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[bookmark: _Toc203682669]1.1 Introduction
Social isolation is a growing concern among older adults and United Kingdom (UK) is no exception. As people age, they may face physical limitations, the loss of social networks, or reduced independence, which can lead to feelings of loneliness and disconnection (Gerlach et al., 2024). Traditionally, social relatedness has been an overlooked aspect in the provision of care in elder care but nowadays, according to HoltLunstad (2024), its role in the lives of people and their states was clarified immensely. The increased understanding of depressions, anxiousness, and cognitive decline, along with the subsequent isolation, in the elderly population has triggered an immediate need for developing public-health initiatives. These initiatives can target the social inclusion and emotional support of the elderly. National Academies Press (US) (2020) further demonstrated that this concern is particularly applicable in the contemporary society, where the use of digital technologies is important in health and social care services.
In the recent years, the movement towards variations of digital service delivery, including online appointments, e-consultations, and digital records, has taken place (Rosenlund et al., 2023). These tools are effective to most individuals, but they seem problematic to older adults who lack the expertise, availability, and confidence to utilize the tools (Kunonga et al., 2021). They can be even more separated by this digital exclusion along with important services and support systems. The COVID-19 pandemic enforced an increased object in the use of digital platforms, which, despite being beneficial to many, raised the gap on people who are digitally-excluded (Garlatti et al., 2025). 
This dissertation aims to explore the impact of social isolation on the mental health of older adults in the UK, with a focus on how digital exclusion contributes to this issue. By conducting a literature review of qualitative evidence, the study will examine how older adults experience social isolation in a digital world. The goal is to provide practical recommendations to help health and social care providers reduce digital barriers. The research aims to support more inclusive service delivery and contribute to ongoing efforts to improve mental wellbeing and quality of life for older adults.
[bookmark: _Toc203682670]1.2 Definitions and Terminology
To ensure clarity and understanding throughout this dissertation, key terms and abbreviations are defined below. These terms are central to the study and help establish the context for exploring the impact of social isolation and digital exclusion on the mental health of older adults in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc203682671]1.2.1 Key Definitions
Older Adults: Older adults are those individuals who are above 60 years. It is UNHCR (2025) definition and it constitutes the major population considered in this study.
Social Isolation: Social isolation refers to absence of frequent contact or any meaningful communication with others. It is an objective form, contrary to loneliness, and it may cause severe effects on physical and mental well-being, particularly in the elderly population (Veazie et al., 2019).
Digital Exclusion: Digital exclusion refers to barriers that prevent people from accessing or effectively using digital devices and the internet (Tomczyk et al., 2023). Such barriers can be related to the absence of skills, affordability, poor access, physical, or cognitive disability. It is one of the major contributors to social isolation of the aged.
Mental Health: Mental health is all about the emotional, psychological as well as the social wellbeing of a person. In case of older people, it encompasses resilience to stress, sustaining relationships, and available support (WHO, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc203682672]1.2.2 Acronyms and Abbreviations
These terms are used consistently throughout the dissertation to maintain clarity and accuracy.
Table 1: Acronyms and Abbreviations
	Acronym
	Meaning

