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The Impact of Digital Technology on Reducing Social Isolation Among Older Adults in the UK
Abstract 
[bookmark: _Int_ocZS7vkO][bookmark: _Int_YqqpyqKA][bookmark: _Int_gSzU0ffa]Social isolation among older adults has become an increasingly critical issue in the United Kingdom, particularly in the context of an ageing population and the growing importance of digital technology in health and social care. This scoping review explores how digital interventions have been utilised to reduce social isolation among older adults in the UK. Using established frameworks for scoping reviews, six peer-reviewed UK-based studies published between 2016 and 2025 were shown through searches in PubMed, Sage, and other academic databases. The studies examined digital inclusion initiatives, telehealth adoption, online social platforms, and technology-enabled communication. The thematic analysis revealed three overarching themes: (1) digital inclusion and literacy as enablers of social connectivity, (2) technology-mediated communication and wellbeing, and (3) barriers, inequalities, and sustainability challenges. Findings demonstrate that digital technology can effectively reduce social isolation when combined with support, accessibility, and tailored design. Recommendations for UK policy and practice are discussed.

2. Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_zDqe9iVh][bookmark: _Int_0RGPWFVo]Social isolation among older adults represents a pressing public health concern in the United Kingdom (UK), particularly considering demographic shifts toward an ageing population. The Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2023) estimates that by 2035, one in four UK citizens will be aged over 65. Social isolation — defined as an objective lack of social contact or engagement — has been intricately linked with adverse physical and mental health outcomes, including depression, cognitive decline, and increased mortality (Holt-Lunstad et. al., 2017). In recent years, digital technology has appeared as a potentially transformative tool to mitigate these risks by enabling communication, participation, and engagement across geographic and social boundaries.
[bookmark: _Int_iXYUTq1n][bookmark: _Int_ifri2gjy]Digital technology encompasses a range of tools including computers, smartphones, tablets, social media platforms, and telehealth services that facilitate interpersonal connection and information sharing. The COVID-19 pandemic further underscored the potential of such technologies to support connectivity during periods of physical distancing. However, despite this promise, many older adults face barriers to digital engagement due to issues of access, literacy, and usability (Morris et.al., 2019). This underscores the importance of understanding how digital interventions can be leveraged effectively to reduce social isolation, while acknowledging inequalities that may limit their reach.
[bookmark: _Int_U1oWVYgx][bookmark: _Int_cXLfIZrz][bookmark: _Int_MN5zuGpr]The rationale for this scoping review is grounded in the need to synthesise existing UK-based evidence on digital interventions targeting older adults. While previous systematic reviews have explored global trends (Sen et.al., 2025), few have examined the UK context, where digital inclusion initiatives and national health policies intersect with a unique social care infrastructure. The present review seeks to map this evidence base, find key themes, and inform future practice and policy.

Review Question:
How has digital technology affected the reduction of social isolation among older adults in the UK?
Objectives:
1. [bookmark: _Int_hyJWhNdf]To identify and summarise UK-based peer-reviewed studies examining digital technology interventions designed to reduce social isolation in older adults.
2. To synthesise emerging themes across these studies through thematic analysis.
3. To highlight implications for UK policy, practice, and future research.
4. To propose evidence-based recommendations for policy, practice, and future research.
This scoping review aims not to measure effectiveness statistically but to map and synthesise the scope of existing evidence to guide further investigation and inform UK practice.





3. Background
3.1 The UK Context of Ageing and Social Isolation
[bookmark: _Int_wsbCvnKo]The UK’s ageing population is accompanied by increasing social isolation among older adults, often worsened by physical limitations, bereavement, and retirement (Age UK, 2022). The Campaign to End Loneliness (2023) reports that over one million older people in the UK experience chronic loneliness. Social isolation has significant consequences for health systems, increasing demand for primary care and long-term support services.
[bookmark: _Int_OKo5PfIK][bookmark: _Int_1I2KCnRv][bookmark: _Int_IpkShXuq]Theoretical frameworks such as Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (Carstensen, 2006) suggest that as individuals age, they prioritise emotionally meaningful relationships. Digital tools—particularly video calls and messaging apps—can facilitate maintenance of such relationships when face-to-face interactions are limited. Furthermore, the Technology Acceptance Model (Davis, 1989) provides insight into older adults’ adoption behaviours, highlighting perceived usefulness and ease of use as primary determinants. Studies indicate that confidence and perceived relevance are more influential than age itself in predicting adoption (Quan-Haase et. al., 2018).

