Case Study: Barbara 
Introduction 
Loneliness and social exclusion is something that many people experience throughout their lifespan to various degrees. It can be best described as being “can be caused by the lack of intimate and meaningful relationships or a sense of belonging to a society” (Coyle & Dugan, 2012). Some people suffer from what may be described as mild loneliness while others experience extreme and crippling loneliness which heavily impacts their life. The effects of loneliness and social exclusion are experienced by all ages especially those who are elderly such as the example of the case study (Barbara See Appendices 1). This essay will aim to critically discuss the cognitive, emotional and social effects loneliness and social exclusion has on an individual. Particularly one which is of an elderly age in relation to Barbara the case study. 
Cognitive effects on loneliness 
Cognitively isolation and loneliness has major effect on an individual’s abilities to develop as well as function. Loneliness can affect cognitive functions by impairing an individual’s ability for decision making and increasing negative thought patterns therefore leading to increased reckless and damaging behaviours. It is important for individuals who are lonely to remain as socially active as possible and surround themselves in an environment that is both pleasurable and rewarding allowing for proper cognitive functions to not be impaired through a lack of social stimulation: “use a rich environment to stimulate brain functioning (including cognitive activity, social engagement, or other behaviours) can influence their level of cognitive function” (Zhu, Lin, Yang, Jin, & Chiu, 2023). In the case of Barbara it is important for her to combat loneliness to prevent cognitive decline by surrounding herself in a high positive stimuli environment so in her specific case being around her friends and family will allow her to experience pleasurable experiences and gain serotonin. However one major difficulty with this is that many who experience loneliness are unable to recognise or understand the need for social interaction as they become complacent and accept their current circumstances as the current reality which in there mind it is unable to be changed: “For example, certain cognitive biases triggered by loneliness may cause people to perceive their social environment as threatening” (Ng & Lee, 2020) “and become cynical with social encounters” (Goh, Tandoc, & Ng, 2021). Therefore it is important that when the treatment and support of individuals who experience loneliness is looked at that this potential cognitive decline be taken into consideration as treatment methods may remain ineffective as they have become complacent in their current living conditions and situation. To further expand upon this the perceived state of an individual’s ability to interact with others (and therefore alleviate their loneliness) and their actual ability can be wildly different: “therefore often referred to as perceived or subjective social isolation as opposed to objective social isolation” (Beller & Wagner, 2018) this cognitive dissonance, prevents many individuals who experience loneliness from reaching out to those close to them as they believe themselves to be isolated from them. In the case of Barbara this could refer to her son who she perceives as being busy all the time whereas it begins to reason that if she reached out herself the likelihood of him answering her is high. Furthermore the case is the same with her friends who she herself has isolated from.  Another major factor that cognitive effects can have on individuals with loneliness is its impact on serotonin levels. Low levels of serotonin are generally associated with loneliness and can cause a range of alterations in mood regulation leading to impacts on anxiety levels, sadness and especially depression. It was important to  note the “the serotonin receptor gene”  does have “relation to several loneliness measures in adolescents, adults and elderly” (Verhagen, van Roekel, & Engels, 2014). In order to understand cognitive decline throughout the ageing process many psychologists have reasoned that there is a link between the two. It was found that loneliness impacts our “ event-based prospective memory, i.e., our capability to remember and execute intentions in the future” (Kyröläinen, Kyröläinen, & Kuperman, 2021) this infers a clear link between cognitive decline and loneliness showing how it impairs an individuals ability to think even in as the study explains in healthy young adults therefore, it shows the importance of ensuring loneliness is combatted against to ensure this cognitive decline across the lifespan is prevented and cases such as Barbara are prevented. 
