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In this report, I will be evaluating the impact of loneliness and social isolation on the elderly population of the United Kingdom. I will make sure to focus on the different policies and provisions for care of the older person, and I will be comparing them to a different country of my choice. In order to produce a well structured and critical report, I will be also examining the various changes that could be made to programmes that are specifically aimed at addressing the issue of loneliness among the older people, and how the use of technology can be applied in the provision of care.
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Firstly, it is important to define what it means to be an “elderly” person in the United Kingdom.
It is most definitely hard to pinpoint the exact moment a person becomes an “elderly”. 
In the UK it is traditionally known that a person may be considered an elderly when they reach the age of 65 (England, 2022). The reason for this exact age may be because it is the same age that was officially regarded as the age in which men could draw their  state pension (Living longer: is age 70 the new age 65? - Office for National Statistics, 2021). 
The country that I have chosen for my comparison is the United States of America (USA), the reason I have chosen the US, is because of the large pool of data that is available online in regards to its elderly population, as well as its similarities to the UK in terms of overall development.
In the United States, an elderly person is yet again mainly considered to be a person who is at, or above, the age of 65. This seems to be a somewhat of an universally accepted age at which a person may be defined as an elderly, although a lot of the times people use socio-cultural references to come to such decisions, for example the appearance of a person, or their status in the family (father, grandparent, great grandparent, etc) (UNHCR|Emergency Handbook, n.d.).
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It is next important to highlight the statistic of the amount of elderly people in both of those countries. It is important to know different statistics regarding the ageing population, before any reviews can be made about how loneliness has impacted them. In the UK, according to an ONS research in 2018, there were approximately 12 million people either at, or above the age of 65 (Later Life in the United Kingdom 2019, 2019). As a percentage of the population then, that would be around 18% of the whole population in the United Kingdom. When compared to the United States, according to a research conducted there by the Census Bureau, there were 54.1 million people at or above the age of 65 during 2019, compared to 40.3 million in 2010 (Bureau, 2022). This means that as a percentage of the population, that would be around 16.5%.
Both surveys were done at around the same time, and they both present us with similar results in terms of population of elderly people as a percentage of the overall population of the respective country. According to a research done by the World Health Organisation, it has been estimated that in less than 10 years (by 2030) one in every six people will be above the age of 60. This research isn’t specific to a region/country, but rather, it is representative of the world as a whole. (Ageing and health, 2021).
Now that we have established how the population of elderly people in the 2 countries is quite similar as a percentage, and that it is quite likely to increase in the future as people are living for longer due to various reasons such as better healthcare, we can move on to the impact of loneliness.
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Loneliness itself can be defined as an unwelcome feeling or sensation of loss of companionship (About loneliness, n.d.). As a whole, loneliness itself is quite a subjective feeling, just like most other feeling out there, and it usually comes about and interacts with different people differently. In this report, I have been solely tasked to delve into the impacts of loneliness of elderly people (those above the age of 65 as defined earlier on), and so therefore, I will not be discussing the effects it has on those below that age, though I can confidently say that many of those effects that older people experience, will most definitely overlap with those that the younger population may experience.
An important comparison that should be made is that between occasionally feeling lonely, and feeling lonely in a way that can be considered chronic.
Brief loneliness is the type of loneliness that anyone can experience at any time where they may be deprived of contact with people. This differs from chronic loneliness, as chronic loneliness lasts for a more prolonged period of time, and it is often accompanied by feelings of low self-esteem, or self-doubt, that may be deeply engrained into someone (Signs and Symptoms of Chronic Loneliness | Cigna, 2022).
I have made sure to highlight this, as I believe it to be beneficial to know that it is not a matter of simply “curing” loneliness, and that in a lot of cases, giving someone the opportunity to communicate with a different person, would just not be enough to get rid of the sensation of loneliness.
When discussing subjects such as loneliness, it is crucial to not bush past the multiple, negative, health effects it may have on someone who is experiencing it. Some of the issues are: heart diseases, higher blood pressure, weakened immune system, depression, Alzheimer’s, etc. (Loneliness and Social Isolation — Tips for Staying Connected, 2021).
