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The impact of loneliness and social isolation on the elderly population of the UK.

This essay will focus on the impact of social isolation and loneliness on the elderly population of the UK. It will explore what it means to be an elderly person, the statistics of elderly population in the UK, the concepts of loneliness and isolation, as well as policies and legislations regarding isolation and loneliness, what support there is available for elderly people, as well as measures they can take themselves to tackle these feelings.

According to Britannica (2021) old age is the final stage of the normal lifespan. Individuals who fall into the category of having reached old age are normally those who are 60 to 65 years of age and over (Britannica 2021). Around the world, different societies have differences in opinions about what age people reach old age. For some this could mean people in their mid-40s are old, and for others, those who are 70 plus could be considered old. In the UK, which is a western country, those who are 65 and over are considered old. This could be due to the fact that for England, between 60-65 is the age most people are eligible for retirement and other old age social programs (Britannica 2021).

A difference in opinion regarding those who can be considered old, and fit into the elderly category comes from NHS England (2021). According to NHS England, those over the age of 65 might be considered an older person, however it is not easy to apply a strict definition. This is because people have different biological ages and age biologically at different rates. An example of this is someone aged 75 who could be healthier than someone aged 60, and the 60-year-old could be more fragile and need more care and support than the 75 year old (NHS England 2021). 

Becoming old is part of everyone’s lives, as people start aging and grow older, they start to lose mobility as well as deteriorate in other physical aspects. Their mental states are also more vulnerable and prone to conditions such as Alzheimer’s etc. News in Health (2017) mentions that dementia is a brain disorder which is caused by several diseases, and one common disease it is caused by, is Alzheimer’s disease. It is caused by the failure or death of nerve cells in the brain and often affects elderly people (NIH 2017). Due to the numerous changes that occur in their bodies, elderly people are more dependent on help from others in order to cope with their day to day life. Those who have family to depend on can get help from them, and those who do not have family have to depend on nurses, as well as the NHS or private care homes or social services.

There are several associated issues that elderly people face, simply due to their age and the changes that occur in their bodies. For example, elderly people need help with even the smallest of tasks, depending on their health and what condition it is in. These small tasks include the following: needing aid with cleaning themselves, walking and moving in general, shopping, cooking meals, even getting off the chair or sofa, and getting into and out of bed. Some elderly people need help with feeding as well, because they cannot hold a fork or spoon with their hands or because they simply cannot move and cook themselves or even forget to eat due to conditions such as dementia. Not only do they need help with daily tasks that are easier for ordinary and younger individuals, but also they need help financially as they cannot work, and cannot manage their money if they receive benefits and pension, and also with needs such as taking medication and going doctors etc. Elderly individuals need help with all aspects of their lives and are one of the most vulnerable members of society due to this dependence and overall frailty.

There is a vast number of these dependent and frail elderly people in the UK alone. According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS) it has been portrayed for a long time through various statistics that the UK’s population is ageing. Their latest predictions show that in around 50 years’ time, there are likely to be an additional 8.6 million people aged 65 years and over. This number is roughly the size of the UKs largest city, London. There are two main factors that contribute to the changing and aging of the population of the UK in this case. The first is the improvements to life expectancy, this has slowed in the UK since 2011, but is still continuously rising, though not as much as years prior to 2011 (ONS 2021). Improvements in life expectancy means that overall people are living longer and reaching older ages.  

According to Gov.uk, in ‘Future of an aging population’ (2016), the UK aging population in mid-2014 exceeded 40 for the first time since 1974. In previous years the median age was 33.9. With the continuous rising of life expectancy in the UK, it is said that the increases will continue, and it is predicted that over 70% of the population growth between 2014-2039 will be in the over 60 age group, this means that there will be around 21.9 million people aged 60 and over in the UK (Gov.uk 2016). This is a huge number, which will have implications on society and the economy, as Gov.uk explains that these are not the number of healthy elderly individuals, but rather they are simply elderly people who living longer, with many health implications, which could have a strain on health care, social services and many other aspects of society.

There are two main reasons as to why there is a continuous rise in the number of the elderly population in the UK. The first of these reasons is due to the low fertility rates, which have been steadily decreasing since the 1970s; this essentially means that there is a lower number of young people being added to the overall population because less people are having babies (Gov.uk 2016). As well as this, falling mortality rates is another reason why there is a rise in the number of the elderly population in the UK. Falling mortality rates means that there is an increase of older people being added to the population due to living longer, particularly those over the age of 65. This could be a direct result of the better health care services that are available to them (Gov.uk 2016).

