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The Impact of Loneliness and Social Isolation on the Elderly Population of the UK
Introduction
The undertaking of this essay relates to analyzing the impact of loneliness and isolation on an older person living. Before delving into that what it means to be an old person in the UK has been defined first. After that, some statistics regarding the elderly population and future trends have been provided in this paperwork. Following that, the concepts of loneliness and isolation in relation to the elderly within the UK have been explored. Then the discussion turned to examine the impact of loneliness and isolation on the elderly population. The govt support and other support systems that aim to tackle the loneliness of the elderly people have also been depicted. Lastly, the specific theories of ageing have been discussed. 
The general definition of an elderly person is that any person who reaches the chronological age of 65 years old is known as an elderly person (Page, 2021). The definition is not universal and hence, often the elderly person is defined as the person who reached an age close to an average life expectancy of a particular country. The definition is not limited to age, elderly person means a lot more than a numerical number. When a person becomes a veteran, it means that his/her income is stopped (If s/he does not have a pension plan) or significantly reduced (pension plan and government support), s/he stopped going to workplaces, thus not meeting the people they have been interacting with for a very long time. The family members consider the elderly persons as a burden and may send them to a nursing home or aged care facility, where they meet strangers (Lee, 2018). Eventually, they may get along with the other elderly person but often they may not be able to befriend others and spend their time in loneliness. 
The friends of the elderly persons are either dead or put into another care facility and meeting with them regularly may not be possible because of limited physical capability. Being an elderly person means, s/he needs help with regular activities, which may hurt their self-respect and cause them to suffer from depression (Dury, 2014). Loneliness and isolation become a major part of their life and they spend most of their time reminiscing the old days and regretting their misery. They get to meet their grandchildren or other family members once in a blue moon and often they do not get to see the faces of the persons they loved the most when they breathe their last. The covid-19 pandemic has added to their misery as they have to maintain social distancing because they are more vulnerable to getting infected with the virus (Thompson, 2021). That is why their life has become more difficult and the pandemic has snatched the little happiness that would fill the hollowness in their lives. Hence, it means a lot more than just reaching a particular age to be an elderly person in the UK. 
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Figure 1: Rising UK elderly population 
Source: (Ons.gov.uk, 2021)
The statistics of the UK population show that the changing demographics are causing the population of elderly persons to rise. The elderly people will account for a larger proportion of the whole population of the UK in the upcoming decades according to the forecast based on the statistics. In 1998, only 15.9% of the people were over 65 years of age, which increased to 18.3% in 2018 that shows a hike of 240 basis points within a span of 20 years (Ons.gov.uk, 2021). The forecasts depict that the percentage will rise to 24.2% by 2038, which demonstrates, the growth in the population of aged persons will be higher in the upcoming years. While there was one in six people, who were above 65 years in 1998, there will be one in four people who will be over 65 years of age (Ons.gov.uk, 2021), which clearly shows that the UK population is aging.
The projection asserts that the share of the aged population in the total UK population is set to rise in the future years. The baby boomers will be in their 70s and 80s by 2041, which will add to the UK aged population (Stokes, 2020). Besides, there will be an additional 8.2 million elderly people over 65 years by 2068, which is roughly the size of the total population of London. This increase will cause the total aged population of the UK to be 20.4 million people, representing around 26.4% of the projected population of the UK by 2068 (Ons.gov.uk, 2021). the older population of the UK will make up a higher share of the total population of the rural and coastal areas rather than urban areas because they either cannot afford to live in the urban areas because of the significant reduction in their income or they want to spend the rest of their lives in serenity. 
Elderly persons in the UK are more vulnerable to loneliness and isolation because they get apart from their families and friend. Around 2 million elderly people live alone in the UK, according to the database of Age UK and more than a million veterans divulged that sometimes they go for over a month without speaking to a friend, neighbour, or family member (Thompson, 2021). As many of the elderly persons do not have access to modern communication technology or do not know how to use smartphones, tablets, social media, etc., they cannot connect with society, thus, they become isolated from society. There are many other reasons why elderly persons suffer from loneliness and social isolation. Loneliness due to losing a partner, spouse, close friends, or family member hit the elderly hard. After being an aged person, they maintain contact with only a few people and when one of them dies, the elderly person becomes alone once alone in the crowded world (Hauge and Kirkevold, 2020). Their worldly life may come to end because of losing a close person, yet they may become too weak to commit suicide, and hence, all they can do, is to wait for their death, putting an end to their meaningless and lonely life, which becomes more difficult to live. 
