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Introduction
Griffin (2010) states “Loneliness, then, is not being alone but a subjective experience of isolation”; it seems that loneliness and isolation inevitably accompany one another.  Public health in the United Kingdom (UK) emphasises the requirement for people to remain healthy whilst protecting themselves from the threat of illness (UK Government, 2018).  The purpose of this report is to evaluate the health promotion initiatives that the Government in Wales has implemented or assisted in to combat loneliness and isolation within Wales.  Considerations for the rationale and validity of these initiatives will be made and it will be determined whether these initiatives meet the needs, health and wellbeing of the individuals.  Recommendations for improvements will be made.
Background and Statistics
Loneliness is a subjective and personal experience (Campaign to End Loneliness, 2018); for each individual loneliness will be different, with each individual feeling lonely for very different reasons (Health Direct, 2017).  Holt-Lunstad et al (2015) suggest that the effect of loneliness and isolation on a person’s health is detrimental and compare it as being twice as bad as obesity, and is tantamount to smoking 15 cigarettes a day.  With the pronounced risk that loneliness and isolation can cause to an individual’s health, it is paramount that health initiatives are employed to eliminate loneliness and isolation (Department of Health and Social Care, 2018).  Clearly the Government are taking the issue of loneliness and isolation seriously, as in January 2018 the prime minister appointed a ministerial lead for loneliness following the implementation of the recommendation produced by the Jo Cox Commission (UK Government, 2018).
Cox (2016) and Jopling (2018) agree that loneliness does not discriminate on the grounds of age, both young and old people feel the pain of loneliness and often find that it is accompanied by social isolation.  The Dame Kelly Holmes Trust (2016) conducted a study which found that 72% of 16-24 year olds felt lonely.  Additionally, there is an increasing incidence within the 18-34 year olds feeling lonely more often than their older counterparts (Gil, 2014) likewise in the 75+ age group loneliness and isolation is also prevalent with over 50% of them living alone and only 6% of these leaving the house once a week or less (Equal Opportunity Committee, 2015).  Research conducted strongly suggests that loneliness and isolation is endemic in old age with its increase being attributed to the ageing population (Aiden, 2016); it has been suggested that the loss of community services for elderly has been a contributing factor in this (National Assembly Wales, 2017).  

Evaluation of Initiatives
1. #Startswithhello Initiative
In a recent survey by Action for Children (2017) it was suggested that 52% of parents feel lonely and 68% feel socially isolated.  Action for children alongside the Jo Cox Commission on Loneliness (Cox, 2018) and Mumsnet (2017) are introducing an initiative called #startswithhello that asks the local community to support any of the lonely parents within the community (Knapton, 2017); #startswithhello requests that the individuals in the community embrace the lonely through a simple greeting and starting a conversation (Action for Children, 2017).   The main advantage of the #startswithhello initiative is that further awareness of loneliness and isolation is highlighted which inadvertently brings about further education on the subject.   The Institute of Health Visiting (2017) agree that further education and awareness into loneliness and isolation is imperative with them asserting that the main focus of the #startswithhello campaign is in fact to highlight the impact that loneliness holds and raise the profile of this issue.  Mumsnet (2017) and Mental Health Foundation (2018) share a similar view that there is indeed a stigma that surrounds loneliness and feeling isolated with 46% of people claiming they feel embarrassed to admit to these feelings and Mumsnet (2017) further suggest that the #startswithhello campaign will help in the fight to end the stigma surrounding loneliness and isolation; furthermore, within Wales 18% of people admit to feeling lonely (National Assembly for Wales, 2017) however, this figure may be an inaccurate representation of the true extent of loneliness as it is reported that people feel ashamed to admit they are lonely (Ryan, 2017).    
2. Concessionary Bus Pass in Wales Initiative
According to the Office for National statistics (2016) Wales has the highest percentage of older people than the rest of the UK (Appendix 1).  With such a high proportion of elderly it is important that there are initiatives in place that apply to this age group (Ageing Well in Wales, 2013) as it is reported that feeling lonely and isolated inherently occurs as a person ages and especially amongst those who live with long-term health conditions (Lloyd-Jones, 2017).  One such initiative that was introduced was the free bus pass for the elderly; this initiative came into power as part of the Transport Act 2000 (Oldman, 2016) and was actioned in Wales in 2002.  Elliot (2014) and the National Health Service (2015) similarly agree that the expectation of the concessionary bus passes was to alleviate the loneliness and isolation for the elderly within society.  The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales (2018) along with Age UK (2018) suggest that the concessionary bus pass scheme is beneficial to the elderly, with it both empowering and encouraging them to get out and socialise thus resuling in the avoidance of loneliness and social isolation a view that is agreed on by Goll et al (2015).  Holley-Moore and Creighton (2015) imply that the concessionary bus scheme is highly beneficial to the elderly people of Wales with 61% of the elderly using public transport as their main mode of travel according to the Women’s Royal Voluntary Service (2013).  A view that is held by Greener Journeys (2014) is that the benefits to the elderly in relation to the bus pass scheme are vast, with the elderly being able to have the freedom to travel for free all around Wales and according to Roshira (2018) the scheme is a lifeline to those 112,000 elderly people living in poverty in Wales; however, there are drawbacks to the concessionary bus pass scheme as it has been cited by the Campaign for Better Transport (2013) as being one of the main reasons for the sparse bus services that are available.  The Bevan Foundation (2015) suggest that one reason for such a sparse bus service is that over 50% of the passengers between 9am-4pm are the concessionary free bus pass passengers and with the welsh assembly cutting funding by 25% for bus travel it is not proving cost effective for the bus companies to operate services (Clark, 2013). 
