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This report explores older adults’ experiences in the UK and the US regarding isolation and loneliness in H&SC settings. Loneliness is a significant problem among the ageing population in the United Kingdom (UK) and the United States (US). It is a complex issue which can affect physical and mental health, leading to an increased risk of chronic conditions and reduced quality of life. 
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The ageing population in the UK is fast growing. Specialists associate the growth in the country with the extensive improvement in healthcare and social care. An elderly person in the UK is an individual past the age of 65 (Coombs, 2019). The reason is that 65 is the official retirement age in the country, and individuals past this age qualify for the state pension. The additional years an elderly in the UK can live past 65 years varies with year, gender, living conditions, and predetermined health issues. For instance, an elderly individual in 2018 was expected to live another 18 years for males and 20 years for females. 

[bookmark: _Toc129686269]Being elderly in the UK means there are certain challenges that they may face in terms of health and wellness, physical activity, access to amenities such as housing, care and support, economy and poverty, loneliness, and isolation, among others. The country has since strived to maintain statistics on the elderly to address the demographic’s issues. Office for National Statistics (ONS) Ageing Analysis team reports that the elderly population in the UK is diversified and has different challenges and opportunities (ONS, 2022). Therefore, as much as living longer is celebrated in the country, the government recognises that the quality of life of the elderly warrants discussion.

The definition of elderly in the US is similar to that of the UK in that both countries’ elderly population begins at 65. Berger (2017) cites that the US is obsessed with being young hence being part of the elderly population in the country is challenging. The country’s ageing population has increased over the years, given that the government’s investment in healthcare systems and technological advancement has contributed to a longer life expectancy similar to the UK. The composition of the elderly in the country is varied in terms of age, ethnicity, financial ability, and sex. For example, females are likely to live longer than males (Johnson, 2017).
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In the last 10 years, there has been expanding differentiation of the impact of loneliness and social isolation on ageing population physical and mental status, leading to increased attention from health and social care providers. However, despite similarities in the issues faced by older adults in both countries, there are differences in the provision of H&SC services, as well as cultural norms and attitudes towards aging and loneliness. The dynamics of the country’s political, economic, religious, cultural, social, and technological aspects means that the elderly in the US face different complications and solutions similar to the UK elderly population (Dixit, Milgrom and Milgrom, 2011). However, the disparity in the attitude towards the elderly between the UK and the US accounts for the different treatments they receive. For instance, sources report that the US media stereotypes the elderly as not contributing to society because they are frail, financially stressed, and feeble (Berger, 2017). As a result, more elderly are in care homes, also known as ‘retirement homes’ in the US compared to the UK, with issues such as healthcare and housing needing to be addressed in both countries. The UK and the US both have constitutional backing; the difference between these countries is that the US has the Older Americans Act (OAA), which focuses on supporting various programs that provide services such as caregiver support, health and wellness programs, elder abuse prevention, ageing and disability services, and information and referral (Congressional Research Service, 2022). The legislative nature of the act ensures that the elderly in the US are protected despite the social stigma.
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Demographic statistics show that the elderly population has grown steadily in recent years. According to Age UK (2019), the elderly population in the UK is approximately 12 million where:
· Elderly people of 75+ years= 5.4 million
· Elderly people of 85+ years= 1.6 million
· Elderly people of 95+ years= over 500,000
· Centenarians= over 15,000

Lewis (2021) reports that the statistics show an increase in the country’s elderly population by 23% between 2009 and 2019 when the whole UK population only increased by 7%. The report anticipates that the elderly demographic is expected to grow steadily, whereby the elderly maybe 24% of the population by 2043 (Statista, n.d.).
	  
 	The gender disparity in the elderly demographic is evident in life expectancy. As mentioned earlier, females have a higher life expectancy than males in the UK (ONS, n.d.). Therefore, the composition of females is more than males among the elderly in the country. England and Wales have the highest elderly population in the UK. There are also differences related to ethnicity. For instance, 2011-2014 statistics in England and Wales show that females and males of Mixed and White ethnicities had lower life expectancy than those of the Black African ethnicity (White, 2021).  


