations
The main recommendation for reducing loneliness and social isolation is the utilisation of artificial intelligence. Artificial intelligence provides institutions with an opportunity to develop devices that would mimic human and animal abilities and ultimately be used to provide comfort and companionship to the elderly population. Furthermore, the resources developed can be easily adjusted and customised to fit specific individual preferences. 
Another helpful suggestion is the creation of an elderly relief fund as old age catches up with an individual. The body naturally becomes worn out and it is hard for an individual to effectively take up employment opportunities and generate income. Moreover, most employers tend to prefer younger employees since they provide energy and creativity not provided by elderly individuals. Therefore, the creation of an elderly relief fund would help give a periodic income to the elderly population and allow them to make independent decisions in relation to the quality of social life they need.
Conclusion
In conclusion, we can summarise that the elderly population is increasing significantly and there is a need for authorities to come up with policies that would help overcome the issue of social isolation and loneliness. Countries like the United Kingdom and Canada have been at the forefront in developing legislation, acts, policies and initiatives to help assist elderly population. Institutions need to use the power of Artificial Intelligence to develop human and animal-like robots, that would help enhance the quality of life within the elderly- this will reduce the feeling of loneliness and social isolation amongst them.
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