Social isolation can be felt when adult children become very busy with their own lives (Christine, 2021). They need to support their families and enhance their careers and in the race of survival and quest for prosperity for a better future, they cannot take time for the persons who brought them into the chaotic world. Often bad parenting is responsible for the weak ties that the children have with their parents but sometimes the individualistic culture propels them to think about their own lives and families and hence, they may forget to spend quality time with their parents, who are living a lonely life in a distant care facility. Loneliness and social isolation also hit when the elderly person retires from the workplace (Glicken, 2019). They lose the reason to get up early in the morning and may also lose a sense of self-worth. On top of that, they do not interact with colleagues and other persons with whom they used to spend the majority of their time. Due to physical changes, they may not be able to participate in social activities and need help to move from one place to another (Crewdson, 2016). Their self-respect and dignity cause them to choose loneliness over seeking help. This is also one of the reasons, why elderly people suffer from loneliness and social isolation.
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Figure 2: Loneliness and Social Isolation among the elderly people 
Source: (Marie, 2021)
Loneliness and isolation affect the elderly in the care facility both physically and psychosocial (Marie, 2021). Loneliness and isolation are way worse than anyone can think and only the persons experiencing loneliness can feel the pain. Researchers have concluded from their study that loneliness is deadlier than obesity and they also found that lonely elderly people have a 50% greater mortality rate than non-lonely people (Sarah, 2021), which shows the severity of the problem. One study conducted on 45000 elderly people over a period of four years recorded 4338 deaths and 2612 cardiovascular deaths and from observation, they found that lonely aged persons have a high chance of dying than non-lonely people, conforming to the statistics that have been provided (Marie, 2021). Researchers have found a serious link between loneliness and higher risks of a variety of physical conditions, that is, lonely people carry higher risks of suffering from heart disease, a weaker immune system, obesity, high blood pressure, etc. (Thompson, 2021). Besides, the mental conditions are even worse that is, the lonely elderly persons are more likely to suffer from chronic depression, Alzheimer’s disease, anxiety, cognitive decline, etc.
In addition, loneliness and isolation kill the spirit to live a longer and happier life and often the elderly people purposedly do not take medicines or forget to take medicines because they have lost the zeal to live, which often deteriorate their health conditions (Christine, 2021). The impact on the mental and psychological health of elderly people is of paramount importance. The pandemic has worsened their condition and separated them from the persons they love the most. 
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Figure 3: Opinions of the Elderly people regarding the pandemic 
Source: (Javadi and Nateghi, 2020)
The study shows the despair and depression that elderly people are going through. Even if, the impact of covid-19 is kept aside, the loneliness and hollowness in the lives of elderly people cause them to suffer from depression (Hauge and Kirkevold, 2020). In the pandemic, the elderly are not even allowed to interact with the other elderly persons or only allowed to a limited extent, thus adding to their misery.
In the care setting, the elderly often attend sessions that are aimed at helping the elderly to recover from depression and fight loneliness (Thompson, 2021). But what the home care facilities fail to understand is that some people have succumbed to loneliness and the hollowness that their close partners left in their heart cannot be filled and they may not be motivated by listening to some therapist, who are not even aware of the pain they are undergoing (Age UK, 2021). Nevertheless, the sessions have some positive impacts on the mental and physical health of some of the elderly people. But if the loneliness and isolation among the elderly people are to be fought, the societal view of the elderly people needs to be changed and the fundamental change in the social structure is very hard to bring. 
The UK government is well aware of the issue regarding the loneliness and isolation among elderly people and its devastating impact on the elderly population, who have contributed a lot to their country (Hauge and Kirkevold, 2020). Hence, it is the government’s responsibility to take care of them when they need the care the most. The UK govt has passed legislation, launched campaigns, and allocated funds to fight this issue. The Care act 2014, which came into effect in 2015 addressed the issue of loneliness in the legislation (Sarah, 2021). The statutory framework supported by the act instructs the local authority to take action on loneliness under the clause of wellbeing, that is, the local authority is responsible to ensure that the elderly population does not feel lonely and has to do anything to prevent or combat loneliness. 
The UK government took the 2018 loneliness strategy, which had three main objectives. The first objective was to reduce the social stigma around the open conversation on loneliness that is, elderly people should be able to talk about it (GOV.UK, 2021). The second objective was to connect the elderly persons to the society and support system and the last goal was to improve the evidence base on loneliness. The govt launched the “Let’s Talk Loneliness Campaign”, where the govt raised awareness about loneliness and encouraged elderly people to come out and talk about it. 