3. Befriending Initiative
Another initiative that has been implemented to limit loneliness and isolation is that of the befriending schemes.  Befriending schemes aim to reintegrate the lonely and isolated back into the community through the use of volunteers, (Age UK, 2017). These volunteers through a beneficial and purposeful relationship, aim to act as a friend to these individuals and enable them to feel less isolated (Mentoring and Befriending Foundation, 2014).  Befriending schemes are often a lifeline for the elderly as many find themselves feeling desperately lonely and isolated; one such case of this was reported by Sims (2015) in his article which told the story of an elderly couple who found themselves in such a predicament of loneliness and isolation that they felt compelled to ring 999.  Swansea Council (2017) suggest that a befriending scheme being offered in this type of scenario would have resulted in the individual’s concerned feeling integrated and a part of the community; one such befriending scheme according to the Welsh Government (2017) of this type is that of Ponthafren Befriending Scheme that is being piloted in rural Montgomeryshire.  The Ponthafren Befriending scheme is a pilot scheme that is aimed at the 18-50 year olds in the community, with its aim being to ensure that these individuals are not socially isolated and have the right to access essentials services (Ponthafren Association, 2018).  This is beneficial for this age group as the Welsh Government (2017) indicated that in that particular geographical area there were initiatives in place for the under 18’s and over 50’s age groups with the Rekindle and PAVO schemes.  The Life Changing Trust (2017) and Siette et al (2017) similarly suggest that befriending is recognised as being a useful tool in improving a person’s health and wellbeing, similarly, the Department of Health (2014) suggest that a person’s wellbeing is vital to the condition of their health; furthermore, the bus pass scheme has been deemed as being cost effective by the Mentoring and Befriending Foundation (2010) as it has been claimed by Mason et al (2015) that improved wellbeing results in a reduction of an individual’s inappropriate usage of health and social care services.  

4. Rough Sleeping Action 2018-2020
Woolham et al (2013) and Mind (2016) reach agreement that loneliness and isolation is highly prevalent in individuals with a mental illness and suggest that mental health issues often lead to loneliness and isolation.  With 57.3% of homeless people living with a mental health condition (Mental Health Foundation, 2016), expectations are that the homeless will feel the pain of loneliness and isolation the worst (Sanders and Brown, 2015).  Crisis (2016) indicate that homelessness and isolation is inherently detrimental to the individual’s health and wellbeing, this view is shared by Leng (2017).  The Welsh Government (2018) have drawn up an action plan called Rough Sleeping Action Plan 2018-2020, within which it is indicated that the aim is to achieve a reduction in the number of individuals rough sleeping.  The plan sets out the initiative and illustrates the plans that have been devised for implementation following the recent 10 % rise in rough sleepers in Wales (Welsh Government, 2018).  The Welsh Government (2018) admit that they are unable to accomplish this plan alone and propose that it is the responsibility of local authorities in partnership with them; however, Leng (2017) reports that local authorities may wish to revaluate the current policies they have in place in relation to homelessness and it appears according to a report published by Sanders and Albanese (2017) that many local authorities are only addressing homelessness and in particular rough sleeping in view of complaints from business owners and as a footnote the concerns for the wellbeing of those engaged in rough sleeping.  The Government has already faced a drawback with former action plans that were implemented, admitting that legal frameworks that were already devised as part of the Housing Act 2014 (The National Archives, 2014) which states that all individuals should be offered assistance in the avoidance of sleeping rough has yet to be realised. It would be impossible to fully evaluate this action plan as it is still in its early implementation, however, if past performances are to be a predictor then this plan may go a small way to solving the problem of homelessness. Crisis (2017) submit that the Welsh Government have seen successes in helping individuals to stay in their homes on the other hand it is suggested by the Wilkins (2018) that further action is required with reference to rough sleepers as it has increased by 16-30% in 2017.
Recommendations
It is evident that although there are a plethora of initiatives and action plans in motion there is still room for improvement and education on the subject of loneliness and isolation.  Recommendation is made that further action is required in relation to the loneliness and isolation of the elderly.  These members of society are a valuable asset and more should be done to ensure that no older person should be left feeling lonely or socially isolated.  One suggestion is that intergenerational care facilities become more prevalent in the UK.  Sheppard (2017) reported that there is one intergenerational care facility in London where the elderly residents and nursery children integrate, which has a positive effect on the elderly resident’s health benefits and aids in reducing the social isolation.  The initiatives already in place will need to be closely observed to ensure that they are fit for purpose and are giving the desired result of combatting the loneliness and social isolation within society.  
Conclusion
In the course of evaluating the four health promotion initiatives that the Welsh Government has implemented or has assisted in implementing, a real insight into the complexities of loneliness and isolation has resulted.  Loneliness and isolation is widespread with no concern for age or status.  The stigma that is attached to these feelings of being lonely and isolated are often the reason preventing the individual from seeking assistance.  The four initiatives discussed in this report all dealt with a diverse group of individuals, with each having an   extremely important role to play in the fight against loneliness and isolation.  It was ascertained that all of the initiatives had benefits that could aid in alleviating loneliness and isolation; however, there were also drawbacks for the initiatives that resulted in problems arising.  Finally, recommendation was made for future initiatives that could be implemented and improvements for the ones already in service.
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