	NHS
	National Health Service

	UK
	United Kingdom

	ONS
	Office for National Statistics

	ICT
	Information and Communication Technology

	GP
	General Practitioner

	WHO
	World Health Organization

	UNHCR

	United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
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This research focuses on the effects of social isolation and digital exclusion on the mental health of older adults in the UK. The topic is timely and important. Ageing populations are growing, and digital services are expanding rapidly (Gerlach et al., 2024). Many older adults struggle to keep up with digital technologies. This creates barriers to social connection and access to essential services (Kunonga et al., 2021). There is also recognition, social isolation as a risk factor for poor mental health, as demonstrated by Holt‐Lunstad (2024). Research also shows that digital exclusion limits communication, information access, and independence (Wilson-Menzfeld et al., 2024). However, few studies explore the combined impact of these two factors. The relationship between social isolation, digital exclusion, and mental health remains under-examined, especially in a UK context. 
Further, the COVID-19 pandemic has increased digital dependence, this has made the issue more urgent. Older adults who lack digital access face even greater isolation, which is serious implications for mental wellbeing (Stuart et al., 2022). A key gap exists in integrated studies that connect these issues. Most research treats them separately. There is limited understanding of how digital exclusion may intensify social isolation and mental health challenges, especially in UK. This dissertation aims to address this gap. It will analyze how these two issues intersect. It will also examine their combined impact on older adults' mental health in UK. The study will provide evidence to support policy development and community interventions. By identifying the link between digital and social exclusion, the research aims to contribute to more inclusive health and social care practices.
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To explore how digital exclusion affects older people who receive services in UK health and social care systems and describe how to promote digital inclusion effectively in the country to provide older citizens with equal access to necessary services and better health.
[bookmark: _Toc203682676]1.4.2 Objectives:
1) Describe and discuss the phenomenon of digital exclusion with the particular reference to the elderly groups in the health and social care setting within the UK, the distinctive obstacles (e.g. access, proficiency, drive) should be identified.
2) Examine the reported consequences of digital exclusion on the access of services by the elderly, health effect, wellbeing and their experience of care.
3) Consider efficacy of the current interventions and policies (national/local) to stimulate digital inclusion of elderly service users in the UK.
4) Make recommendations to health and social care providers, policymakers and organisations in the communities about evidence-based achievable methods to limit digital exclusion and make services more accessible to the older people