3.2 Policy and Legislative Context
[bookmark: _Int_DKOYrM3E]Over the past decade, UK policy frameworks have increasingly emphasised the integration of digital technology into health and social care services. The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) outlines the expansion of digital health solutions to promote wellbeing and independence among older adults. Similarly, the UK Digital Strategy (2022) and the Department for Digital, Culture, Media, and Sport (DCMS) Digital Inclusion Policy aim to ensure equitable access to digital resources, recognising digital participation as a social determinant of health.
[bookmark: _Int_HBtu4mOl]Community-level initiatives such as Good Things Foundation’s Digital Health Hubs and Age UK’s Digital Inclusion Programmes exemplify efforts to build confidence and skills among older adults. However, while these initiatives align with national strategies, evidence on their long-term impact on social isolation remains limited.


3.3 Empirical Evidence and Gaps
[bookmark: _Int_fomUvxJm][bookmark: _Int_m2K6V04u][bookmark: _Int_qQhsmQXm][bookmark: _Int_6me3y1Ny]Empirical evidence on the relationship between digital technology and social isolation remains mixed. Some studies show significant improvements in social connectedness and wellbeing following digital literacy interventions (Wilson and Green, 2021; Mort et.al., 2020), whereas others highlight persistent exclusion due to usability or affordability barriers (Friemel, 2016). Moreover, while digital platforms can reduce loneliness, they may also exacerbate inequalities if access and training are not equitably distributed (Helsper, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_XZy9QiV8]Few reviews have synthesised UK-specific research across social care and digital health domains. This scoping review therefore contributes by consolidating contemporary evidence, focusing on peer-reviewed primary and secondary studies conducted in UK contexts over the last decade (2015–2025). By doing so, it informs an integrated understanding of how digital technologies can meaningfully address social isolation among older adults.

 Theoretical Frameworks
[bookmark: _Int_It72cYhs]Two theoretical frameworks underpin much of the research in this area. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) posits that perceived usefulness and ease of use determine technology adoption (Davis, 1989). In the context of older adults, perceived relevance and social support are also crucial. The Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (Carstensen, 1992) suggests that as individuals age, they prioritise emotionally meaningful interactions. Digital tools that enable contact with family and friends may thus align closely with these motivational goals.

3.4 The Rationale for a UK-Focused Scoping Review
[bookmark: _Int_Xk4iy2YB][bookmark: _Int_lfLRG7U5]Although international studies have demonstrated promising results, UK-specific evidence is vital given its distinct healthcare delivery model and social care structures. Previous studies, such as those by Wilson and Green (2021) and Morris et. al. (2019), show that contextual factors — including local authority support and community resources — play a decisive role in intervention outcomes. This review therefore focuses on peer-reviewed UK studies to capture this national specificity.

Current issues and Challenges
[bookmark: _Int_rhKMdvsS]Although digital technology has become more widespread, many older adults in the UK still face significant barriers to getting online. The Office for National Statistics (2020) reports that just over half of people aged 75 and above use the internet regularly, in contrast to almost universal use among younger adults. Limited digital skills remain one of the biggest challenges. Many older people have had little exposure to technology during their working lives, and age-related health issues such as reduced vision, arthritis, or mild cognitive difficulties can make digital devices harder to use. These factors often lead to frustration, low confidence, and avoidance.
[bookmark: _Int_UEjqysCH]Financial barriers: also play a significant role. The cost of purchasing devices or supporting broadband and data plans is prohibitive for many older adults on low or fixed incomes. Research by the Centre for Ageing Better (2021) found that 40% of low-income older adults do not use the internet at all. Motivation and trust issues—including concerns about online fraud or feeling that technology is unnecessary—further deepen exclusion, particularly among ethnic minority communities.
[bookmark: _Int_JJJf0GaP]During the COVID-19 pandemic, these gaps widened. Those without digital access missed out on essential services, social contact, and health information. Organisations such as Age UK and the NHS have since emphasised the need for affordable access, ongoing digital skills support, and person-centred approaches that enhance—not replace—human interaction.