Emotional effects on loneliness 
The emotional effects of loneliness can be crippling many people who experience this tend to become withdrawn and shut themselves off from the outside world such as in the case of Barbara who has stopped continuing her dance lessons and regularly ringing her son. In particular through the loss of her husband Barabara has become socially withdrawn and emotionally unavailable many other elderly individuals also similarly experience this as they lose a great deal of motivation leading to many negative thoughts and feelings: “Loneliness may result in the downward spiral of the individuals’ wellbeing if it leads them to maladaptive responses” (Goh, Tandoc, & Ng, 2021). This continual spiral of negative thinking leads individuals to further shutting themselves off from the world and further social isolation. This especially impacts elderly individuals as it can lead to them developing unhealthy life patterns and lead to a deteriorated health and life style. The emotional effects of this withdrawal can also lead to individuals failing to properly look after themselves as depressive thoughts and feelings leading to low motivation to continue proper hygiene and cleanliness. Furthermore an increase in loneliness can lead to increased levels of stress, anxiety and depression where a person can develop fears of social interaction and the outside world. This can lead to them becoming emotionally unavailable to others from the outside where they reject social interaction and develop unhealthy behaviour patterns. The loss of an individual close to an elderly person can also have an increase in loneliness such as in the case of Barbara who lost her husband which can impact Barbara’s emotional loneliness which can be described as “the absence of a close attachment in one’s life” (Switsers, Dierckx, Domènech-Abella, De Donder, & Dury, 2021). Through losing someone close to you individuals who are experiencing loneliness can have great challenges and difficulties forming and maintain relationships with others leading to, many suffering from a great sense of disconnection to others and therefore lack the emotional support they need to properly carry on through life and support them through a difficult time following the loss of someone close to them. These new increased feelings of insecurity and hopelessness can lead to many finding it hard to open up to others and trust new people therefore, they may be more inclined to not seek out pleasurable and engaging social interactions that would bring happiness and a much needed reprieve which can aid them in recovering from a tragic loss. As seen in the case of Barbara she now does not seek out the support from her friends who she used to previously go to them and spend time such as going to her dancing activities. This increased social exclusion can lead to further experiences of loneliness and further push people such as Barbara to become more socially withdrawn. 
Social effects on loneliness 
Social loneliness can be best described as “the absence of a social network” (Switsers, Dierckx, Domènech-Abella, De Donder, & Dury, 2021) this impacts so many people not just including the elderly where people withdraw from friendships and lack the social structure and support network needed to support them through daily life. As humanity is an ever social species the necessity of social interaction and social circles cannot be stated enough. To remove this vital lifeline would be to remove a basic fundamental part of all of our lives. In the case of Barbara she has increasingly lost contact and withdrawn from her social circle through her dance clubs this can have increasingly adverse effects on their mental wellbeing and the feelings of not belonging in a particular social circle. To further expand on that Barbara has an increased feeling of social exclusion in her neighbourhood where she feels there is no longer a proper sense of community and that everyone has become withdrawn there. It is vital for an individual to not feel socially excluded and develop social loneliness and the importance of the local environment and social network in preventing this cannot be stated enough: “the importance of place and local neighbourhoods as settings for the development of social networks” (Stephens & Phillips, 2022). In the case of Barbara in order to alleviate her feelings of social isolation and loneliness a potential remedy for this would be for her to return to her previous activities of dancing and continue to push for her to meet up with her friends. This will allow Barbara to increase her social interaction and continue to strengthen and develop her social network which is important for her to prevent loneliness. Another potential viable method for Barbara to help combat social loneliness is through the internet as this can be a way in which individuals who may live on their own and have limited social interactions and circles to develop new ways to communicate with others: “has been associated with the increased social connectivity, the enrichment of isolated elderly people as well as lower life stress” (Wójcik, Kniaziuk, Zawisza, Tobiasz-Adamczyk, & Grodzicki, 2022) the usage of the internet for elderly individuals can allow for them to remain socially active and help prevent social isolation. However a major flaw in this line of thinking is that for the vast majority of elderly individuals they struggle to use the internet due to their age and limited modern technological experience therefore the reach and benefits that the internet may be used for is limited to only those who can easily and efficiently access it. Furthermore if the elderly become increasingly reliant on using the internet it could have adverse negative effects on an individual’s ability to interact with others due to them becoming reliant on the usage of the internet to complete everyday activities: “internet use for instrumental tasks, such as shopping and banking, was negatively associated with community engagement” (Choi & Dinitto, 2013). This increase of reliance on the internet can be particularly dangerous as due to the potential naivety of the elderly they are more likely to fall to potential scams than younger people are. Barbara herself has increasingly relied on the television and radio to work as a distraction to her loneliness this parasocial interaction can be described by many to be extremely harmful for her and others social interaction. Many elderly individuals rely heavily on using tv and radio to cope with being on their own however this can ensure that they remain housebound and limit their social interactions with others. Much of the driving force behind elderly people using these devices is simply the convenience of them as, when individuals fall into the spiral of loneliness and social isolation they begin to develop a lack of motivation therefore, using tv and radio becomes extremely attractive to them as it is a form of escapism. These can delude elderly individuals into thinking that this parasocial interaction between tv and radio personalities and themselves are healthy while in reality it is having a negative effect on them: “older consumers’ interaction with TV … influences their positive illusions that such illusions have strong positive effects on their mental and physical” (Lim & Kim, 2011). In order to combat this over reliance on television and radio increased interaction is necessary with friends/family one such potential remedy to the problem could be for these radio and tv stations to advertise to the elderly the benefits of local clubs/activities suitable for them or their friends and family where, they would be able to actively take part in activities that could help combat loneliness such as the ones Barbara is suffering from. 
