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What is the purpose of interventions to 
alleviate loneliness 

• To balance an individual’s negative evaluation of their 
desired social contacts against a positive evaluation 
of their interpersonal relationships 

• To reduce the risk of loneliness evolving into serious, 
long-term health problems 

– To reduce prevalence of loneliness 

– To improve quality of life 

• To prevent loneliness from occurring at all 

 



Cattan et al 2005 
• Effective interventions: 

– Groups that provide educational / problem solving or targeted 
support activities for specific groups  

– Enable some level of participant and/or facilitator control or 
consult with the intended target group before the intervention   

– Are theoretically grounded  

– Enhance self-esteem and personal control 

• Evidence less clear for: 
– One to one interventions, e.g. befriending services or telephone 

advice 

• Lack of research on the impact of: 
– Policy  

– The environment 

 

 



Dickens et al 2011 

• Effective interventions: 

– Social activity and / or support in a group 

– Older people as active participants 

– Are theoretically grounded 

• No or poor evidence of effectiveness: 

– Internet training (group or one to one) 

– One to one providing (volunteer) activities, 
support, home visiting 

 



SCIE briefing, Windle et al 2011 

• People who use befriending or community navigator 
(health trainers) services report feeling less lonely 

• The impact of mentoring services less clear 

• Flexibility and adaptation of services 

• Strong partnership arrangements need to be in place 

• Community navigator projects may prove to be effective in 
identifying individuals who are socially isolated 

• Older people should be involved in planning, development, 
delivery, assessment of interventions 



Masi et al 2010  

• Effective interventions address maladaptive 
social cognition*, using cognitive behavioural 
therapy 

 

* counter-productive behaviour or behaviour that 
interferes with everyday living 



In summary  

• Some types of groups are effective, while others are not, 
or the evidence is less clear 

• Theory is important 

• Older people should be active participants 

• Volunteering, one to one support seems to work, but 
‘evidence’ not strong or lacking 

• Effectiveness of technology based interventions less clear 

• Therapy reduces loneliness in some people 

 

 



Types of interventions evaluated to date 

1. To reduce the risk of loneliness evolving into 
serious, long-term health problems 

2. To balance an individual’s negative evaluation 
of their desired social contacts against a 
positive evaluation of their interpersonal 
relationships 

3. To improve people’s quality of life 

 

• To prevent loneliness from occurring at all 

 



In practice 

 

What is the difference between research and 
practice when it comes to finding solutions to 

loneliness? 

 



Volunteering  

• Befriending 

• Inter-generational activities 

• ‘Other’ volunteering activities 



Groups  
• Time limited groups with specific 

focus 

• Life long learning; U3A 

• Social support groups 

• Walking groups 

• Foody groups 
 



Use of technology 

• Telephone befriending 

• Telephone friendship 
groups 

• Internet and email 

• Mobile phones and 
social networking 
websites 

• Skype 

• Paro the robotic  seal 
 

 

 



Companion animals 



Types of interventions in practice 

1. To reduce the risk of loneliness evolving into 
serious, long-term health problems 

2. To reduce loneliness and improve quality of life 

3. To balance an individual’s negative evaluation of 
their desired social contacts against a positive 
evaluation of their interpersonal relationships 

 

• To prevent loneliness from occurring at all 

 



Upstream / Downstream  

Is there a risk that we spend all our time trying to help people below the waterfall 

because we don’t have the resources to get upstream and do something about the  

actual problem? 



Facing the reality of  austerity Britain 
- How will we be able to support lonely older 

people? 

Almost 2/3 of VCOs have seen a decrease in 
funding and are using their reserves  

Half have / will be / are considering making staff 
redundant in next 12 months and closing a service 

Half have experienced increased demand for their 
services, but expect to reduce the number of 
beneficiaries they support 

One fifth may close in the next 12 months 

(Newcastle CVS survey of 53 voluntary & community organisations 

[VCO], 2012) 



 A lot of assumptions are still made about 
what older people need and desire 

  

 ‘Being old is when you know all the 

answers but nobody asks you the 

questions’ 

 



 

“Silence…it’s a different kind of silence when you’re 
alone.” 

 

“I get lonely, you can’t help it. The worst day is Sunday. 
I don’t know why, because every day is the same 
when you’re at home all day.” 

 

“There are times when I get very lonely, but then I get 
a call from my befriender. We’ve never met, but 
she’s a wonderful friend. We talk about everything 
and anything. We even let our dogs have a chat.” 

 



Some Solutions 



Social support and social activity 

• Access to friends and 
family 

• Support in times of 
transition 

• Shared enjoyable 
activities with old and 
new friends 

• Gardening, walking, 
scooter groups 

• Meeting places where 
‘real people’ meet 



‘Other’  

• Transport: available, 
accessible, safe, on 
Sundays & major holidays 

• Older people friendly 
environments; toilets, 
seats and pavements 

• Walking friendly & safe 
parks 

• Adequate resources  



The context 

Individually constructed (a ‘condition’) 

Socially  
Culturally 
Economically 
Geographically  

Transient   

Chronic  

Situational (acute) loneliness 

constructed Social capital 
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How do we address loneliness: Issues to 
consider 

• Rethink how we approach the question: 

– Need to address the wider socio-cultural-economic context 
of loneliness 

– Need to understand the links between loneliness and 
other quality of life domains  

• No magic bullet solution; older people are individuals 
with their own experiences, values etc., that 
interventions need to be responsive to 

 



Thank You 
contact: mima.cattan@northumbria.ac.uk 

http://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org.uk/  
 

 


