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In this essay we will look at what it means to be an older person in the U.K and the associated issues they face. We will look at what is contributing to the rising numbers of older people in the U.K and the effects Covid-19 has had on numbers as well as the governments response to the current health and social crisis.
The NHS, 2021 describe an older person as someone over the age of sixty-five but goes on to explain that this definition is fluid as people can age biologically differently and as such someone who is seventy-five can be more physically and mentally able than their older counterpart. They found frailty not age was the most appropriate way to gauge old age. This was seconded by Britannica, 2022 who gave a dual definition for old age. Firstly, they defined an elderly person as the final age group or generation and then elaborated further and seconded the NHS’s definition by explaining old age or senescence is the final stage of a normal healthy life with employment, biology and other external factors being of influence but not the consistent markers for gauging old age. In this essay we will use the definition of an older person being someone aged sixty-five and over. When thinking about older people in the U.K using the social model that is applied when dealing with those with disabilities can help with better understanding and interacting with our older people. The disability movement uses the social model to explain how environments disable people not the disability with society partially at blame with the way things are constructed not the disabled persons physical or sensory impairment. When applying this model to older people ensuring accessibility in places such as the home they live in and in places they frequent is essential in helping them live full lives for as long as possible (Center for ageing better, 2021).
Many older people in the U.K have a healthcare and/or a social care need. A heath care need refers to treating, controlling and/or preventing a disease, disability, injury, or illness, including pre and post care. A social care need is the term used when a person requires assistance with daily living (Mind, 2018). Social care is broken into categories short- and long-term care. Short-term care is a short-term package of care with the intention of reducing the need for elongated care from services. Long term care is an ongoing, high intensity, multi-agency long term package of support. Both forms of care are provided by local authority and classed as formal types of care but come with their own challenges (The King’s fund, 2021). Social care is governed by The Care Act 2014. The act requires local authorities to promote individual wellbeing ensuring all decisions are person centred when planning services the user will engage with (Lee, 2021). Unlike the NHS, services provided by social care services are means tested with the huge costs absorbed by the older person with some having to sell their homes to pay for their care. The quality of care received by some older people has been poor with visits to homes offering care and support lasting on average fifteen minutes, conducted by overworked, underpaid staff working under poor management with a low pay structure. The postcode lottery in terms of the level of care people receive is another issue faced by those engaged in social care as well as medical with delays in transfers and multiagency support (The King’s Fund, 2019). To help give staff a renewed sense of value and wellbeing the government has pledged at least £500 million in its new levy for staff receive the recognition, training, and qualifications they deserve. We will discuss the levy in more detail later (Gov.UK, 2022). Older people in the U.K needing support are cared for by adult social care services. They offer a range of support such as domiciliary care, day centres, care and/or nursing homes, aids, reablement services and support for the older person and their families. Personal care is also a service offered with dressing, washing, getting out of bed and/or whatever personal care assistance the service user requires. In the new health and social care levy a new service was introduced to assist with people’s independence by making changes and repairs where needed whilst increasing the limit people could receive to make adaptations to their homes with home technology, stairlifts and wet rooms using the Disabilities Facilities Grant. An additional £150 million of funding to adopt technological tools to support independent living and a higher quality of care was announced with the government hoping that technology will help combine care services to help provide a uniform level of quality personalised care. (Gov.UK, 2022).
