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The impact of Loneliness and Social Isolation on The Elderly population
Introduction
Life expectancy in the UK was 79.4 years in males and 83.1 years in for females in 2017 to 2019. This means that people are living longer and issues concerning loneliness and isolation in the elderly needs to be addressed (Morgan et. al 2020).
 In this report  I aim to critically evaluate the impact of loneliness and social isolation on the elderly population in the United Kingdom  (UK) and the United States of America (USA).  I will begin by  evaluating who is considered to be the elderly in the UK and the USA. The statistics of the ageing population in the UK and the USA. What do the terms loneliness and social isolation mean and their causes  from the UK perspective and that of the USA, the impact of loneliness and social isolation on the elderly in a care setting.
Who is an Elderly Person 
In the UK someone over the age of 65 is in the category of the older population or the elderly. There is however not a set definition for the elderly as people can age at different rates. Biologically a 70 year old  might be healthier than  someone age 60 . This may come down to  how healthy you are at that age group(65+) and how reliant you are on others for your daily life.(england.nhs.uk, 2018)
In the United States of America (USA) the elderly is considered to be someone who is 65 and over they are referred to as seniors. They have two further divisions of the elderly:
1. early elderly who fall between 64 and 75 years and
 2. the late elderly who are those over the age of 75 years.(informedseniorliving.com, 2018)
The ageing population (UK)

· In the UK nearly 12 million people are 65 years and over

· 5.4 million are 75 years and over

· 1.6 million are 85 years and over

· over 500,000 people in the UK are 90 years and over

· Centenarians are 14,430. (ONS,2018)

· Centenarians living in the UK has seen an 85% rise in number in the past 15 years. (ONS, 2018)
· It is predicted that by 2030 the UK will have over 21,000 centenarians.(ONS,2017)

· Those aged 65 years and over are projected to increase to an additional 8.6million in 50 years. (ONS,2018)

· One in five people in the UK will be 65 years and over by 2030.Those aged 75 years will increase by 6.8% in 2030 and those who are 85 years and over will increase by 3.2% in the same year. (ONS,2017)

According to the Office of National Statistics (ONS) those who are 85 years and over are the fastest growing population group and their number is going to double to 3.2 million by the middle of 2041 and triple by 2066. (ONS,2018) 
Changes

According to the ONS the UK population is still on the rise, however it has slowed down recently. The 2019 release of population estimates shows the UK reached 66.8 million an increase 0.5% from  2018 which showed 66.4 million. Population growth in the middle of 2018 to the middle of 2019 was slow compared to any other year since the middle of 2000,(ONS,2019)
It is projected that one in four people in the UK will be 65 years and over by 2050, this is an increase from one in five in 2019. This has resulted from a decline in fertility rates combined with an increase in people living longer. The older population aged 65 years and over are growing faster than any other age groups. (ons.gov.uk,2021) 
Lower birth rates and deaths at a later age has changed the overall age structure making it to become progressively older.
The Ageing Population in the USA
In the USA those who are 65 years and older is forecasted to nearly double from 52 million in 2018 to 95 million by 2060, which is a rise from 16% to 23%. (prb.org,2019). 
The older population in USA are said to be working longer. By 2018 24% of men who are 65 years and older were in the labour force and also 16% for women. This older population work force is said to rise even further by 2026 with 26% for men and 18% for women.
In 2018 the USA reported 26% of women between the ages of 65 years and 74 years were living alone. This number rose to 39% among women ages 75 years to 84 years and to 55% among women who were 85 years and over. (prb.org,2019) 
Due to the ageing of the baby boom generation there has been a more than 50% rise in the of Americans who are 65 years and older who need nursing home care, from 1.2 million in 2017 to 1.9 million in 2019.
Theories of Ageing
What is ageing                     
Ageing can be defined as the process of getting older. It can also be defined as changes in a living being that leads to a deterioration of the  biological  and physiological functions crucial for fertility and survival.(Gilbert et.al, 2000).
Disengagement theory
The Disengagement theory  speaks about a process of withdrawal  or disengagement from social life as a person gets older. The fundamental concept of the theory is that as people advance in age, they begin to disengage gradually from their roles in society and other relationships that were central in the previous life as an adult. The theory argues that this withdrawal is essential for a stable social system. (Crossman, 2019). 
Activity theory
This could be described as older people gaining immense personal satisfaction from engaging in a high level activity.  Due to elderly people being shunned by society they are bound to withdraw as a result (disengage), and this is likely to lead to decreased satisfaction and meaning in the lives of older people. There is therefore a need for society to make available to elderly people many recreational and productive options. In many work places elderly people in some cases are forced out of their roles because of old age , this leads to disengagement . So activity theory suggests that in such cases were elderly people disengage they need to find new activities to replace the ones they just left in other to sustain and maintain personal satisfaction. (sociologyguide.com, 2021)
Loneliness and Social isolation among the elderly in the UK and the USA
Loneliness and social isolation are a dreaded phenomena among humans, no sane person wants to feel alone or socially isolated but many elderly people know this feeling all too well. As people get older they may lose touch with their old friends. Their children may have their own families and move away, and even the ageing process in itself may render a person feeble and unable to move out of their homes to socialise with others. These aforementioned factors contribute to loneliness and isolation within the elderly population. Loneliness and social isolation may sound similar but they are two different terms.
What is social isolation?