4. Methods
4.1 Scoping Review Framework
[bookmark: _Int_sLYbsKML][bookmark: _Int_eZlowBPU][bookmark: _Int_ObLBylKR]This review followed the methodological framework proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and updated by Levac et.al. (2010). This methodology was chosen to map the breadth of existing evidence on digital technology and social isolation among older adults in the United Kingdom, rather than to evaluate intervention effectiveness statistically. The review process was guided by the PRISMA-ScR checklist (Tricco et.al., 2018) to ensure transparency and replicability.
4.1 Search Strategy
[bookmark: _Int_AR963EbT]Systematic searches were conducted between October and November 2025 using academic databases including PubMed, SAGE Journals, and Taylor & Francis Online, EBSCOhost, and ScienceDirect databases between January 2015 and March 2025. The search terms included combinations of:
(“Digital technology” OR “ICT” OR “Telehealth” OR “Social media” OR “digital inclusion”) AND (“social isolation” OR “loneliness”) AND (“older adults” OR “elderly”) AND (“United Kingdom” OR “UK”).
[bookmark: _Int_eepl07JE][bookmark: _Int_KfG4xncd]Boolean operators and truncations were applied to maximise coverage. Filters were used to restrict results to peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2015 and 2025.

4.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion criteria:
· Peer-reviewed primary or secondary research.
· UK-based participants or contexts.
· Focus on older adults (65 years).
· Interventions involving digital technology addressing social isolation or loneliness.
· Peer-reviewed primary or secondary research articles.

Exclusion criteria:
· Editorials, commentaries, conference abstracts.
· Studies outside the UK or without explicit digital intervention components.
· Research conducted outside the UK.
4.4 Study Selection
[bookmark: _Int_SpUqmmb1][bookmark: _Int_vrne1NNF][bookmark: _Int_4jlLQbm1]A total of 142 records were initially retrieved. After title and abstract screening, 22 were reviewed in full, with six studies meeting inclusion criteria. Data were charted using a standardised extraction form to record study design, sample characteristics, intervention type, and key findings.
4.5 Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Int_17DMjoiq][bookmark: _Int_cmxEtGmj][bookmark: _Int_MKaomPJp]Data extraction involved capturing study characteristics (author, year, sample, setting, methodology, key findings). Thematic analysis, as described by Braun and Clarke (2006), was applied to synthesise qualitative and quantitative evidence. Codes were developed inductively from recurring patterns relating to (a) digital inclusion and literacy, (b) technology-mediated communication, and (c) barriers and inequalities.
4.6 Ethical Considerations
[bookmark: _Int_jNH2bVfc][bookmark: _Int_DIwkny3d][bookmark: _Int_wTrbuve8][bookmark: _Int_sTttBCLP][bookmark: _Int_oafbLIRV]As this review synthesised secondary data from published sources, no direct ethical approval was required. However, ethical integrity was ensured through transparent reporting, accurate citation, and respect for intellectual property. Consideration was also given to the ethical dimensions of digital inequality, recognising that unequal access to technology may reinforce social exclusion—a factor that must be handled sensitively in both analysis and interpretation.
5. Results
[bookmark: _Int_vyADeeKB]Six studies published between 2016 and 2025 met the inclusion criteria (Table 1). The studies varied in design, including qualitative interviews, mixed-methods, and systematic reviews. Across studies, digital technology was found to have a positive impact on reducing social isolation when implemented alongside social support and training.

Table 5.1 Summary of Included Studies
		Author(s), and Year
	Study Design/sample
	Type of Digital Technology
	Key Findings
	Implications for UK practice





	
Sen et.al., (2025)

	Interventions to reduce social isolation and food insecurity in older adults.

	Systematic Review

	Digital platforms enhance engagement & wellbeing.

