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The Impact of Loneliness and Social Isolation on the Elderly Population of the UK.

Introduction
This essay highlights the issues and impacts of loneliness and social isolation on the elderly people. What their struggles are and what challenges they face in later life? We will also look at what types of services and provisions the UK government have put in place to support the older population. Theories of ageing, and legislation/policies regarding old people will also be examined.
Old age and the issues
A person over the age of 65 is known as an older person in UK but it is hard to say everyone ages same way as it happens differently. Biologically people age differently as a person aged 75 might be much healthier than the 60-year-old person. In 2018, it was estimated that a man aged 65 might live extra 18.6  years and a woman will live 21 more years (NHS England, 2021a; Office for National Statistics, 2019).
According to NHS England (2021b) several studies have indicated of many people being the age of 60 and that this number will significantly increase in 2014 from 14.9 million to 18.5 million by 2025 as people are living too long in the UK. This is happening as advancements in the medical fields, better medication is being prepared. Better resources are being available resulting in old people living longer as their illnesses are being cured or healed. 75% of 75-year-old people suffer more than one long term illness and there is increase in 85-year-olds as 82%. In 2007/2014 Accident and Emergency out-patients increased by two-thirds of over 60-year-olds. 
World Health Organisation, (2018a) has reported similar pattern of older people ageing much longer than previous years. They also highlighted the fact that people are ageing up to 60 years of age and above easily. Their guess is that by 2050, the worlds elderly people population will increase to 2 billion.
Living longer not only brings opportunities for the older people and their families but also for the societies. It is considered that living longer can increase the chances of gaining new activities and even higher education, choosing a new career, or going ahead with the long-ignored passion (World Health Organization, 2018b).
The main illnesses in the older people are loss of hearing, developing cataract in eyes, neck, knees and back pains, diabetes, dementia, heart disease and depression. As people age, they face different type of diseases. Older age is itself recognised as a phase of life which leads towards many complex health related issues as the body cannot function as before. These are known as geriatric syndromes. These are not life threatening but gradually move in that direction (World Health Organisation, 2018c).
Older population are facing multiple issues in their later life. According to Age UK, (2013) 1.7 million people are living in poverty and face deprivation in many ways. Half of ethnic minorities such as Bangladeshi and Pakistani Pensioners and quarter of Black Caribbean senior people are facing deprivation and poverty. Approximately 200,000 or more older people aged 75 and over had been admitted in hospital again within the period of 4 weeks as they did not receive the appropriate care and support at home or were discharged too early from hospital. Quarter of older population are living in inappropriate accommodations which is taking a toll on their health as well as their bills. People living in posh arears receive better healthcare and live longer than 65 years than the deprived area elderly people. Ethnic minorities which are over the age of 70 are likely to increase in numbers as 170,000 in 2006 to 1.9 million in 2051.
Old people face issues such as becoming inactive, sick, weak, facing financial problems, and depending on others, all these relate to each other economically, physically, and psychologically. The problem of low income after retirement, death of a partner or having too much spare time, bad health, loneliness, and social isolation from loved ones all play a big role on older people’s mental health (Amiri, 2018. P 2).
According to Andrew and Meeks, (2018) Loneliness is an emotional and mental build up that portrays a shortage in a person’s feelings and engagement with others. This occurs when a person’s social and emotional support is not met as expected. Loneliness is recognised as a negative emotion which people of different age experience. The feeling of loneliness is often known as emptiness and ignored. Loneliness might be so high, but many people will not talk about it or report of it out of pride or the fear of being labelled as lonely.
Majority of elderly people aged above 75 in UK are disengaged from society and live alone. More than a million people do not talk to anyone for more than a month. People experience loneliness for many reasons as due to weakness of old age, they will not be the head of family anymore, retired from work or spouse death. It’s very easy for someone to be left alone and helpless. This can bring on depression and downfall in physical health. Loneliness can affect anyone and any age (NHS England, 2018c). 
According to Sutin et al. (2020) The Covid-19 pandemic brought on loneliness and isolation amongst young adults aged 20-35. They felt stuck in their homes, not able to interact with outside world and the older people, the amount of distress of not socialising with outside world hit hard on their mental health. Feeling of loneliness made them sad, not wanting to talk, not able to mix with family or friends, just brought misery and sadness. Loneliness is known to be a critical health issue which reduces life expectancy. Some old people are brave and thought ‘we are all in this together’ and this kept them going on, but everyone is not the same. People living in rural areas, without internet access or in care homes and restrictions on families not to visit to control the spread of the virus, all has a negative impact on the older people’s mental health.
As Covid-19 has spread globally, the elderly people are the most vulnerable aged group. Every country has taken precautions and put restrictions in place as 2-meter distancing and isolating/shielding to minimise the spread and save lives. UK government too introduced these policies and legislation. These restrictions have created isolation and disengagement amongst the older people from socialising as going to the park, visiting friends and family, day centres and places of worship. Elderly living with their families in the same home might not feel lonely but if young adults are busy in their lives, they might feel neglected and forgotten. These issues can have an impact on their mental health (Girdhar et al.  2020; Gov UK, 2020; Office for National Statistics, 2020). A study conducted by Jones, (2020) argue that as Covid-19 pandemic situation got worse and restrictions were tightened resulting of older vulnerable people isolated in their homes or care homes, they were forgotten as the virus hit everyone hard. People of all ages were getting infected as were frontline NHS staff and carers too, resulting in being short staffed. Older people were forgotten and left lonely and isolated. Food was a major problem as elderly people could not reach the shops and panic buying occurred in UK. Supplying essentials to vulnerable people was governments priority and many organisations, family members and neighbours stepped in as volunteers, to delivering food to those vulnerable old people. Families, friends, and neighbours played main role by phoning and interacting with the elderly. Government issued helplines in care homes and residential homes to help and support the elderly and prevent them from loneliness. These online interactions kept their spirits high and going.
According to Horigian et al. (2020) Young adults were hit hard with pandemic restrictions which turned them towards alcohol and substance misuse. The elderly felt lonely and forgotten. Their anxiety levels and distress brought on suicidal thoughts as feeling of imprisonment in own home.