Social isolation typically involves little or no quality friendships or relationships, minimal social contacts and  the absence of a  feeling of belonging.

What is Loneliness?

Loneliness on the other hand depends entirely on how the individual feels. In other words it is based on the perceived feelings of the individual.(mind.org.uk,2019)
Loneliness in the USA

Whereas  in the USA people are generally deemed to be isolated if they have no close friends and live by themselves, never visit anyone or receive visitors, have no proper contact with their neighbours, receive no phone calls and are by themselves for more than 9 hours a day. Loneliness on the other hand can be said to be where people wish they had more friends or do not see enough of relatives or friends, or they feel perhaps they could have more contact with people living nearby or wish they have real friends they could ask favours from or talk to regularly. This generally is the U.S. definition for loneliness and social isolation (Benesch, 2020). 

Loneliness in the UK
In the UK loneliness can be said to be how a person feels when their desire for a satisfying social interaction or relationship is not met.(mind.org.uk, 2019). Loneliness cannot be generalised, for one person the absence of social interactions or relationship will make them feel lonely and to another they could be surrounded by family and still feel lonely.
When a person's desire for social interaction and relationship is not met for a period of time, it can have a negative impact on their quality of life, mental health and well being.(mind.org.uk,2019)
Statistics of Loneliness in the UK
England is reported to have 1.4 million persistently lonely older population. Over 2 million people in England age 75 years live alone. If loneliness is not tackled among the older population this number could increase to 2 million in 2026. (ageuk.org.uk,2018)
Loneliness can be personal and therefore requires support that are tailored to individual needs.(ageuk.org.uk2018)
Causes of loneliness and social isolation among the elderly in the UK
a. The loss of a loved one: This is the most common onset of loneliness among the elderly, at this stage in their life they value the daily interactions they have with family or carers and their absence can led to loneliness. Losing a spouse require major changes and adjustments and some elderly people find it difficult to cope if such situations which can lead to loneliness.(nhs.uk,2018)
b.  Health challenges: Physical disabilities limits the movement of the elderly which affects their desire to socialise. They become more reliant on visits from family members and friends for their mobility.
c. Getting older and frail: Frailty is linked to the ageing process, it is a symptom of how our body is gradually shedding its inbuilt reserve living us vulnerable to all manner of illnesses and infections.(Young,2013) 
d. Not having family or friends around: Elderly people who are isolated from people are likely to suffer from poor physical and mental health and their health may keep declining rapidly (mylumin.org,  2017)
e. Retirement: It is a common belief that early retirement may lead to early death. This is yet to be proven by concrete research work (Torres, 2016).
Causes of loneliness among the elderly in the USA