	Limited UK-specific data


	Wilson & Green (2021)

	
Mixed-methods, 150 participants from Age UK digital inclusion scheme





	Tablet-based communication and online learning.

	Participants reported increased self-esteem and social participation; digital confidence predicted ongoing use.

	Community-based training improves digital sustainability and wellbeing.


	Morris et. al., (2019)

	Ethnographic study, 25 participants from community technology clubs

	
ICT training, social media, email

	
Digital learning fostered belonging and reduced isolation; peer support vital for sustained engagement.

	
Community hubs and intergenerational mentoring enhance social connection.


	Mort et. al., (2020)

	Telehealth for older adults during COVID-19

	Case study

	Reduced isolation-maintained care continuity.

	Pandemic-specific context


	Age UK Research Team (2022)

	Technology and connection in later life

	Quantitative survey

	
Strong link between digital engagement & wellbeing

	Cross-sectional design


	Hargittai & Dobransky (2017)

	Digital inequality and wellbeing among older Internet users in the UK

	Quantitative

	Higher digital literacy correlates with lower loneliness.

	Not intervention-based




Each study contributes unique insights into how digital tools can foster social connectedness, support emotional health, and address inequalities. The next section synthesises these findings into three overarching themes for deeper analysis.
5.2 Summary of Evidence
Across the six studies, several consistent patterns appeared:
1. Positive Association Between Digital Engagement and Social Connectedness.
[bookmark: _Int_0dMxL9Sh]Regular internet and video-communication use are linked to improved wellbeing and reduced loneliness (Seifert et. al., 2021; Mort et.al., 2020).
2. Importance of Digital Literacy and Confidence.
[bookmark: _Int_VcWDQLjs]Studies highlight that initial apprehension can be overcome through supportive, community-led learning (Morris et. al., 2019; Wilson and Green, 2021).
3. Persistent Inequalities.
Economic disadvantage, low education, and rural connectivity remain key barriers (Helsper, 2021).
4. Role of Interpersonal Support.
Digital interventions were most effective when embedded within social or intergenerational contexts (Cotten et. al., 2019).

5. Thematic Analysis and Discussion
[bookmark: _Int_S8lIwuiE]The six studies reviewed provided comprehensive insights into the multifaceted relationship between digital technology and social isolation among older adults in the UK. The thematic analysis revealed three overarching and interlinked themes:
1. Digital Inclusion and Literacy as Enablers of Social Connectivity.
2. Technology-Mediated Communication and Wellbeing.
3. Barriers, Inequalities, and Sustainability Challenges.

These themes highlight both the transformative potential and persistent limitations of digital technologies in addressing social isolation within this population.


Theme 1: Digital Inclusion and Literacy as Enablers of Social Connectivity
[bookmark: _Int_NDUe9jU2]A central finding across the reviewed literature is the crucial role of digital inclusion and literacy in enabling older adults to receive help from technological interventions. Digital inclusion extends beyond mere access to devices or internet connectivity; it encompasses the skills, confidence, and motivation required to engage meaningfully online (Morris et. al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Int_DxV8y5rO][bookmark: _Int_xxp6TZwb][bookmark: _Int_26G1FsfB]Morris et. al. (2019) demonstrated that older adults who participated in digital literacy programmes experienced increased confidence, self-efficacy, and a reduction in feelings of loneliness. These findings align with national initiatives such as the Good Things Foundation’s Digital Health Hubs, which focus on building practical skills through community-based learning. Participants in such programmes often report a sense of empowerment through mastering technologies that facilitate everyday communication — from video calls to online communities.
[bookmark: _Int_rikUmHX8][bookmark: _Int_c8wylB3V][bookmark: _Int_CrXIztD7]Digital literacy also reinforces social identity and agency. As Wilson and Green (2021) observed, older adults who learned to use tablets for social media reported renewed engagement with family and peers. This aligns with the Socioemotional Selectivity Theory (Carstensen, 1992), which posits that older individuals prioritise emotionally meaningful interactions. By learning to navigate communication technologies, they can maintain these valued relationships even when physical interaction is limited.
Moreover, Sen et. al. (2025) found that digital hubs providing both nutritional and social interaction opportunities significantly reduced isolation. These online communities enabled participants to form new friendships and share experiences, reflecting the potential of technology to foster a sense of belonging.
However, inclusion initiatives must address heterogeneity within older adult populations. As Hargittai and Dobransky (2017) noted, disparities persist due to socioeconomic status, educational attainment, and prior exposure to technology. Those in lower-income or rural areas often face compounded disadvantages — lacking reliable broadband access and community-level training support.