Older people were particularly affected by the Covid-19 pandemic not only by a higher death rate, illnesses, loneliness but also economically. AgeUk, 2019 noted that there are currently two million pensioners living in poverty at present with nine hundred and thirty thousand stating they would be unable to pay an unexpected bill of two hundred pounds. With the cost-of-living increasing elderly people in the U.K are expected to struggle with basics such as heating, transport, and healthcare essentials with those over sixty-five and a care need, twice as likely to express they have trouble with their finances and a further sixty one percent stating they have a lack of money to spend on meeting their needs. The Covid-19 pandemic effected working older people’s finances differently with those employed or self-employed reporting their finances have being affected and those on fixed pension incomes expecting their financial situation to stay the same (Storey,2020). This is to be expected as with the numerous lockdowns and use of the furlough scheme, wages have not been consistent for not just older people but a large proportion of the U.K. Gaining employment is another barrier many older people in the U.K are and were struggling to overcome even before the Covid-19 pandemic. The Equality Act 2010 has laid out specific guidelines in the area explaining that no one should face discrimination because they do or do not fit into a certain age group (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2020). As such legally in the U.K, employers are only permitted to employ persons based on age in specific justifiable instances but despite this age discrimination has been found across many workplaces. In a recent report by the Centre for Better Ageing, 2018 it was found that older workers are often the amongst the first to be selected for redundancy and regularly discriminated against in the job market. With the numbers of older people in employment set to increase massively in the next twenty years employers must get to grips with the implications of having an ageing workforce as research has shown only one in five are currently discussing the issue (CIPD, 2021). In the Centre for Better Ageing’s recent report, A mid-life employment crisis: how COVID-19 will affect the job prospects of older workers, they found a range of negative economic issues bought about by Covid-19 such as the number of older people in receipt in unemployment benefits doubled in the first lockdown, two out of five older workers were concerned they would become less financially stable due to the pandemic, as previously stated older workers are often the first the first to be selected for redundancy and with the end of the governments furlough scheme further job losses are to be expected (Centre for Better Ageing, 2021). Rates of poverty have been found to be more prevalent in older tenants than homeowners with 29 per cent of social tenants and 35 per cent of private tenants living in poverty compared to 16 per cent of all pensioners. To help address this the government has pledged £300 million in the health and social care levy to help health and social care strategies integrate housing and supported housing options to service users with an additional £30 million allocated to help local councils provide innovative ways to provide care and support whilst offering a wider range of options of personalised centred care (Gov.UK, 2022).
The rates of elder abuse in the U.K is another inexcusable issue faced by older people. The Charity Hourglass, 2020, which specialises in highlighting elder abuse and conducts studies into the subject, found in a recent survey that twenty two percent of those surveyed (two thousand five hundred) had some experience of elder abuse. AgeUk, 2021 found that older people in the U.K face various types of abuse such as physical, psychological, financial, sexual, domestic, discriminatory and organisational abuse as well as neglect, self-neglect, and modern slavery. With the pandemic forcing older people to isolate now we are returning to a normal life; special effort must be made to ensure that during the pandemic cases of abuse were not missed. For any older person suffering abuse, this coupled with the negative emotional effects of the pandemic is unimaginable. When interviewed for a recent survey of older people and the effects of the pandemic over half were concerned about their own well-being. Of that group, seventy percent were worried about the future, over fifty percent felt stressed and/or anxious and over forty percent had no cognitive stimulation. Relationships were affected with over fourty five percent reporting issues with their cohabitating partner and one in five older people worried about how the pandemic had affected relationships with their friends, relatives, and children (Storey,2020). The pandemic and the numerous lockdowns caused older people to disengage with society. It has been proven through the disengagement theory that although some older people naturally disengage from society, work, family, and friends as they age and move closer to the end of their life doing so has been proven to be detrimental as they quickly lose their space in society which brings on depression and a feeling of demoralisation (Lumen, 2022). This directly ties into the activity theory; the activity theory of aging was developed by gerontologist Robert J. Havighurst in 1961 and explains that for older adults to be at their happiest they must maintain social relationships and remain active. Doing so helps older people replace the loss of work after retirement and not conform to the society’s stereotypical views. The theory predicts that the functions conducted in middle age helping to bring happiness and fulfilment should be replaced by activities or new types of work. Not only does this benefit society but increases self-esteem and pleasure but helps to live a longer life (Lumen, 2022). With contact limited and activities limited to housework and gardening, using remote methods was the main way older people stayed in contact with friends and family (Storey,2020). Rates of older people using the internet pre pandemic were already high with the sixty-five- to seventy-four-year-olds at seventy five percent with them reporting usage nearly every day. The pandemic did however increase usage with thirty nine percent using the internet more due to, as previously mentioned, remote contact with friends, family G. P’s etc. Over seventy fives were the highest group of none users but not due to want more a lack of digital skills, trust in the internet and/or equipment or broadband (AgeUK, 2021). The pandemic highlighted the need for internet access for all older age groups and as such initiatives such as One Digital by AgeUK which helps older people gain digital skills highlighting the benefits of the internet to help them lead independent and included lives (AgeUK, 2021). 