 In the USA loneliness and social isolation among the elderly is mainly caused by low level of social relationships or a complete absence of these relationships. Other factors that have been cited as the cause of loneliness and social isolation among the elderly are as follows:
a) Chronic health conditions

b) Widowed, separated , divorced or never having married.

c) Lack of mobility

d) Poor mental health

e) Lack of hearing ability

f) Ageism and other social limitations such as the lack of opportunities for the elderly members of society to engage with younger members of society  and contribute (Benesch, 2020)
Statistics on loneliness in the USA

According to the U.S Centre for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)  loneliness and social isolation among the elderly population is becoming a serious health condition affecting a huge chunk of the elderly and putting them at risk for serious medical conditions and dementia. Social isolation according to the CDC is associated with about 50% increased risk of dementia and other medical conditions which the CDC describes as serious.  A new report drafted by the National Academy for Sciences, Engineering and Medicine reveal that more than 33% of adults over the age of 45 and older feel lonely and nearly 25% of adults who are over the age of 65 and older are considered to be socially isolated. (cdc.gov, 2020)
 Reports indicate a 5% more severe symptoms of the common cold are more recurrent among the lonely elderly population.
Loneliness increases the cause of deaths by 26%

Among the elderly aged 65 and over in the USA 18% live alone, a further 43% are reported to feel lonely regularly

The elderly who are lonely have a 59% high risk of a deteriorating physical and mental health (Benesch 2020).

Impact of loneliness and isolation on the elderly living within a care setting
Government funded research undertaken by the Residents and Relatives Association came to a conclusion that 8% of the elderly in care homes without family or relatives have an increased chance of being socially isolated. (qcs.co.uk.2017)

There is a perception that people living in a care home have people around them all the time but the truth of the matter is having people around you is no guarantee that the elderly will not feel socially isolated or lonely. It can be a difficult experience when people who have been living all by themselves and are used to doing things in a particular way suddenly find themselves in a care home among strangers, this may force some elderly people to further withdraw from others which may lead to isolation and loneliness (qcs.co.uk.2017)
Social isolation among the elderly in the USA
Social isolation can be defined as when the elderly have very little or no physical contact with others in the society be it their family or friends.

The elderly who are considered isolated hardly go out, may have no close relatives or friends, have no relation with neighbours

Social isolation has been on the increase in the USA. Reports from research have agreed that isolation among the elderly  has led to a rise in dementia by 64%, some statistics also show that between 10% and 43% of the elderly that live in a community are socially isolated. (Benesch 2020)
Legislation and Policies on Raising Awareness and Reducing Isolation and Loneliness
a. The Care Act 2014

In the UK the main legislation is the Care Act 2014. The  Act sets out a new legal framework that supports and enhances care delivery and other services in England. The Act creates a clear mandate for action on issues involving loneliness and isolation. One of such actions is the creation of adult social care, public health and wellbeing boards.

Under the Act action on loneliness is required  under the prevention  and wellbeing principle. (legislation.gov.uk, 2014)
b. The Statutory Guidance

The Guidance which accompanies the Act outlines the duty placed on authorities to fulfil their legal obligations. It also offers a framework for delivery. The Act only came into effect in 2015, therefore a lot of the work required to implement it is still underway .Action will be required to address loneliness and also to satisfy the support requirements recognized during assessments (legislation.gov.uk, 2014).
c. The "wellbeing Principle"

The legislation enshrines the principle that local authorities prioritise wellbeing as the core purpose of their duties. Wellbeing in this case is defined as involving a variety of factors including social wellbeing, family and personal relationships. In the light of this definition and the known correlation between loneliness and poor wellbeing, commissioners in exercising their duties must include arrangements to address loneliness and isolation (legislation.gov.uk, 2014).
Government of UK  current work on loneliness
The "Let's talk loneliness campaign"
This campaign was rolled out in 2020 to commemorate that years let's talk loneliness campaign, the main aim of this campaign is to increase awareness of loneliness to get people to understand the issues involved in talking and having conversations in other to  reduce the stigma attached to loneliness. The campaign also included a new public guidance which outlined essential tips and advice on what people can do to look after themselves and others safely.(gov.uk,2020)
Tackling loneliness Network

A number of businesses, reputable charities and public figures have been put together by the government to bring together groups that are at risk of being lonely. Members of this network are to come up with new ways of effectively alleviating loneliness. The tackling loneliness hub a digital platform has been created by the government for these organisations to communicate and share ideas (gov.uk,2020).
 Improving the Evidence Base

The UK government is also committed to enhancing the evidence base in line with its objective to improving and sharing evidence and data on loneliness including sharing information with other stakeholders on how best to tackle it (gov.uk,2020). 