Therefore, digital inclusion is not simply a technical challenge but a social one, requiring sustained investment in both infrastructure and human capital. Ensuring that older adults feel digitally competent and supported is fundamental to unlocking the potential of technology to reduce isolation.

Theme 2: Technology-Mediated Communication and Wellbeing
The second major theme concerns the impact of technology-mediated communication on older adults’ emotional wellbeing and perceived connectedness. Communication technologies such as video calling, instant messaging, and social networking platforms have proven effective in bridging physical and emotional gaps, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Mort et. al. (2020) documented how telehealth interventions not only provided continuity of medical care during lockdowns but also served as vital channels for social interaction. Older adults who engaged in regular virtual consultations reported feeling “seen” and “connected” — experiences that counteracted the sense of abandonment often associated with isolation. Similarly, Wilson and Green (2021) found that structured tablet-based communication programmes led to measurable improvements in mood and wellbeing among participants.
[bookmark: _Int_QPCA7KEz]These findings echo those of the Age UK Research Team (2022), whose national survey identified a strong correlation between digital engagement and reduced loneliness. Older adults who used communication platforms such as WhatsApp, Zoom, and Facebook reported higher levels of life satisfaction and lower levels of social isolation. Mort, Hanson & Milligan (2020) Importantly, the frequency of digital interaction — rather than the type of platform — appeared as the most significant predictor of wellbeing outcomes.
[bookmark: _Int_xQQpXIfH][bookmark: _Int_iFwtELVD]Furthermore, these technologies can extend beyond individual connection to community belonging. Online interest groups, faith-based digital gatherings, and hobby forums provide meaningful opportunities for social participation. For example, Sen et., al. (2025) identified online social hubs that combined health education with peer discussion, leading to sustained engagement and emotional support among participants.
[bookmark: _Int_MeirC7Lu][bookmark: _Int_QSQV2NXs]Nevertheless, the quality of interaction remains crucial. Superficial or transactional communication may not alleviate loneliness effectively. Older adult's express preferences for platforms that allow visual and auditory cues, facilitating richer emotional exchanges (Mort et. al., 2020). This supports the notion that digital empathy — the ability to convey warmth and attentiveness through technology — is essential for effective virtual communication.
[bookmark: _Int_S6cXDwfT]Collectively, these studies suggest that digital communication tools can serve as protective factors against social isolation when they foster authentic social relationships and ongoing participation. The challenge for practitioners lies in ensuring that these digital interactions remain meaningful, personal, and accessible.