Though there are better health services which are helping to provide better care and ultimately prolong life for individuals who reach old age, these services do not provide much aid in terms of how a lot of older people feel. The feelings in particular which are felt by elderly individuals include isolation and loneliness. According to Age UK (2020), though the words loneliness and isolation (particularly, social isolation) are used interchangeably often and are linked to one another, they are different concepts, which need to be distinguished between in order to understand the meanings better. This is because it is highly possible for people to isolated, yet not feel lonely. As well as this, it is also highly possible for people to be surrounded by others yet still feel lonely. Loneliness is not only the result of isolation of any type, but it is a feeling that can arise and be a result of any type of situation, and at any given moment of a person’s life. Loneliness is a common experience among older people, and it is associated with many health risks as well as overall negative well-being. As a psychological phenomenon, it has typically defined as the experience which is a result of not having the desired amount of interpersonal relations (Wong, A., Chau, A., et al 2017).

Loneliness and isolation are some of the major problems that the elderly population face in their daily lives. In Britain’s aging society, where there are now over 1 million people aged 65 and over who have never been parents, according to Age UK (2019), it is said that feelings of loneliness and isolation will occur in these elderly individuals at some point in their older ages. This is because without family, there will be no one to look after them or for them to talk to. People over the age of 65 are retired, therefore they cannot work, or due to their health they may not have been working even before the age of 65, further limiting their interactions with other people, which in turn exposes them more to feelings of loneliness and isolation. Older people may also live in neighbourhoods where they do not meet with neighbours or live in places such as the countryside, where it is generally much harder to see people outside, due to the scarcity of individuals who live there. They may also feel like a burden to family, if they require more care, and because of this, they may have a change in personality, and talk less as a result of, ultimately further creating a sense of loneliness. These are just a fraction of the reasons why elderly people could feel lonely or isolated.

Loneliness is a problem as it can be detrimental to health. This is particularly important when considering elderly people who are already vulnerable as they are susceptible to illness and disease, as well as having fragile mental states, and weakened bodies. As loneliness is often added to their problems, it creates further implications for them by crippling their mental state; it also makes them defenceless against conditions such as heart disease, stroke and Alzheimer’s (Age UK, 2021).

In more recent times a prominent example of elderly individuals living in isolation can be seen where they stay at home due to coronavirus pandemic. There are many reasons for them to stay at home during the pandemic, such as being are unable to fight disease as well as younger individuals. The reason as to why elderly people are more defenceless compared to younger individuals, could be linked to the wear and tear theory of aging. This theory states that over time, cells and tissues in the human body begin to wear out, resulting in aging. Like the different parts of an old car, parts of the body will also eventually wear out from repeated use, killing the cells and tissues, and in turn, the body as a whole (Jin, K. 2010). The body slowly wearing away could be the main reason why elderly people are weak against disease and more susceptible to illness, both mental and physical. To protect the elderly during the peak of the pandemic in the year 2020, the government limited those that they can encounter on a daily basis, both through social distancing and shielding. Though these policies did aid in protecting many of the elderly population from physical disease, they were unable to be protected from the mental illnesses that were triggered or came about as a result of self-isolating for many months.

Though living alone can be detrimental for elderly people, living in care homes can also have the same effect. In terms of statistics, in 2018 there were 400,000 people in UK care homes (Hanratty, B. Stow, D. et al. 2018). Age UK (2021) mentions that over 200,000 people in care homes do not have conversations with friends or family for a month, and this is an average of the amount of time people spend alone in care homes. These figures illustrate that half the amount of care home residents are neglected, forgotten or abandoned by their family members for long periods of time. Elderly people who do not have visits from family members would also feel the effects of these periods of isolation, resulting in loneliness. It is said that loneliness affects mood and wellbeing in elderly, therefore the lack of social networking can significantly cause increased depressed moods (Golden, J. Conroy, R. M. et al. 2009).

The only people these elderly individuals interact with are those who care for them; these interactions are not enough to stop them from feeling lonely, and is damaging for them. This type of neglect could be unintentional as it can result from being kept in their room if the elderly individuals have medical conditions which prevent them from moving, therefore they need to stay in one place. However, not interacting with them regularly or tending to their needs often while they are confined to a single space further adds to their feelings of social isolation as well as loneliness.  

The covid-19 pandemic also created huge impacts on those in care setting, not only because of how vulnerable they were in terms of physical health, but because of how the health crisis took a toll on their mental health. It is said that the majority of the individuals that reside in care homes suffer from dementia, and that figures show in more recent times, at least two-thirds of care home residents and probably more than 80% have dementia (Velayudhan, L., Aarsland, D., et al. 2020). These particular individuals may become more anxious, agitated, lonely, and depressed during the outbreak or while in isolation, having an overall negative impact on quality of life. As well as this, the increased morbidity and mortality in elderly and care home residents further affects mental well-being with fear of illness and death in the residents. They could feel as if no one understands them and their fears, further creating a distance between themselves and those around them. 

