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1) Introduction

This comparative report investigates and critically evaluates the problems of ageing population; loneliness and social isolation of the elderly in the UK and Croatia; discusses theories and concepts of loneliness and social isolation of the elderly; proposes changes to existing programs, the introduction of new technologies to reduce loneliness and social isolation of older people, and provides recommendations for improvement. 

2) [bookmark: _Hlk120296424]What it means to be an elderly person in the UK and  Croatia


[bookmark: _Hlk121313973][bookmark: _Hlk120189296][bookmark: _Hlk121312573]According to the NHS definition (2020), someone aged 65 and over, in the United Kingdom, is an elderly person. In Croatia, the same age is associated with the definition of an elderly person, and elderly in Croatia, in 2017, made 19,6 % of the population (Oxford Academic, 2022). According to Centre for Ageing Better (2022) in the UK it is 19% of population. The reality in the UK, same as in Croatia, shows that there is a large number of older people experiencing discrimination, violence and abuse, ageism, loneliness, social isolation, poverty and poor health with ageing (Centre for Ageing Better, 2022). In Croatia, every fifth man and every third woman are at increased risk of poverty over the age of 65 (University of Zagreb, 2013), while in the UK 2 million elderly live in poverty (Age UK, 2021). According to data from the Center for Better Aging 2022, almost 1 in 5 elderly in the UK, nowadays living in poverty. Poverty, the unavailability of social and health services, especially in rural areas (Total Croatia News, 2017), chances of employment, the communal infrastructure,  an inadequate system of supervision of homes for the elderly, abuse of life support contracts, insufficient support for family members who take care of them, as well as exposure to domestic violence are some of the problems that the elderly in Croatia face in daily lives (Ombudsman, 2022). The pandemic increased their risk of serious diseases and reduced their dignified life. In addition to the pandemic elderly in Croatia faced with the consequences of the 2020 earthquake that are still felt today. Because of this, many elderly people in the Sisak-Moslavina County still live in temporary accommodation, with low incomes. Elderly aged 60-79 years make up 35% of the total suicides in Croatia (Pajić & Orešković, 2022) while in the UK in 2020, older then 65 years make up 12 % (female 4,9% and male 15,4%) (ONS, 2021). 

3) Statistics on the ageing population and changes in recent years

In 1996, of the total structure of the population in the UK, 15.9% were elderly, while
in 2016 the elderly were 18%. What means 2.1% more elderly in 20 years. In 2026,
the elderly are expected to make up 20.5% of the total population in the UK or 4.6%
more than in 1996 (Statista, 2022). According to the data of the National Bureau of
Statistics (2022), in 1991, 628 050 elderly people (395 464 women and 232 586
men) lived in Croatia, and in 2021, there were 859 900 elderly people (498 900
women and 361 000 men). This means that in 30 years the elderly population grew
by 231 850 (more by 139 436 women and 128 414 men) elderly. The elderly
population in 2021 amounted to 21.66% of the total population, while young people
under the age of 14 amounted to 14.47%. There was also an increase in the elderly
population compared to 2011 when it amounted to 17.86% (Statista, 2022).
Nowadays, elderly people in the UK exceed the population of young people under
the age of 16 (Royal Geographical Society, 2016).
[bookmark: _Hlk120135416][bookmark: _Hlk118663855][bookmark: _Hlk118659586][bookmark: _Hlk120222161]The number of elderly people in England is growing significantly and this rate of growth is predicted to accelerate over the next 20 years. The number of people over 60 is expected to increase from 15.8 million in 2018 to 21 million in 2038 (ONS, 2019). This is a consequence of the increase in life expectancy. In the UK about 81,63 years old. In Croatia, in 2022 life expectancy increased by 0,2% and now is 78,87 years (Macrotrends, 2022). Life expectancy is stimulated by better quality health and social care and the improvement of the lifestyle in society; the decline of birth rate and the 'baby boom'. A 'baby boom' is a significantly increased number of newborn babies after the second world war. Between 1946 and 1964, 17 million newborn babies were recorded in the UK. Survivors from this group now make up the UK's elderly population. People in the UK live longer than ever before. Nowadays, elderly people in the UK exceed the population of young people under the age of 16 (Royal Geographical Society, 2016). Croatia is similar. The elderly population in 2021 amounted to 21.66% of the total population, while young people under the age of 14 amounted to 14.47%. There was also an increase in the elderly population compared to 2011 when it amounted to 17.86% (Statista, 2022).