The govt also initiated “A connected society: a strategy for tackling loneliness - laying the foundations for change”. The govt formed a “Tackling Loneliness Network”, where a group of high-profile charities and public figures worked hand in hand (GOV.UK, 2021). The objective of this group is to formulate innovative strategies to tackle loneliness. The govt has also developed a new digital platform named “Tackling Loneliness Hub” to support the activities of the group (Thompson, 2021). The UK govt. has also provided Stewardship of the Loneliness Sector, where it stimulates other govt departments to commit to combating loneliness. 
The UK govt also allocates and supports funds and charities to tackle loneliness. For example, it developed a £11.5 million Building Connections Fund by partnering with the Co-Op foundation, and the National Lottery Community Fund (GOV.UK, 2021). Around 126 projects that aim to tackle loneliness and isolation are supported by the fund. The govt also supports the other loneliness charities including AGE UK so that they can work with NHS volunteer responders. Thus, the UK govt addresses the issue of loneliness and isolation among elderly people. 
The relevant authority has taken several measures to support elderly persons so that they do not suffer from loneliness and social isolation. The GP assigned in a particular area visits elderly persons of various care facilities and checks whether they are suffering from any depression due to loneliness and takes actions accordingly (Glicken, 2019). Besides, there are different agencies like Age UK, Independent Age, and Friends of the Elderly, who encourages the lonely, aged persons to call at the call centers where friendly volunteer who love to talk with the elderly, call the elderly persons every week or fortnightly (nhs.uk, 2021) so that the elderly persons have someone to share their feelings to, thus curbing the feeling of loneliness. One of the reasons why elderly people feel lonely is that their lack of knowledge regarding using modern communication technology bars them from interacting with others over the internet. 
The local branches of Age UK run classes, where they teach the elderly how to use smartphones, tablets, computers, emails, Facebook, and other social media platform and devices (Age UK, 2021). The objective is to connect the part of the important part of the society to the rest of the society. This initiative of Age UK is quite laudable because it will enable the elderly people to communicate with their dear ones more often and hence, they can fight the feeling of loneliness and social isolation. There are also other types of support systems, for example, the elderly people can engage in local community services and have access to book clubs, walking group, bingo, bridge, singing group, quiz nights, etc. The access to different community services will depend upon the area that the elderly people live in. They can call Silver Line Helpline (0800 470 8090) to know what is going in their local area and based on the information they can engage in community services (nhs.uk, 2021). Some national and regional organizations arrange various events locally like the Women's Institute, Rotary, Contact the Elderly, and Brendon care clubs in the south of England. The elderly people can participate in these events to fight the feeling of loneliness. 
The aged persons can themselves take many steps to fight loneliness, but the authority will have to encourage them to take those steps. They can invite friends of theirs to the care facility over a cup of tea over which they can relive their past and memory (nhs.uk, 2021). They can use a diary, where they can plan for their next day so that they can have a purpose to live another day (Dury, 2014). After the pandemic is over, they should go outside to visit the persons they want to meet rather than waiting for them to come over. 
Though relevant theories have been discussed to a very limited extent, here some of the theories will be discussed. There are mainly two categories of modern age theory, which are programmed and damage theories. The first theory implies that aging follows a biological timetable regulated by changes in gene expression that affect the systems responsible for maintenance, repair, and defense responses (Crewdson, 2016). The damage theory emphasizes environmental assaults on living organisms that induce cumulative damage at various levels as the cause of aging. As people age, their physical health deteriorates because their immune system gets weaker and more vulnerable to be affected by several diseases like heart disease, blood pressure, diabetics, etc. (Stokes, 2020). Besides, they often start acting like children, that is, they get angry at petty issues or gets emotional more often, or their mood swings more often, etc., which shows the mental decay they suffer. 
Conclusion 
To conclude, it can be said that loneliness and social isolation are more than feelings and have a tremendous impact on the physical and mental health of elderly people. They have contributed a lot to the UK and now it is time, the country pays them back when they need the helping hand the most. The UK government has taken many steps including passing legislation, launching campaigns, allocating funds, supporting charities, etc. yet the elderly persons continue to suffer from loneliness and social isolation. Hence, the whole society needs to come forward to address the issue and make the elderly feel that they are not neglected so that they can live the last few years of the lives happily. 
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