Theme 3: Barriers, Inequalities, and Sustainability Challenges
While the potential of digital technology to reduce social isolation is clear, significant barriers and inequalities continue to limit its effectiveness. These include structural, personal, and cultural factors that shape access and engagement.
Hargittai and Dobransky (2017) highlighted the persistence of a digital divide within the UK’s older population. Their quantitative analysis revealed that lower-income, less-educated, and older cohorts (aged 80+) were significantly less likely to use the Internet regularly or to perceive digital tools as beneficial. This digital divide translates into a “participation gap,” where those who could most benefit from online connectivity remain excluded.
[bookmark: _Int_ZtKN0TZs]Similarly, Morris et., al. (2019) identified that many older adults fear technology due to concerns about privacy, swindles, and complexity. Such anxieties can deter participation unless mitigated by supportive training environments. Even among digitally engaged individuals, technical failures or rapid software changes can trigger frustration and disengagement.
[bookmark: _Int_wxCMfbLS]From a structural perspective, broadband access remains uneven across regions. The Ofcom (2023) UK Connectivity Report notes that rural and coastal areas continue to experience slower Internet speeds and weaker coverage, limiting opportunities for consistent digital engagement.
Cultural attitudes also influence sustainability. Wilson and Green (2021) found that some older adults perceived digital interaction as an inferior substitute for face-to-face contact, suggesting that technology cannot fully replicate the intimacy of physical socialisation. This highlights the need for hybrid approaches that blend online and offline modes of engagement.
Moreover, sustainability depends on long-term funding and institutional support. Mort et., al. (2020) emphasised that many telehealth and virtual social programmes introduced during the pandemic risk discontinuation without dedicated financial backing. Without continuity, participants may revert to isolation, losing the progress achieved.
[bookmark: _Int_ESFhAzCF][bookmark: _Int_K1KuNeeX]To overcome these barriers, multi-level strategies are required. At the individual level, tailored digital literacy programmes must address confidence and motivation. At the community level, partnerships between local councils, libraries, and voluntary organisations can extend outreach. At the policy level, stable investment and regulation must ensure equitable access to digital infrastructure across all UK regions.
Ultimately, reducing social isolation through technology demands not only innovation but also inclusion, empathy, and sustainable commitment from both government and civil society.

7. Conclusion and Recommendations
7.1 Summary of Findings
[bookmark: _Int_zlaU90gR]This scoping review synthesised evidence from six UK-based studies examining how digital technology affects social isolation among older adults. Across contexts — from telehealth and social media to community digital hubs — consistent evidence emerged that digital engagement enhances social connectivity, confidence, and wellbeing.
The thematic analysis revealed three core insights:
1. [bookmark: _Int_2jNlomfd]Digital inclusion is fundamental. Skills training and access empower older adults to connect and participate.
2. Technology-mediated communication improves emotional wellbeing, offering meaningful avenues for social contact and belonging.
3. Persistent inequalities — including digital literacy gaps, infrastructural disparities, and attitudinal barriers — limit reach and sustainability.
[bookmark: _Int_wgoovk8c]Collectively, these findings underscore that technology alone cannot solve social isolation; rather, its success depends on human-centred design, community support, and equitable implementation.

7.2 Implications for UK Practice and Policy
For Health and Social Care Practice
· Integrate digital literacy into routine care: Social workers and health professionals should include digital skills assessment and training as part of care planning for older adults.
· Promote hybrid models: Blending face-to-face engagement with virtual communication ensures inclusivity for individuals with varying abilities and preferences.
· Strengthen community partnerships: Collaborations between NHS trusts, local councils, and third-sector organisations (e.g., Age UK) can deliver sustainable, community-based digital inclusion initiatives.

For Policy and Governance
· [bookmark: _Int_OJspiCwt]Address regional digital inequality: Government investment should prioritise rural and disadvantaged communities to ensure equitable broadband access.
· Embed digital inclusion into social policy: The UK Digital Strategy and NHS Long Term Plan should explicitly link digital access to social wellbeing and public health outcomes.
· Sustain funding for innovation: Short-term pandemic-related digital initiatives should evolve into permanent, scalable programmes.


For Future Research
· [bookmark: _Int_JSuwkaMo]Longitudinal studies are needed to assess sustained impacts of digital interventions on loneliness and wellbeing.
· Comparative research could explore how intersectional factors (e.g., gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status) influence digital engagement outcomes.
· Participatory research methods involving older adults as co-designers can enhance usability and relevance of digital tools.

7.3 Final Reflections
Digital technology presents a significant opportunity to mitigate social isolation among older adults in the UK. However, achieving its full potential requires attention to social justice, accessibility, and intergenerational solidarity. Digital interventions should not merely teach older adults how to use technology but rather empower them to use it purposefully — to connect, contribute, and thrive within their communities.
[bookmark: _Int_Y5CW67Dv]The evidence says that when technology is embedded within supportive social and institutional frameworks, it can transform isolation into connection, dependence into autonomy, and vulnerability into empowerment. As the UK continues to navigate demographic ageing and digital transformation, the imperative is clear: bridging the digital divide is not only a technological goal but a moral one.
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