Artificial Intelligence (AI)
Artificial Intelligence (AI) allows computers and other devices to be programmed to perceive things and analyse issues like humans and copy human actions as well. AI could also be applicable to any equipment that shows traits or capabilities such as problem solving and learning  normally linked to the human mind (IBM cloud education 2020)
AI is being utilised to improve the management of patients suffering from cancer and other chronic diseases and their cure. AI brings diverse opportunities in comparison to other traditional ways of inquires necessary for making clinical decisions. AI findings makes the healthcare systems more accurate as they are better able to use the necessary information in patient treatment, care and diagnosis.

Examples of areas in which AI is making headway

a. Early diagnosis of fatal blood diseases

b. Precise cancer diagnosis

c. Customer service Chatbots 
d. Treatment of rear diseases

e. Virtual health assistants

f.  Reduction of medicine dosage errors

g. Medical record management
h. Robot assisted surgery (intellipaat.com,2020)
i. Fraud detection

j. New medication

k. Improved healthcare appointments
Recommendations for alleviating loneliness
These three interventions are targeted at minimising loneliness and social isolation. They are :
one-to-one interventions

One to one befriending has proven to help minimise loneliness and has had a average success on the elderly suffering from depression. Having a regular one to one interaction with people was well embraced by those who are housebound and frail.
In a case study report , one to one befriending has provided someone to listen, companionship and emotional support during medical appointments.
Group Services

Lunch clubs normally organised by local age groups are a fantastic way for elderly people to interact with friends or to meet new people for a friendly conversation, some lunch groups invite guest speakers to speak to the elderly ,others also organise games and singing  competitions.(ageuk.org.uk, 2020) 
Research shows the following are even more efficient interventions

a. Befriending Schemes

This scheme provides the necessary companionship and emotional support for the lonely and isolated elderly people. The type of befriending is tailored to individual needs, however it mostly involves volunteers and paid befrienders to visit the elderly in their own homes to give the necessary emotional support. Befriending schemes may also include the provision of transportation, shopping and medication.
In a case study report the befriending scheme could last for a few weeks, months or years. It is a free service which mainly focuses on the elderly who are on the End of Life register. (scie.org.uk)
b. Social group Schemes

This scheme helps the elderly to broaden their social network, a number of services are available under such schemes, this include self help and self supporting such as creative and social activities, friendship and health promotion. People who get involved in such groups experience much improved health and survival rates as against those who are not part of this group according to research. Another social group is contact the elderly which is a national charity that organises free Sunday midday tea parties every month for small groups of elderly people who are at least  75 years and above and live by themselves with no friends or family nearby. Many state and charity organisations are getting involved to promote social group schemes among the elderly. (scie.org.uk,2012)
c. Community Navigators
Community navigators are people who have dedicated themselves to provide the elderly with emotional, social and practical support. The role they play is strategic in the sense that, they serve as an interface between public services and the community. Typically community navigators undertake home visits of those who are old and frail to discuss concerns and look at alternatives that will improve the lives of such elderly people.(scie.org.uk, 2012)
Conclusion
As life expectancy in the Western world gets even higher, it has become even more imperative for governments in the UK and the USA to continue engaging other stakeholders in developing and actively implementing  policies to mitigate the rate of loneliness and social isolation among the elderly in society. Given the huge difference advances in modern technology such Artificial Intelligence is making in improving standards of healthcare in general, they must not replace the human touch element of care for seniors. Elderly people need more human interaction, not  less.
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