These conditions are some of the many that a person who is facing loneliness may experience. Some are evidently more serious than others, while also being less likely to occur. As previously mentioned, loneliness impacts different people differently, and so therefore it is not a certainty that the majority of people will face such issues. That being said, all of these issues can become increasingly more dangerous in elderly people.
The elderly people regardless of where they reside, all face similar declines in physical health that comes with the process of ageing. A weaker immune system, together with an increased likelihood of depression, are both two major issues that elderly people are susceptible to, and when paired with the effects that loneliness may have on an individual, that can therefore boost the chances of such issues occurring. (Ageing and health, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc113474696]Tackling Loneliness

In the UK, the National Health Service (NHS) has tried to tackle the issue of loneliness, by outlining the various of different things that an elderly person may do in order to decrease the feeling of loneliness that they sometimes get. According to the NHS, the elderly population is especially vulnerable to feeling lonely and that it can have serious health effects on them (Loneliness in older people, 2022).
According to them, some of the ways to challenge the feeling of loneliness can range from: simply smiling (even if it feels hard) all the way to being actively involved in different events within your community.
By simply smiling, your brain releases molecules called neuropeptides, that are useful for dealing with stress, as well as that neurotransmitters such as serotonin act on your body, by playing the role of antidepressants and/or pain relievers. (The Real Health Benefits of Smiling and Laughing, 2018).
On top of that, the NHS has mentioned the impacts that technology can have on reducing loneliness. By getting familiar with using a computer, the elderly person may become more active online. This will unlock many previously locked doors, as they will now be able to keep in touch with many of their friends and family without having to go through the trouble of actually going out and meeting them if they live far away. Not only that, but having a presence online can significantly help a person in finding groups and communities in which they’d like to take part in, it is never too late to meet new people and make new friends, and with that in mind, the internet provides various platforms where that can be achieved, for example social media websites such as: Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, etc. 
One of the other points that the NHS made sure to include, is to “Get out and about”. By actually tasking yourself with going outside with the purpose of meeting a friend or a family member, itself is a huge positive. As talked about before, loneliness can create immense feeling of depression and anxiety, and a lot of the times, a person struggling with anxiety will often fear the symptoms that come with anxiety, which will therefore lead to feeling more anxious. It is a perpetual cycle in which many people with mental health conditions or problems end up in. By keeping yourself busy and giving yourself a plan or an idea (such as getting ready to go outside to meet with someone) can act as a diversion for your thoughts, and help give you a break from the fear of anxiety (Abraham, 2020).
In the United States, the recommendations given by official websites linked to the government, are quite similar to those given by the NHS in the United Kingdom. The reason for that stems from the fact that loneliness, as a whole, is the deprivation of contact with people, or a sense of not belonging anywhere. Therefore, in most cases, the recommendations to deal with such feelings and emotions will be similar.
In the USA, one of the recommendations is to stay physically active, alongside joining a group to do so, for example a walking club or simply working out with a friend of yours (Loneliness and Social Isolation — Tips for Staying Connected, 2021). This could be quite beneficial to an elderly person, since it will not only be benefiting them when it comes to dealing with the feeling of being lonely, but it will also help them stay active and improve their physical health. Exercising in a group or with a friend/family member will add extra benefits to those who are feeling lonely. This is also yet another way for an older person to keep their mind busy, and to actually build up an interest in working out. Exercising may become a hobby for the elderly person, and that can eventually expand into a passion for that person. Having hobbies and interests is a great way to enter new communities, and through the use of communication technology (also recommended in the United States, as well as in the UK), you can meet new people with similar interests as yours.
All of the points discussed so far have been in regards to loneliness faced by elderly people in both countries as a whole. The methods of dealing with loneliness are very similar, but it is important to discuss how an elderly person may be affected differently, in a more specific environment, such as a care home.
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In the United Kingdom, 49% of people over 65 years of age, state that their main source of company are their pets or their television(Loneliness and care homes, 2021).
This is a statistic that shows how about half of the population of elderly people do not communicate much with other people. Within a care home in the UK, most of its residents reported that they felt lonely and that the loneliness could be eased if the staff could spend more time with them. This shows that the people living there are in need to simply speak with someone in order to reduce this feeling of loneliness. (Loneliness and care homes, 2021). One way in which this issue can be tackled, is through the use of personalised care. Personalised care refers to having one-to-one assistance within the care setting. This will be beneficial as it would provide the elderly person with someone who can be there for them in case they need to. By providing personalised care, the elderly person residing in the care home would have someone they can speak to more often on a more personal level, not just speak to a worker doing their job, but to someone who is there to provide more specific and centred care.