4) [bookmark: _Hlk120296785]Discussion of relevant theories and concepts of loneliness and isolation

[bookmark: _Hlk121260005]Loneliness is the feeling of being alone despite maintaining social contacts (CDC, 2021). Although statistics show that 7% to 9% of the population in Croatia are live alone, and the elderly are more socially isolated than the rest of the population, most of them do not feel lonely (European Commission, 2018). In the UK, 6% to 13% elderly feel lonely but it will increase with aging population (GPH, 2018). There are some theories that explain why elderly feel loneley. According to Robert Weiss theory (1973), loneliness is a corrosive, chronic disease resulting from social isolation. He states that the personal experience of loneliness is not enough to understand loneliness in human existence (Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2012). This theory does not have solid foundations because the feeling of loneliness does not always have to be connected with social isolation. Elderly can feel lonely even though they are surrounded or in contact with other people (CDC, 2021). They can also be socially isolated and not feel lonely (Mind, 2022). Loneliness and social isolation may not be significantly related, but both can cause diseases (CDC, 2021). If the elderly decide to socially isolate themselves, they feel less lonely (Loneliness NZ, 2022). According to the Disengagement Theory of Aging (Simply Psychology, 2022), part of the elderly population freely decides to separate from the community and pay more attention to their own life, which affects a better quality of life and do not cause feeling of loneliness. This fact refutes the theory of Robert Weiss. General ageing also includes emotional aging. Emotional aging can be associated with a period of life in which priorities in an individual's life change, so someone who was more socially active throughout his life now wants to devote more time to himself (Charles & Carstensen, 2010).
Unlike loneliness, social isolation is an objective, quantifiable measure of the number of relationships someone has. It is about the quantity of relationships, not the quality of relationships (Age UK, 2022).  In Croatia 12% to 15% population is social isolated (European Commission, 2018). According to NHS 2022, over 2 million people over the age of 75 in the UK live alone, and over 1 million people have no one to talk to for a month. In Croatia, every third of elderly women and every tenth of elderly men live alone. In older age groups (75+ years), half of the women and 40% of the men live alone (University of Zagreb, 2013). Although the elderly live alone, they do not necessarily have the experience of social isolation but the possibility is increased. Some theories explain why it happen. According to Giddens' theory of structuring, social isolation is defined as isolation from predictable patterns, whereby the patterns of others no longer fit with the person's patterns and the person isolates himself from society. The concepts of this theory help to understand strategies for coping with everyday social isolation. One of the strategies is the active involvement of the elderly in social activities, but it is not effective enough because it does not meet the personal needs of isolated elderly (Machielse & Duyndam, 2020). They choose a way of behaving that involves their safety because they feel that their social skills are not good enough to fit into a society where predictable patterns rule. They do not accept help to solve the isolation that could increase their self-confidence and are convinced that they will solve the problem on their own, even though the social isolation deepens even more.
According to Valeria Motta, Department of Philosophy on University of Birmingham, (2022) one of the concepts of loneliness is that loneliness can be caused by different changes in the experience of time (intensity or quality). The experience of loneliness is influenced by the type of contact a person has with the environment, which affects the way a person interacts with the environment. This concept places the responsibility for loneliness on the individual and their experience or relationship with time. For loneliness, it is important how (quality or not) a person spends its time, to whom or what dedicates it to, and what kind of communication he/she establishes with the environment. An understanding of this concept by a lonely elderly could encourage positive changes leading to relief from feelings of loneliness.
Another concept of loneliness, which relates loneliness to adjustment and self-concept, states that a elderly who has a negative self-image is more lonely and tends to be less adjusted. Such a elderly may think that others also have a negative image of him, so he isolates itself from society (Goswick & Jones, 1981). People who easily adapt to a new environment and society, with a positive self-image, are less prone to loneliness.