To conclude the impact loneliness has on various cognitive, emotional and social functions is clear and the importance of protecting those such as Barbara against loneliness through different programs and mental health support. The cognitive aspects of individuals with loneliness show that in cases such as Barbara there is clear examples of cognitive decline such as serotonin levels dropping and memory issues being present. Barbara who herself most likely suffers from low serotonin levels lacking motivation the studies such as (Verhagen, van Roekel, & Engels, 2014) and (Kyröläinen, Kyröläinen, & Kuperman, 2021) show how loneliness can affect cognitive decline which Barbara has herself showed examples of. The emotional effects that loneliness can have on an individual is also very much present where examples of loss of Barbara’s husband led to clear emotional damage where examples from (Goh, Tandoc, & Ng, 2021) showed how negative thoughts and behaviours can spiral out of control following the loss of one who is close to them (in Barbaras case her husband) and that these emotional effects can isolate her from the outside world. To further expand on the isolation aspect the social impacts were extremely prevalent too as through her loneliness she isolated herself from her friends and family and suffered greatly only finding comfort in radio or tv which other elderly people have also become so reliant on. 
Therefore, the effects that most relate to Barbara and her suffering are the social aspects where she is clearly unable to see the support that is there for her through her friends and family so continues to suffer in silence not gaining the support she desperately needs. This case is so similar to so many people with loneliness across all ages who many of them have the social network available to support them they just are unable to see that it is there for them. 
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Appendices 
Appendices 1
SCENARIO: BARBARA Barbara is seventy-six years old and has lived alone in her own home in a village since her husband died four years ago. She has one son, who now lives with his wife and three children 310 miles away from Barbara. A usually outgoing woman with a positive outlook on life, until her retirement, eleven years ago, she worked as a teacher in her local primary school, knowing many families in the area and often stopping to chat with them. Since then, these schoolchildren have grown to adulthood and a number of new families have moved into the area. Barbara and her husband had been regular attenders at a ballroom dancing club once a week and had also enjoyed coach trips around the UK and Europe, with an increase in trips since their retirement. Barbara had never needed to learn to drive, as her husband drove their car. Since her bereavement, Barbara has stopped her dancing activities, as they reminded her of her loss. Although she has the financial means to afford holidays, Barbara no longer takes coach trips, as she has no-one to travel with. Most of her close friends are of a similar age and are either unable or unwilling to travel far from the local area. Barbara does meet with a couple of older close friends, but these visits are becoming less frequent; her friends have children and grandchildren living locally and they spend much of their time with those family members. Recently, Barbara has relied more on her television and radio for company, along with occasional phone calls from her son and grandchildren. She does not like to phone her son too often, as he is frequently busy with work, so she has begun waiting for him to phone her. Sometimes a few weeks can go by with no call from him. With few reasons to leave the house, other than brief shopping trips and medical and dental appointments, Barbara spends time tending to her garden and reading, but she has noticed that she increasingly feels tired and cold in the afternoons, often needing a nap. She now routinely goes to bed by nine o’clock in the evening, as she feels warmer in bed. Barbara misses the community feel of the village when she knew almost everyone and felt seen by people, who would ask how she was. She now feels lonely and left out of village life




















Appendix 