[bookmark: _Toc129686273]Figure 2 Life Expectancy disparity among Ethnicities in England and Wales (White, 2021)
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According to ACL (2022), as of 2020, the US elderly population consisted of 30.8 million women and 24.8 million men, which is 17% of the people. The number is expected to grow to 22% by 2040 (CSS, n.d.). The prediction arises from the fact that the elderly population increased from 30 million female and 24.1 million males in 2019. The life expectancy of US women is higher than that of US men, similar to the UK. There is a disparity in the US elderly population regarding residence location and ethnicity. Most elderly live in Vermont, Florida, Maine, and West Virginia (USCB, 2019). In terms of ethnicity, reports indicate that 1 in every 4 elderly persons was of a marginalised ethnic group in 2020. 
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[bookmark: _Hlk132703528]Age UK reports that 2 million elderly over 75 live alone in England, with over half spending more than a month without social contact. As there is a stigma surrounding loneliness, the elderly experience difficulties asking for help (NHS, 2022). Social isolation and loneliness amongst the elderly are widespread, with a third of the elderly in some nations feeling lonely. Isolation can affect a person’s physical and mental health, quality of life and life expectancy. It can harm health as smoking, obesity, and lack of physical activity (WHO, 2021).
Loneliness and isolation are common concepts in social settings today. Hawkey (2023) describes loneliness as the psychological state resulting from depriving one’s social needs in quantity or quality. Psychologists refer to loneliness as a subjective matter in that someone might be in isolation but not experience loneliness, while another might not be in isolation but experience loneliness. Isolation is, however, objective because it depends on how much contact one has. John Bowlby, a psychiatrist, deduced that there are various ways of understanding loneliness and social isolation among the elderly (McLeod, 2017).    
The first one is the Attachment theory. According to Hawkey (2023), the attachment theory of loneliness stems from an emotional bond created between one and their caregiver. Robert S. Weiss developed the theory, identifying six functions or needs of relationships that, if lacking, contribute to loneliness (Weiss, 2005). These include attachment, reassurance, nurturance, and social integration. 
According to the Continuity theory of ageing, the elderly aim to maintain their lifestyle, habits and personality developed in their lives (Wang, 2012). This could include social contacts, highlighting the need to prevent loneliness.
Another perspective is the Cognitive theory of loneliness and social isolation. According to cognitive theory, loneliness arises from disparity in attitudes, thoughts, and interpretations (Hawkey, 2023). In this case, individuals who experience loneliness often expose negative attributions to events, circumstances, and people in their life. Also, according to Jussim (2001) loneliness in this theory is a form of self-fulfilling prophesy whereby poor social skills lead to poor and unsatisfactory social relationships which further leads to pessimism that results in social isolation and dissatisfaction. This is because there is a connection between the person and the world around them. 
The Activity theory of aging suggests that the more an elderly person participates in activities, the more productive they will feel, contributing to a positive perception of the ageing experience (Versey, 2015). Furthermore, through activities, the elderly are more engaged in the community, feeling less lonelily and overall happier. According to the theory, engaging in activities can contribute to well-being as much as doing something you are passionate about (NICE, n.d.).

The Behavioral theory of loneliness attributes loneliness to one’s personality. Hawkey (2023) elaborates that certain personality-defined behaviours such as social anxiety, hostility, shyness, low self-esteem, sadness, and distrust characterise loneliness. The reason is that these behavioural traits prevent a person from socialising in a socially rewarding manner. The theory explains why socially isolated and hence lonely individuals rarely share details and why they lack social intimacy (Perlman and Peplau, 1982). Death of a spouse, alienation from loved ones such as friends, loss of income, lack of familial support, and other factors may trigger loneliness among the elderly, regardless of country of origin.
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Loneliness and isolation impact individuals of all ages, including the elderly, especially within a care setting. In the UK, statistics show that approximately 17,000 care homes cater to individuals with different needs, such as old age, disability, or terminal illness (ONS, 2022). These include nursing homes and residential settings. According to Age UK (2019), the loneliness experienced in these settings often stems from social stigma, which is catastrophic to their health. For instance, in the US, only 17% of ageing population report keeping relationship with friends, family, or neighbours, and for 11% of them, that contact is infrequent, which fuels the sense of social isolation, leading to loneliness (NIA, 2019). The reason for social isolation in most cases in the UK is that care settings in the country alienate the elderly from their families and allow only limited visitation, which does not suit some visitors (SCIE, 2018). The sense of loneliness the elderly develop in care settings in the UK is linked with a 40% expansion in the risk of dementia, cardiovascular disease risk, and premature death (Age UK, 2019). Most elderly, thus, prefer to live with their families in the UK to avoid the consequences of living in a care home.

Assisted living is standard in the US. Approximately 800,000 people live in care settings in the US, of which 88% are senior residents (Samuels, 2022). The rapidly growing ageing population in the US means more seniors are expected to enter the care setting system. Approximately 24% of 65+-year-old senior Americans living in care settings face social isolation (NASEM, 2020). Loneliness in care settings in the US is often more prevalent than living within the community regardless of having the company of peers, social activities, and access to caregivers (Jansson, 2020). As a result, most seniors in care settings in the US suffer increased depression, anxiety, and physical inactivity, which leads to obesity, heart failure, dementia, and stroke. The impacts are similar to those on isolated elderly in the UK.
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The US and UK governments have set policies and legislation to tackle loneliness and isolation. The UK government strictly regulates the elderly care system to ensure that members of the demographic receive the best care. An example of legislation utilised in the UK is the Care Act of 2014 (Department of Healthcare & Social Care, 2023). The Act lays a legal framework for dealing with issues regarding the elderly. It recognises loneliness as a threat to its primary purpose, safeguarding adults. The government, through the Act, allows collaboration between local authorities and healthcare givers to provide necessary services that can address loneliness among the elderly in the country.