When compared to treatment in care homes in the United States, according to a research done in the US, loneliness appeared to be more common in long-term care institutions(Simard and Volicer, 2020). One factors which heavily contributed to the increase of loneliness in nursing homes was the Coronavirus pandemic. The reason that stands behind the pandemic’s impact is that the elderly people in care homes had a reduced amount of time they were allowed to spend with family members outside of the homes. The reason behind this was in order to reduce the spread of the virus and to protect the older people who are more vulnerable to catching it and being harmed by it, but by minimising their amount of time socialising with people close to them, that increased their levels of loneliness. 
A way in which US care homes tried approaching the increase in loneliness is by contacting the family member personally in order to consult them about how they can make sure the elderly people stay less lonely. A recommendation was to have a family member call each morning to say “good morning” and each night to say “good night”. This may seem like a little thing to do, but in the long run it can help calm down an older person’s mind, especially during the tough times that came with COVID19. A similar approach was to urge family members to send little reminders that they are still thinking about the elderly person, things such as cards, or letters, or gifts by younger family members such as grandchildren.
Another factor that is important to go through, which covers both homes in the United Kingdom and in the United States, is the actual financing of the care homes, and how much money is being spent by the government in order to improve the facilities in there. It is especially important for anyone to be living in a good and well-maintained environment. Having a well-kept and organised setting in which to reside can help calm a person’s mind. 
In the UK, the total expenditure on social care for the older people rose to £26 billion in 2020/2021(Social care 360: expenditure, 2021). The main reason to this reported 4.8% increase in spending in the United Kingdom, was mainly due to the pandemic. Money being spent for older people does not necessarily go straight to care homes, but also goes into the people responsible for helping older people, such as the social care workers themselves. 
When compared to the United States, the spending there is over 6.5 times as much, as it reached 196.8 billion dollars, which is equivalent to 172.2 billion pounds in 2020(Stulick, 2022). Yet again, the main motive behind the huge spending was the pandemic. 
A negative in this whole situation was that in both cases, the fees that were having to be paid for the nursing homes increased, therefore it was harder for family members to provide for their older family members so they can stay in the nursing homes.
As a whole, the money being spent for the older people goes into different areas which when combined serve a purpose to the elderly. This money does not get spent specifically only for dealing with loneliness, in fact, as shown by most of the suggestions for dealing with loneliness, both in and out of the care home system, you can see that they do not require huge financing, but rather just humanly contact.
There are a few recommendations that I can give in regards to dealing with loneliness in particular. The first recommendation would be for care home systems to have one-to-one lessons with elderly people on how to use specific types of technology that will benefit them with communicating with people outside of the care home. By having someone to calmly explain to them how to use different features in for example a phone or a tablet, with the purpose of communicating with others outside of the care institution, the older person would be able to learn more effectively at their own pace. 
According to a study , the internet usage in over 65s is indeed rising(Technology for Older People: A Simple Guide, 2022), that being due to the lockdown for the virus, the study though does not go into how often the elderly in care homes are using the internet, and can be assumed their online presence is way lower.
Another recommendation I can give, is to implement the use of person centred care into every care home there is. You can have specific workers working for a few elderly people at different times a day. The likelihood of an elderly person needing an assistant at the same time as another elderly person is not very high, so therefore this ensures more time being spent with every older person that needs it.
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Overall, loneliness in elderly people seems to have similar impacts wherever you are. When comparing the two countries (United Kingdom and the United States of America), it can be seen that both countries have similar amount of elderly people residing in them. When it comes down to care homes, the institutions in both of the countries seem to be also affected by loneliness as their residents had a limited time to spend with loved ones. The ways in which they tackle loneliness are all effective, but more could be done as already discussed. The use of technology could be of huge benefit to the elderly since it can act as a way to reach out people who you otherwise would rarely get to see or speak to. Loneliness is a huge issue in our whole population as a whole, but it is especially important to try and tackle it when it affects the older population, since it is a more vulnerable group, which often faces difficulties with the more modernised world.
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