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Overview of presentation 

• Context for the study of 
loneliness 

• The importance of  
stereotypes 

• What do risk groups tell us? 

• Reframing the study of 
loneliness: are we asking 
the right questions or 
developing the correct 
interventions? 



October 18th 2013 the Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt  

stated  “it is a source of "national shame" that as 

many as 800,000 people in England are "chronically 

lonely", ; "Some five million people say television is 

their main form of company," and concluding that "A 

forgotten million who live amongst us - ignored to 

our national shame." His proposed solution for the  

problem of loneliness in later life was to emulate the 

‘respect’ and explicit inter-generational solidarity he 

states is articulated within Asian countries and “that 

every lonely person has someone who could visit 

them and offer companionship”. 

Stereotypes of loneliness in later life 



This is not new.... 

‘’A distressing feature of old age is 
loneliness. All who have done 
welfare work among the old have 
found  it the most common, if at the 
same time the most imponderable, 
of the ills from which the aged 
suffer, and its frequency was amply 
confirmed by our study’’  

(Rowntree, 1947,52) 



Loneliness: A problem of old age? 
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% agreeing old age  
is a time of  loneliness  

 

Loneliness: A part of ‘normal’ ageing? expectations 

% expecting to get 
more lonely with age 

Source: ELSA wave 2 



Old age is  
a time of loneliness  

 

Do expectations matter? 

I expect  
to become lonely 

Loneliness at wave 5-8 years later 



Trajectories of loneliness over time 

In longitudinal studies with more than 1 follow up  we can 
identify 5 distinct trajectories 

• Never lonely 

• Always lonely 

• Increasing loneliness (new onset and increase in severity) 

• Decreasing loneliness (out of loneliness or reduction in 
severity) 

• Fluctuating pattern (if more than 2 follow up points) 



Trajectories of loneliness: Self rating scale 

Change=1 change + or – in rating scale over 5 follow up points 

 

 
 

Loneliness 

pathway 

Changes over  

10 years (%) 

Changes over  

1 year (%) 

Never lonely 70 59 

Always lonely 1 14 

Out of loneliness 4 10 

Into loneliness 5 10 

Fluctuating 20 7 



Risk groups-what do they really tell us? 

% Widowed in ELSA reporting loneliness (CES-D measure) 

All Males Females 

W1 34.1 39.2 32.8 

W2 32.7 37.0 31.5 

W3 33.2 35.6 32.5 

W4 31.2 33.7 30.5 

W5 33.2 33.2 33.2 

W6 27.9 29.4 27.5 



Widowhood and loneliness 

W3 W4 W5 W6 

Widowed 
between W1 &2  

% lonely  47% 34% 
 

34% 
 

19% 

Widowed 
between W4 & 5 

47% 



Seasonal variations in loneliness 

“I think probably winter, everyone will say that” 

(Loneliness is greatest in winter) 

 



“Loneliness is not at a given time.   
It comes and it goes.”  (73 yr old widow) 
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Expectations of loneliness by season 

Winter  

Summer, W1 50.0% 

Autumn, W2 38.5% 

Winter, W3 50.0% 

Spring, W4 75.0% 

Summer, W5 33.3% 



Are we asking the wrong questions? 

•  Most people are not lonely in both cross-
sectional and longitudinal studies 

• Risk factor studies identify groups (e.g. the 
widowed) – can tell us who but not why 

• Risk factors not homogeneous-why do some 
widows experience loneliness and others do 
not? 

• Challenge the ageist stereotypes about 
loneliness? 

• Loneliness not just a ‘problem’ for older 
people and not just at Christmas! 
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