In terms of policies and legislations concerning elderly individuals, there are a number of them in place in the UK. For example, the equality act of 2010 is an act that aims to eradicate discrimination against individuals based on aspects such as their age, race, gender, etc. The age aspect of this act applies not only to younger people, but also elderly people. For example, there are different types of discrimination that can occur against elderly individuals, including direct discrimination, indirect discrimination, harassment and victimisation (Age UK 2020). An example of harassment could be a carer who come to look after an elderly person living alone, making rude remarks about them, their home, their body, etc. This would make the elderly person feel small, inferior, and degraded amongst many other negative emotions. 

Another legislation that is prominent in current times, is the Care Act 2014. This legislation provides detailed guidelines about how to care for adults who need care. This could include elderly individuals, disabled individuals, those who have mental illnesses, as well as other vulnerable adults. A few of the different areas of life that this legislation covers in terms of providing guidelines for, includes care and support, care standards, health, health and social care, etc. These are some of the main contents of the legislation. Within these categories, there are further smaller parts, for example, under care and support, there is information regarding promoting individual wellbeing, preventing needs for care and support, providing information and advice, etc. 

This legislation helps elderly individuals who are dealing with problems such as loneliness and isolation in a few ways. For example, The Act founds the ‘wellbeing principle’, which ensures that local authorities promote wellbeing when carrying out any of their care and support functions. This principle aims to place people’s needs and desired outcomes at the heart of the care and support system. Wellbeing in this act is defined through the following:  personal dignity (including treatment of the individual with respect), physical, mental health and emotional wellbeing, protection from abuse and neglect, etc (Legislation.gov.uk 2021).

As there are clear links between loneliness and poor wellbeing, including such aspects when vulnerable adults and elderly individuals are concerned, helps to eliminate factors which could contribute to their loneliness and feelings of isolation, as well as address issues in order to aid the individuals in question to overcome such feelings. For example, protection from abuse and neglect as an aspect within the legislation, can help and elderly individual suffering from loneliness and isolation if they are living with family members who only keep them in one room and do not tend to their needs as they should, given their roles as carers. 

In addition to legislations and policies which help elderly people, there are organisations and charities in the UK that are known for the aid they provide and offer solely for elderly individuals. One of these charities is Age UK, an organisation that provides free services for those who need it most, such as handyman services, IT training, exercise classes, etc. Age UK also offer volunteer opportunities for the public so they can get involved with helping elderly who are suffering from issues such as bereavement, mobility, loneliness etc (Age UK 2020). As it is a widely spread organisation, the delivery of their services is successful as they have many volunteers from local communities to support elderly people. These services not only help the public to engage with elderly people, but also aid elderly people to improve their lives through one service at a time, ultimately aiding in preventing and tackling feelings loneliness and isolation for many.

Another organisation in the UK dedicated to tackling the problem of loneliness and social isolation that elderly people face is ‘Reengage’, that run a telephone-based call service named ‘call companions’ where elderly people can speak to a call companion 2-4 times a month, for 30 minutes at any one time (Reengage 2021). They are a service which has been around in the UK for over 50 years, and have been helping many elderly people who have little to no contact with friends, family, or the outside world, these elderly people also range from coming from backgrounds of various kinds, as well as different living situations, from sheltered housing to living alone. NHS staff can also refer patients to this service. This is helpful in order to support those who feel isolated and alone and give them something to look forward to throughout the month. Knowing they will soon talk to someone and have stories to share with them frequently throughout the year would help them to fight feelings of isolation. This is not only beneficial for the service user but also the service provider as they will be satisfied and content knowing that using their time to call someone who feels alone with no one to talk to, can help the elderly person greatly in terms of emotions and mental health. 

Though there are services and charities available to help elderly individuals tackle issues such as loneliness and social isolation, there are some preventative measures they can take themselves too. For example, volunteering through the many available local volunteer services, as well as within local communities. This act can greatly impact mental health of lonely elderly people as it will bring them back into society where they can interact with people of all walks of life. This will keep their mind occupied and they will feel better instead of being alone in their care setting or at home, feeling isolated. It is also a rewarding experience which could help with feelings such as being a burden on others or not having anything to offer, because they can offer their wisdom. They can also use technology to keep in touch with others, or the outside world through TV (Wavelength 2021). Exercise and outdoor activities can also help them to be active, ultimately preventing many physical, psychological, and social health problems (Maher and Conroy, 2017).
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