The US legislative provisions are provided in the Older Americans Act (Congressional Research Service, 2022). The government, through the Act, supports programs and social services that aim to make the lives of elderly individuals easier. It targets family care, abuse, and neglect of older persons. The legislation aids in alleviating loneliness because it addresses possible triggers among older Americans in the care setting. Another legislation is the Older Americans Social Isolation and Loneliness Prevention Act (Smith, 2020). The proposal was signed into law in 2020 to address the negative impacts of loneliness among senior citizens and provide ways to provide home and community-level services. The senator proposed the legislation during the Covid-19 pandemic, given the adverse impacts that the disease caused in terms of isolation and loneliness in elderly care settings. Some services include grants to specialised charity organisations that dedicate resources to addressing loneliness among older persons in American care settings.
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The UK and the US have invested in all possible service providers for the old people. An ageing population in the UK compelled the government to provide appropriate services in health and care, housing, families, education, and work (Government Office for Science, 2016). For instance, the UK intervened in the elderly care provisions in the country through the National Service Framework for Older People. The framework contains eight provisions, four of which relate to older persons:
· Provision of evidence-based specialist care,
· Individual respect by eliminating discrimination,
· Promoting a healthy lifestyle among the elderly population,
· Establishing grounds for primary and hospital care services for the elderly.
On a local level, the social services and NHS in England take care of older persons by:
· Improving care standards through the National Care Standards Commission,
· Fair funding of elderly care and hence the implementation of free nursing care for the elderly,
· Health campaigns that target loneliness, dementia, dentistry, and influenza,

There are also similar strategies in the US. Woroniecki (2020) states that the government focuses on funding and caregiving. The US government facilitates caregiving through funding services such as Medicare and Medicaid to elderly patients. Medicare is an insurance program that only serves senior citizens’ hospice care, doctor visits, hospital stays, and vaccinations as preventative care. Unfortunately, Medicare does not cater to costs associated with assisted living for the elderly population. Medicaid, on the other hand, caters to medical costs for low-income people. The eligibility of the elderly for the program varies from state to state. Also, some states provide a Program of All-Inclusive Care for the Elderly (PACE). The difference is that PACE caters to long-term care service costs for elderly persons with Alzheimer's disease, on top of the services covered by Medicaid and Medicare programs in the US.
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According to Picchi (2017), the government funds that go into elderly care often stream from citizen contributions in both the US and the UK. The inverted graph in the demographic aspects of both countries means that the growing older population versus shrinking statistics of the younger population is set to weigh on the economic state of the countries. The author further states that both countries worry that due to fewer contributors to the social security fund that funds elderly pensions, they are likely to struggle in the future.

As a result, the UK government is contemplating raising the retirement age from 65 years to a higher age, 65 to 68 for both men and women between 2024 and 2046 (Government Office for Science, 2016). The move seeks to ensure that older persons in the UK work longer to solve the country’s pension crisis. The US government encourages the younger population to save more for their elderly care upon retirement (Templin, 2022). The move is set to neutralise the possibility of increased heavy reliance on retirement funds to cater to elderly care services. The strategy is better than entirely cutting retirement benefits, increasing taxes, or slashing social programs.

The growing elderly population in both countries is likely to also exert pressure on the healthcare system in the future. Evidence cites that the caregiver deficit experienced in both the UK and the US today is likely to stretch into the future (Woroniecki, 2020). The author adds that the deficit is likely to create approximately 1 million job opportunities in the US only. However, it is hard to correct the situation given the profession’s challenges, such as high turnover rates, low pay, and poor working conditions. Experiencing great pressure may hinder caregivers from offering sufficient companionship to older persons, especially in care settings, which may accelerate the prevalence of loneliness among the occupants.

Consequently, technological advancements are likely to become part of elderly care. Tech devices and other inventions have the potential to lessen the work burden that elderly caregivers bare. For instance, implementing smart speakers and TrueLoo's invention in the elderly care system will help. Smart speakers fitted with artificial assistants such as ElliQ, Siri, Alexa, and Google Assistant can help the elderly maintain contact with their loved ones despite social isolation (Chung, 2021). Also, the TrueLoo has excellent potential to help in elderly caregiving, as it contains sensors that can scan the toilet bowl to determine the user and assess the state of their health through the size, consistency, etc., of their extract. The invention will monitor if the user has a potential illness, reducing the caregiver workload. Some digital interventions for the elderly also aim to reduce isolation and loneliness, including cognitive behavioural therapy, social skills training, and participation in community and support groups (World Health Organization, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc129686280][bookmark: _Toc133764688]Recommendations

The elderly people’s mental and physical health can be significantly affected by loneliness and isolation. By understanding this community’s unique challenges, interventions can be developed, and recommendations could be highlighted to help them build stronger social connections and moderate the negative impact.
· Both countries, the UK and the US, face an ageing population similar to most countries. Thus, there is a need for a global outreach/ coalition to address the possible impacts of the phenomenon.
· Policies and laws should aim to reduce marginalisation and discrimination, to improve social connections of the elderly (World Health Organization, 2021).
· There needs to be additional research on loneliness and social isolation that specifically targets care settings. The current research is limited.
· Technological advancements have great potential in addressing future issues in elderly care. Therefore, countries should invest in the sector, especially in advancements that target older persons.
· Countries should aim to create more age-friendly communities, improving transport, information and communication channels, and the built environment. (World Health Organization, 2021).
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