5) [bookmark: _Hlk120296959]       Impact of loneliness and isolation on an older person 
                              living within a care setting
   
About 5% of elderly over 65 live in homes (most with dementia or cognitive impairment) and they are the weakest and most vulnerable members of that population. Loneliness is a big problem because it affects health and quality of life (Victor, 2012). Loneliness is a risk factor for obesity, high blood pressure, repeated strokes, Alzheimer's disease, and mortality (NASEM, 2020). It can cause an increase in heart disease, stroke, dementia, risk of falls, reduce the cognitive ability and premature death (NTP Reports, 2018).
In UK care homes, the rate of severe loneliness (22-42%) is more than double that of the wider community (10%). More than 80% of service users with mental health problems said that they feel lonely because the staff does not have enough time to devote to them (The Good Care Group, 2022). In care homes in Croatia, even before the pandemic, violations of the dignity of the elderly were common. With the advent of the pandemic, followed by restrictive measures of social isolation, this problem increased. Their emotional vulnerability and loneliness due to social isolation, loss of control over their own lives, impulsiveness, aggressive behaviour, suicidal thoughts, alcoholism, anxiety and depression also increased. They saw themselves as a burden to young people (Rubic & Vukusic, 2022). In Croatia, a study of the consequences of the Covid 19 pandemic on mental health was conducted, which confirmed that loneliness is the cause of an increased risk of psychosis (Gizdic et al., 2022). The elderly in Croatia, especially those who lived alone during the pandemic in Zagreb and its surroundings, experienced additional fears that worsened their mental health, due to a series of earthquakes (Čivljak, Markotić & Capak, 2020). Lonely people are more prone to intensive end-of-life care than non-lonely people and may suffer from more symptoms (Simard & Volicer, 2020). Some studies have failed to demonstrate the effectiveness of existing interventions to reduce the occurrence of loneliness among the elderly in care homes (Victor, 2012). Some studies have proven that reminiscence therapy has a positive impact on the quality of life of the elderly in long-term healthcare facilities (Siverová & Bužgová, 2018). 

6) [bookmark: _Hlk120297620]A critical review of existing legislation and policies 

Legislation and policies to reduce social isolation and loneliness of the elderly should integrate new models considering that the ageing population tends to increase. New interventions are significant in terms of health promotion, improvement of health literacy and disease prevention in all age groups. The current initiatives as well as the policy of reducing loneliness and social isolation at all levels in both countries mainly boil down to the inclusion of the elderly in the community with various types of activities physical, social or adopting a pet (NIA, n.y.). Such an approach is satisfactory, but only for the elderly population that is physically and mentally healthy, lives in urban areas of the country and is financially secure. New interventions should pay more attention to reducing loneliness and social isolation for the most vulnerable groups of elders: those living alone, in poverty, in rural areas and the mentally ill. The policy of encouraging greater resilience, by increasing the accessibility of various resources to older people, significantly affects the quality of ageing of the individual (Cosco, Howse & Brayne, 2017).




7) [bookmark: _Hlk120297969]Critical evaluation and compare of services 

At the global level, according to UN guidelines, healthy ageing will be promoted by changes in four directions: by changing the attitude towards old age, by stimulating communities to encourage and support the possibilities of the elderly, by providing integrated and person-centred care, and by enabling quality long-term care for the elderly in need (WHO, 2022). 
Government measures based on the Loneliness Strategy 2018 is the first governmental support for solving loneliness, in the UK. It has the goals of reducing stigma and empowering lonely elderly people to seek help, stimulating policies that include loneliness in all organizations of society by supporting organizations that connect people and providing quality proven bases of loneliness as an incentive for national and local action (NHS, 2022).  Unlike the UK government, the Croatian government does not have a developed strategy for combating loneliness and social isolation, even though it is one of the priorities. The government allocates money for social welfare, but not for solving loneliness projects. 
At the local level in the UK, there are many campaigns to support behaviour change and raise public awareness of the issue of loneliness (Let’s Talk Loneliness public campaign, The Every Mind Matters, Loneliness Campaign, End loneliness). It works on creating an age-friendly community, encouraging neighbours and volunteers to help the elderly, identifying those who are most in need, connecting with health and social services, encouraging lifelong learning and staying active, improving access to transport and technology to maintain and expand their social connection (Local Government Association, 2016).
In Croatia, emphasis is placed on the inclusion of the elderly in the community (active ageing) by introducing various programs at the local level to be co-financed from the EU funds in the field of care for the elderly: raising the level of awareness about healthy living, educating the environment about the needs of the elderly, increasing the quality of life of the elderly by organizing daily activities for elderly people), improvement and better advertising of existing programs, encouraging volunteering of elderly people and launching intergenerational cooperation programs, providing support for psychosocial support programs for groups threatened by social exclusion, and strengthening cooperation between governmental and non-governmental institutions (Batinić, 2016).

