The role of digital communication tools in mitigating social isolation among older adults in residential social care. 
Introduction and Background
Social isolation among older adults in residential care is a significant and growing concern. For many residents, moving into a home can mean losing their daily social circle. Research shows that this kind of isolation can increase the risk of dementia by 50% and leads to much higher rates of depression (Gunnes, Løe and Kalseth, 2024). In the UK, it is estimated that over a million older people can go a whole month without a meaningful conversation (Squiboon, 2025).
I want to look at how we can bridge this gap using technology. We have seen great examples, like the home in South Lanarkshire that put smart TVs in every room so residents could video-call family as far away as Australia (NHS Lanarkshire, 2025). The key there was not the gadget itself, but making it part of their normal environment. However, there is still a huge "digital divide"—94% of care home residents do not own a tablet or smartphone (Sarker et al., 2025). As we start seeing more AI-driven tools, like voice assistants (Alexa) or automated check-ins, we need to know if these actually help or if they just make people feel more frustrated and "left behind" (Ye et al., 2025).
This study focuses specifically on residential social care settings, where communication tools must be designed for users who may have limited digital literacy, age-related physical changes, and varying levels of motivation to engage with technology (Sarker et al., 2025).
Research Aim and Objectives
This study aims to explore whether digital communication tools can help reduce loneliness for older adults in residential care, and what influences whether they accept AI-enabled features.
The objectives are:
1. To find out what digital tools are currently used in care homes and what residents think of them.
2. To understand what stops residents from using these tools: confidence, support, or design problems.
3. To explore how residents feel about AI features like voice assistants or automated reminders.
4. To identify what training and support help residents engage with technology.
Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative exploratory design to capture the lived experiences of digital inclusion among adults in residential care (Braun and Clarke, 2021). Using purposive sampling, data will be gathered from three distinct groups: residents who use digital tools, those who decline them, and supporting staff. This triangulation of perspectives ensures a holistic understanding of how technology and emerging AI features impact daily life.
Data collection will primarily involve semi-structured interviews. To ensure inclusivity, the researcher will also use participant observation and informal "side-by-side" conversations for residents who find formal interviews overwhelming.
Transcripts will be analyzed via thematic analysis, using inductive coding to identify patterns in how residents perceive the benefits or "digital fatigue" associated with AI-driven tools (Braun and Clarke, 2021). Ethical integrity is central; the study will utilize "process consent" for residents with cognitive impairments (Dewing, 2007), ensuring anonymity through pseudonymization and providing emotional debriefing for sensitive topics like loneliness.
Expected Contribution
Most of the research I have read focuses on older people living in their own houses (Gunnes, Løe and Kalseth, 2024). There is a real gap when it comes to those in residential care homes, where they do not always have a choice in the technology provided. My hope is that this project offers some practical advice for managers on what hardware to buy and how to train staff so that technology actually helps people feel more connected, rather than more alone.
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