[bookmark: _Toc203682677]1.5 Conclusion
Chapter 1 introduced the research topic, the impact of social isolation and digital exclusion on the mental health of older adults in the UK. It outlined the background and significance of the issue, explained key terms, and presented the rationale for the study. The chapter also defined the research aim, set out the main objectives, and formulated the research question. The importance of this research lies in its focus on an underexplored area within UK health and social care. With an ageing population and rapid digital advancement, this topic is both timely and relevant. The study seeks to fill identified gaps and contribute to current debates on mental health and inclusion. The next chapter, Chapter 2, provides detailed background information and analysis. It explores the historical and theoretical context, key developments, and both local and global perspectives. This foundation supports a deeper understanding of the research problem and guides the later methodological approach.
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This chapter provides background information on the research topic. It builds a foundation by exploring the historical, theoretical, and contextual aspects. The focus is on the ageing population in the UK and the increasing use of digital technologies. It also outlines the social and mental health challenges faced by older adults. The chapter highlights how digital exclusion can affect wellbeing. It discusses relevant policies, social changes, and demographic trends. The purpose is to place the research in a broader context. This will support the later analysis and help justify the study’s importance.
[bookmark: _Toc203682680]2.2 Historical Background
The issue of ageing has been discussed for decades. In the past, older adults were respected as key members of society. They often lived in extended families and had strong support systems (Bražinová & Chytil, 2024). As industrialization grew, family structures changed. Older people became more isolated from their families and communities (Wani et al., 2024). By the mid-20th century, ageing became a concern in developed nations. Rising life expectancy meant people lived longer. At the same time, birth rates started to decline. This shift led to a growing proportion of elderly people in society. Governments and health systems began to feel the pressure of ageing populations (Khavinson et al., 2020). 
In the UK, the 1948 introduction of the National Health Service (NHS) was a turning point. It aimed to provide care for all, including older adults. Over time, however, the needs of the ageing population grew faster than the services available (Gorsky, 2015). By the 1970s and 1980s, reports highlighted the need for specialised elderly care. Sheltered housing, community care, and social work became common themes in policy discussions. During the 1990s and 2000s, digital technology began transforming daily life. However, older adults were often left behind. This led to the term digital divide (NHS England, 2023). The digital divide refers to the gap between those who can access and use technology and those who cannot. For elderly people, this divide meant missing out on information, services, and social connections (Gorsky, 2008). Peter Laslett is one of the most important persons to consider when interpreting what ageing is. The book on the Third Age in the 1980s transformed perception as to how people viewed retirement. He claimed that elderly people can lead a productive, viable, and socially influential life. Most of the current policies encouraging healthy ageing were influenced by his ideas (Jones et al., 2008). 
The concept of active ageing that was coined by the World Health Organization (WHO) was the other influential phenomenon in the area. This concept stimulated governments to assist the older individuals to remain healthy, safe, and active in society. It was the WHO that also focused on the role of technology in optimising the lives of the aged people (Paúl et al., 2012). Age UK and other charities had their role to play in the UK as well. They undertook an initiative to sensitize society about feelings of isolation, destitution, and internet exclusion. These groups advocated to include more policies and services (AGE Platform Europe, 2019). The gap in digitization was further observed in the last years due to COVID-19. Even elderly people who are not accessing the internet found it messier before getting any health updates, booking appointment, or communicating with family. This is what made digital access a significant component of social and health equality (Zapletal et al., 2023). In brief, nowadays, the issue of the ageing population blows up. All these come about through historical changes in the family structure, healthcare and technology. With this background, there is a reason why we would say that the subject is relevant today more than ever before.
[bookmark: _Toc203682681]2.3 Theoretical Background
Understanding the impact of social isolation and digital exclusion on the mental health of older adults in the UK requires engagement with several relevant theories. Among the foundational frameworks are Disengagement Theory, Activity Theory, Social Capital Theory, and the Digital Divide Framework. These theories provide insight into ageing, social participation, and the implications of digital inequality.
The Disengagement Theory (Cumming & Henry, 1961) assumes that interaction decreases due to the fact that an older adult naturally detaches themselves of social role and activities that come with aging. Although this theory played a significant role in the early development of gerontology, the theory was criticized on the ground that it pathologises the process of aging and supports social neglect. Nevertheless, it is also useful to shape the natural/enforced withdrawal debate within the approach of digital exclusion. Activity Theory (Havighurst, 1961), in its turn, focuses on the social engagement of older people that is vital to their wellbeing. It implies that meaningful activities, including digital interaction, improve satisfaction and mental Health when undertaken actively. Thus, digital exclusion leads to a block to active participation in healthy ageing (Vaportzis et al., 2017). Digital exclusion can be well understood by considering the viewpoint of the Social Capital Theory (Bourdieu, 1986). The ability to act collectively is called a social capital, and this term can be defined as networks, bonds, and rules. Digital exclusion can cause older adults to have low social capital, resulting in loneliness, low service delivery, and deteriorated mental health conditions (Seifert et al., 2021). The theory has been seen to assist in explanation of how the increased access to technology promotes wider inclusion in the society and connectedness.