8) The future of care for the elderly

The government, society and especially the media should influence the reduction of ageism in society. The current image of the elderly as senile, conservative, inefficient, selfish and a burden on society needs to be fundamentally changed. Young people should be educated from an early age to respect the elderly, reduce the social gap between the young and the elderly, and emphasize their opportunities to contribute to society. It would also be a good intervention to reduce their loneliness and social isolation because they would not feel rejected and forgotten by society, but useful. In the Croatian city of Bjelovar, during the Covid 19 pandemic (time of social isolation), research was conducted on the impact of the use of modern communication technologies (mobile telephony, social networks, mobile chat applications) on the level of loneliness among the elderly (Bertić & Telebuh, 2020). Research has proven that the use of modern technology has a positive effect on reducing loneliness in the elderly. Although it will never replace a living staff and can't be used for diagnose , the introduction of technology and the use of artificial intelligence (AI) and robotics in the future in HSCS, could be of great benefit in solving the problem of the ageing population and loneliness. Primarily due to staff shortage, where robots could take over some of the staff's roles. AI and robots can care for patients who live alone by monitoring their health, reminding them when to take their medicine, sending data to the doctor and even reading emotions from their faces. Connecting them with the outside world and establishing some kind of communication with lonely elderly robots can also affect the reduction of loneliness and social isolation.  The use of technology can do the job more precisely, without human factor errors and maintain a larger number of patients (Wired, 2017). It is expected that with the development of AI, the onset of chronic diseases will be delayed and morbidity will last a shorter period before death (UK Health Security Agency, 2019). Technology should be easily accessible to everyone and prepare the elderly to handle new technology.
9.)    Recommendations

Good communication and cooperation of a person in the community are of great importance for human empowerment and health (WHO, 2022). Establishing communication with the community in which we live and connecting with other people is a basic human need of every human being that lasts throughout life and does not disappear with ageing. The occurrence of loneliness and social isolation among the elderly is partly a social construction of the Western academic milieu (Stein & Tuval-Mashiach, 2014) and partly caused by society's attitude towards the elderly (Wong, A. et.al., 2017). On the other hand, loneliness is also a personal experience that indicates a person does not feel good in their own company and that lose their sense of life (Tilburg, 2021). Research conducted in Croatia (Canjuga et al., 2018) showed that elderly living in care settings, with a lower level of education, have a lower level of self-esteem and social loneliness, while unmarried participants who live at own home showed a higher level (except for those over 85).
Therefore, to solve the problem of loneliness and social isolation, in addition to existing government policies and programs, which is mostly based on social connections, it is necessary to design self-help and educational group programs (Cattan et al., 2018) that would engage the elderly themselves to build a sense of self-confidence. Such methods are simple and effective for a larger population of the elderly, all except the elderly with moderate and severe mental health disorders. (Greaves & Farbus, 2006).
In order to reduce financial expenses for the care of the elderly in the future, it is necessary to find new, non-institutional models of care. Relying on the family and the local community is one of the possibilities (Havelka, 2003) that would also reduce loneliness and isolation.
The recommendation to the Croatian government is to include the problem of loneliness and isolation of the elderly in its programs and to invest money to implement these programs, following the example of the UK government.
Policy makers and researchers should focus more attention on establishing quality and long-term relationships of lonely and isolated elderly and not only on ways to bring them closer together. That is why it is important for them to have a good knowledge of the differences and priorities of lonely and isolated elders (Age UK, 2022).
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11.)   Appendix

[bookmark: _Hlk120373619]Photo: During the earthquake in Zagreb on 22 March 2020, 86 patients, including 22 COVID-19 patients, were evacuated from the extensively damaged hospital buildings.
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                   Source: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7211414/
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