Accessing NHS services, from primary care to hospital services, has been majorly affected by the Covid-19 pandemic resulting in delays and disrupted care. Whilst G.P surgeries have used alternative methods such as video calls etc. to try and cater to patients need there was a drastic fall in numbers on the year previously with two million fewer appointments and seven million fewer face to face appointments, including remote methods. Overall outpatient referrals fell by four million between January and September 2020 compared with the previous year (Storey,2020). To help reduce the backlog of treatment the NHS has launched numerous campaigns, but the effects of the pandemic has been unprecedented and as such may take months and in the worse cases years to be resolved (Thorlby, 2020). For the U. K’s older population, the need for access to healthcare services is for obvious reason of great need. The lack of hospital admission coupled with the pandemic had a direct impact on the mortality rates in the U.K. Since the nineteenth century mortality has declined with both males and females, pre Covid-19 pandemic, expecting lifespans of 79.9 years for males and 83.6 years respectively. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic lifespans fell to those seen a decade ago with ages falling to 78.6 years for males and to 82.6 years for females (Kingsfund, 2021). Life expectancy has increased due to several reasons. Free health care provided by the NHS and the development of diseases, the improvements in medicine treating previously terminal outcomes, a decrease in dangerous manual labour, an increased awareness of healthy living and the negative effects of living unhealthily and an increased level of wealth generating better living conditions and better diets (reference?). According to the ONS, 2021 the population in the U.K is getting older with the number of older people or those over sixty-five rising by fourteen percent from 1976 which is a rise of fourteen percent and by 2046 almost twenty five percent of the population will be over sixty-five. With the U.Ks population ageing there is an assumption that there will be a greater burden on the health and social system, but it is not as straight forward as it would seem. The number of older people in receipt of social care assistance has fallen across all older age groups bar the over seventy fives due to them often present with multiple, long-term needs. This has in effect balanced out the numbers across the age groups and although demand is rising for support many only engage with the NHS to do so offsetting the demand in other areas of social care support (Raymond et al., 2021). Older people in the U.K are often seen in a negative light with focus often drawn to the cost bought about by their care but there is more to older people than that. Older people and an ageing population in the U.K also has its benefits. Many older people have worked for many years and have a wealth of experience and knowledge that can prove beneficial in helping to train and educate the younger generations. With many older people having worked a large majority of their lives, many will be in receipt of pensions and have savings making them an ideal type of consumer. The rates of unpaid carers for partners and grandchildren are particularly high with their work in charities and schools often going unnoticed (BBC, 2022). The new Health and Social care levy has committed £25 million to help support unpaid carers and support them in the role they do (Gov.UK, 2022). Currently there are concerns around the costs mounting in social care for older people with the increasing ageing population putting a strain on both health and social care services. This, with the pension crisis in which the demand for state pensions is currently draining the public purse and fewer numbers of people at working age and economically active this is making the numbers of those taxed in the U.K smaller. To help offset these growing costs older people are being encouraged to save for their later years whilst the age of retirement also rising for both men and women (BBC, 2022). We have spoken briefly from time to time about the Health and Social care levy and the allocated funds and the issues these funds are designed to target. In more detail, from April 2022 the government introduced a new one point two five levy on income and employers wage bill will come into effect to help raise money for the NHS and adult social care. In its first year a temporary increase in national insurance will be applied with the coming years a separate section in payslips showing a new health and social care tax. This tax is in direct response to the increased costs from occurred by the Covid -19 pandemic and the rise is health and social care. As well as this new tax a new threshold on the amount of savings older people can have before they must pay for their care was introduced rising from fourteen thousand to twenty thousand from October 2023. The costs of care any person must pay will be capped at eighty-six thousand pounds and includes care provisions only with food and accommodation a separate cost covered by the older person (USDAW, 2022). Accompanying the plan for adult social care reform in England a white paper was published outlining the governments ten-year plan for adult social care. The main emphasis of the paper was to emphasise the importance of person-centred care across all services ensuring people have control and choice about their personalised care to help achieve a good quality of life whilst promoting independence. The ten-year plan focuses on the Care Act 2014 focus on wellbeing and accepts that the implementation of this has not always been consistent causing varying levels of care but hope that with the new proposals and extra money being spent those who are engaged with services provided under health and social care will feel the benefit (Gov.UK, 2022).
Being an older person in the U.K doesn’t come without challenges. Challenges that were undoubtably exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic. Many challenges faced by older people are rooted in the way people view them and their role in society. As discussed, there is various legislation, policy, and guidance in the area care and our interactions of older people, our views, and the acceptance of them finding new roles in society once old age has been reached. In terms of social care provided local councils must utilise the new allocated funds for social care in the levy to make meaningful changes to positively impact the lives of older people. Being an older person is not a negative thing and each and everyone of us will at some point be defined as an older person, so it is in all of our interests to create a world where older people are accepted and allowed to live full independent and integrated lives.
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