A more detailed knowledge of digital exclusion can be received with the help of the Digital Divide Framework. In this model, three stages are identified (1) access to technology, (2) digital literacy or skills and (3) meaningful use (van Dijk, 2006). The elderly tend to experience difficulties on the three levels. As an example, access may be restricted by physical impairment, and the effective use by a lack of training and confidence. This theory can be found at the basis of a considerable part of the policy-based studies on closing the disparity in digital health services (Bober et al., 2024). The theories have been utilized in different studies. As another example, Tsai et al. (2010) applied the Social Capital Theory in examining internet use and its impact in alleviating loneliness in elderly people. On the same note, Seifert (2021) employs the Digital Divide Framework in discussing how the experience with COVID-19 exposed flaws in digital inclusion of older adult populations. The applications reveal that digital exclusion is not a technological problem but rather a problem of socio-psychological nature. 
Importantly, such theories are valuable and, at the same time, limited. Disengagement Theory has very little subtlety, and can miss structural forms of inaccessibility. Although Activity Theory is positive, it might not apply in older adults who have a debilitating disease or those who are non-ambulatory. It can be said that SCT is criticized due to its tendency to overlook inequalities in the name of ideal community relationships. In the meantime, the Digital Divide Framework can be evaluated as quite extensive; nevertheless, it can downplay emotional or motivational obstacles in older adults (Tsatsou, 2011). Regardless of the given debates, it is possible to project a synthesis of the theoretical points of view to provide a comprehensive view of the consequences of digital exclusion on mental health. It requires a subtle theoretical basis to examine policy recommendations based on qualitative evidence in a well-organised manner and to propose all-encompassing policies as concerns older adults in the health and social care systems in UK.
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[bookmark: _Toc203682683]2.5.1 UK Perspective
The problem of digital exclusion among older adults in the United Kingdom has been increasingly considered, as its consequences are highly centralized on health, social connectedness, and even the possibility of using governmental services. According to an analysis performed by the Age UK, nearly 6 million individuals (5,800,000) aged 65+ either cannot access the internet in a safe and successful manner or will not be online at all (Age UK, 2023). Furthermore, with regard to the last four years, the Cambridge Centre for Housing and Planning Research (CCHPR) (2020) of the University of Cambridge has been studying the phenomenon of digital exclusion. hile it is a well-known fact that many elderly people are not online. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted and accelerated the need for digital access, as essential services, including healthcare, moved online. However, many older adults remain digitally excluded due to lack of access, digital literacy, and motivation to use technology. Clark (2024) demonstrated, this digital divide not only hinders older adults' ability to manage their health but also contributes to feelings of loneliness and exclusion. NHS England (2022) reported, health and social care systems increasingly rely on digital platforms for appointments, prescriptions, consultations, and care coordination. Without digital inclusion, older people are at a disadvantage in terms of accessing equitable care and maintaining autonomy.
[bookmark: _Toc203682684]2.5.2 Policy and Regulation
The UK government has introduced several strategies to address digital exclusion. The UK Digital Strategy (2022) promotes digital skills for all citizens and supports infrastructure development. Specific to older adults, the Digital Inclusion Strategy and the Good Things Foundation’s "Digital Lifeline" programme aim to provide digital devices and training (Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, 2022). Additionally, the NHS Long Term Plan (2023) acknowledges the importance of digital transformation and commits to supporting patients in accessing online services, with an emphasis on inclusivity.
In terms of regulation, the Equality Act 2010 plays a crucial role in ensuring that public services make reasonable adjustments for people who are digitally excluded, including older adults. The social care assessments estimate an improvement in digital access among local authorities, so no older people are left behind (FRA, 2023). Notwithstanding these initiatives, critics as Coyle and Muhtar (2023) and Philip et al. (2017) emphasize that the policies do not focus on an effective application strategy, particularly to the oldest and most disadvantaged groups. Limited financing and capricious regional implementation are obstacles to an effective roll-out as well.
[bookmark: _Toc203682685]2.5.3 Local Context
Locally supported programs are rather different in different regions. As an example, the city council of Leeds introduced the 100% Digital Leeds initiative, which works in partnership with the community organisations to train older adults on the use of digital tools (Hearn, 2022). In the same spirit, in Glasgow, the Smart Cities programme collaborates with elderly citizens in establishing confidence and comfort with technology (Jentoft, 2023). Nonetheless there is a problem of regional unevenness. It is also common that rural regions have lower infrastructure capabilities like bad broadband, whereas the urban population might have an issue with the resources and outreach (Carpenter, 2019). When there are gaps, charities and voluntary organisations may come to the rescue providing people with one-on-one assistance, but their possibilities are limited to local fundings and volunteer activities (AGE Platform Europe, 2019). In brief, the UK has realised the gravity of digital exclusion among the older adults even though implementing inclusive digital plans is inconsistent. They need to enhance cooperation among government, local authorities and the community organisations in order to develop the sustainable and scalable solutions which would support digital inclusion and mental well-being of all older adults.
[bookmark: _Toc203682686]2.6 Conclusion
In this chapter, history of digital exclusion and older people in the UK, especially those related to health and social care, have been discussed. Digital Divide Theory and the Social Ecological Model theoretical platforms have provided information on the relationship between individual, social, and structural barriers. A look at what other countries, such as Sweden, Australia and Singapore, are doing in response to digital exclusion, via coordinated policy responses, as well as consideration of UK national and local policy strategies, including NHS Digital and regional Age UK initiatives, demonstrated how gaps were being bridged. In spite of continuous efforts, accessibility, motivation, and digital skills issues still exist among the older populations.
The insights gained from this chapter provide the contextual and theoretical foundation for the next chapter, Methodology, which will outline the systematic review approach employed in this study. The understanding of past research and global trends will inform the inclusion criteria, search strategies, and thematic analysis used to examine qualitative evidence on the mental health impacts of digital exclusion.
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