In UK, with the population of over 9 million, loneliness is a major issue which effects a fifth of the population and two thirds of the people will not admit of experiencing lonely as they feel shy. This is a silent killer. Loneliness is a deep personal experience and enduring it, is very hard. Loneliness in care homes has been viewed as a serious problem. Severe loneliness has been reported in care home residents to hit 22-42% which is more than twice the number of people living in the community and in nursing homes, loneliness is linked to limited activities, poor health, not able to walk, less cognitive abilities, eyesight and hearing problems, depression, and high mortality risk (Mann et al. 2020).
On the other hand, many old people are active enough and never experience loneliness as they keep themselves busy (Activity theory), but some people are by nature quiet and prefer staying alone and away from others because they have adapted to this for a period. According to a study conducted by Teh and Tey, (2019) The Activity Theory of Ageing highlights on the fact of older people who stay fit by participating in many interactions and activities, they age slower than those who stay lazy and idle. The ageing process is slower, and people live longer and away from chronic illnesses. By staying active and busy, happiness and well-being is achieved. Staying active can improve old persons cognitive status and lower rate of dementia. Old people can combat loneliness and social isolation by applying Activity theory throughout their lives as it promotes good health and keeps them busy and happy too.
On the other hand, The Disengagement Theory is the total opposite. Asiamah, (2017) suggests when people stop taking part in social activities, this brings on bad health and many health issues such as obesity and diabetes. This normally happens when a partner suddenly passes away and the old person feels devastated and lonely. This can create problems for the person to interact with friends. With every passing day, his health will go downwards and soon he/she will be at home all alone and facing social isolation. To overcome this situation, close family and friends should arrange activities for the old person to enjoy life again to its full (Asiamah, 2017).
 Social activities and group-based involvements and resources provided by the government, can improve the effects of loneliness and social isolation amongst the elderly.  Loneliness is often linked with not understanding the meaning of relationships, losing the independence, and believing in self. People living in care homes with other individuals with similar condition as they are withdrawn from the big socializing outside world and stay in a small institute with the support offered by carers. In care homes everyone has their own individual care plans, which are based on ‘Person Centred Care’ to fulfil their needs, but everyone has same pattern of support daily in such institutes. All activities are performed at larger scales for all people and all daily activities are tightly planned with one activity taking place and as it ends second one starts. The whole day activities take place with different service providers and workers in a formal way. They have certain policies and laws to follow as safeguarding the elderly from any types of abuse and follow Human Rights Act 2000/Care Act 2014 and Mental Capacity Act 2005. Care homes routines are all pre-planned and according to set time which gives the feeling of residents are not being heard sometimes or feeling neglected (Neves et al. 2019).
According to Age UK, (2017) Loneliness and isolation can have huge impact as this can bring on abuse and neglect from carers in older persons life. People living alone, receiving care at home from carers with no friendly contacts are facing higher level of neglect. 5.9% felt lonely for a week and endured bad treatment than 2.1% which did not experience loneliness. The UK Human Rights Act 2000 places authorities in the government, hospitals, and social services to treat everyone with respect, equality, and fairness regardless of their race, religion, age, gender, or ethnicity. According to this Act, service providers and care givers must never breach the human rights. (Mercy Care NHS UK, (2021). The Equality Act law in UK main purpose is to protect public from discrimination. It forbids anyone from being ill-treated regardless the age, race, or religion beliefs (Age UK, 2020). The care Act 2014 main focus is to provide support to old people who are eligible to receive support and care and also provide ‘Person-Centred Care’ approach too so all their needs and concerns are voiced. These laws are widely used in the care settings whether it is at old persons home, care homes or residential care homes (Age UK, 2019; National Institute for Health and Care Excellency, 2018, P 25).
According to Zamir et al. (2018) Families which do not have the time to visit their senior family members in care homes or residential homes can video call their loved ones. The elderly enjoy this as it takes away the boredom and they feel the sense of being loved and not forgotten.  Modern technology Mobile phones, Alexa or iPad with software as skype and WhatsApp are very useful for this purpose. 
According to Reader and Gillespie, (2013) Patient neglect means the failure of care provider in supporting the dependant. This issue has been viewed all over Europe as well as UK through charities, social media, and health regulator. Patient neglect is a violation of human rights. In 2011, UK NHS alone faced 22,845 complaints of staff attitudes towards patients, bringing the anxiety levels high. Lack of communication with patients, no compassion and lack of respect and dignity towards patients. Nurses must talk to the dependent people at least every hour for them to feel cared for and not ignored. Staff signed up to the code of conduct must ensure to reflect on this through their practice and treat elderly with respect and dignity. Shortage of staff and nurses overloaded with work and less experienced carers in this field can create these types of problems. Some staff consider money as main purpose to work, they lack compassion and care towards dependents which also portrays ill support towards the elderly. Old people develop mental health issues and think they are a burden on society. This can bring on suicidal thoughts as no one cares for them (Reader and Gillespie, 2013).
According to Radermacher et al. (2018) and Fang et al. (2009) As older population is multiplying in numbers, abuse rates are increasing too. Abuse can be within the family, residential or nursing home settings. Older people with multiple health problems might not even recognise the signs or certain behaviours of abuse which are taking place and will not be able to report to raise concerns. Such individuals are prone to be abused and neglected as they are very weak and poorly health wise. Suffering with higher rates of dementia or taking higher doses of psychotropic medications and unknown deaths are all signs of neglected patients within the care settings. This is viewed as breaching human rights and the safeguarding policies which the institute has failed to act upon.
 Many other studies have found sexual abuse which is believed not to be consensual, as touching, threatening, forcefully performing sexual acts and rape. If these issues are reported, not much is done in the elderly favour as much of this information might be hidden or might blame older persons mental health (Schiamberg et al. 2011).    
The Local government and Age UK have made a framework to fight loneliness in elderly. This framework includes four groups of intervention which could be enough to tackle loneliness and provide the effective services to elderly (Local Government Association, 2018). Below is an example of one of the framework to overcome loneliness and isolation:

[image: ]
(Source from: Local Government Association, 2018, P 9).
1- Foundation Services: To approach lonely old people, to be able to recognise their situations and needs to help them with right support.
2- Getaway services: To support with services such as transport and Information Technology as phone, laptop, and iPad to stay engaged with friends and family to stay connected.
3- Direct interventions: To stay connected with current relationships but also make new connections as a group or one-to-one and emotional support services.
4- Structural Enablers: Should be able to create right support to overcome loneliness. Volunteers, positive ageing, and neighbourhood support all pay a vital role (Local Government Association, 2018, P 9).

Age UK, (2020) Have also organised a service of volunteers phoning the elderly at their homes known as Telephone Friendship, to overcome loneliness and arranged Face-to-face befriending service in which volunteers come to old persons home for a cup of coffee, have a chat and accompany him to maybe hospital visit or GPs appointment. 
There are charities as Silverline and The Waiting room which are aided with lottery money. Their aim is to support and help old people. They provide free conversation and friendship services and many more support services for old people which are all confidential (Silverline Org, 2021; The Waiting room Org, 2021). 

Recommendations
Although UK government supports the elderly social care, but some improvements need to be done as following:
· UK Government has always funded a large chunk of money in the old peoples care sector and many resources too, but they should try to spend it on those old people and not make cuts in the funding. 
· Elderly should be involved in their care plan which is designed for their needs as this is their lawful right.
·  Advocacy support should always be offered. Independent advocates are more reliable and better.
· Service providers and carers should fulfil their duties with care and compassion and consider the elderly as human beings too.
· Old people should receive awareness of all services and interventions available to fulfil their needs in the area they live in.
· Carers and nurses should be skilled and gain training as needed. (Age UK, 2020; National Institute for Health and Care Excellency, 2018, P 8).

Conclusions
UK old population is on the rise and the government funding is increasing every year, but all is not spent in the social care sector which has huge impact on the services for elderly as they miss out on receiving the care they be promised. Many elderlies are not aware of IT equipment (Laptops, phones, or iPads) how to use and be aware of support and services which they are eligible for in their area and to stay engaged and connected. In care settings, nurses and carers must show compassion and care towards the old people and respect their dignity. UK government provides lot of support to old people, but they still face harsh later life which is the hardest phase in lifetime.
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