
Briefing:
Tackling loneliness interventions

1

Together, theWhatWorksCentre forWellbeing and theCampaign toEndLoneliness
have conducted:

1. A rapid systematic reviewofwhat interventionswork to tackle loneliness;
2. Stakeholder engagement tomapcurrent delivery andevaluationpractices in the field.

Overall, we found:

● Strongquantitative evidence formultiple effective approaches to alleviating loneliness in
the short-term.

● Qualitative evidenceon thepotential enabling factors and causal pathways in loneliness
alleviation, including community-focused connections, building trusting relationships,
and the role of group settings.

● Intervention effectiveness is influencedby ablendof ‘key elements’.
● Evidenceof holistic systemsof support for tackling loneliness beingdeveloped.
● Evidenceof sectors and settingswhere interventions target loneliness less explicitly and
practice is less established.

●Whilst there is some similarity, theglobal evaluation literaturedoesnot necessarily reflect
currentUK tackling loneliness practice.

This documentbrings together the two strands ofwork, to summarise key insights,
implications for research, and recommendations onhow to improve evaluationpractice.

Commissionedby theDepartment for Culture,Media andSport’s
Tackling Loneliness Team, the researchupdates our understanding since
we looked in 2018 andcanbeused to shape further research and
policymaking, aswell as guide fundingdecisions andpractitioner activity.

Tackling loneliness
interventions
Insights on thecurrent landscape, evidenceandevaluationpractice

TACKLING LONELINESS INTERVENTIONS BRIEFING

THEQUICK READ

P
h
oto

by
C
h
ristin

a
@
w
ocin

tech
ch
at.com

on
U
n
sp
lash

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/resources/tackling-loneliness-review-of-reviews/
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/resources/tackling-loneliness-review-of-reviews/
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Since the Tackling Loneliness Strategywas published in 2018, combating loneliness
and promoting social connection have been key priorities for the UK government.

As part of this, loneliness statistics - like those reported as part of theOffice for National
Statistics' UKNationalWellbeing Framework - are increasingly being used by government
and the voluntary sector to inform and evaluate policies effectively andmeasure societal
progress.

Essential to tackling loneliness and promoting social connection is:

1. consolidating the rapidly growingevidencebase;
2. increasing the quality of emerging research;
3. understanding and applying findings on the effectiveness of loneliness interventions to
informpolicy andprogrammedesign.

Charities, in particular, need support togather robust and consistent loneliness data so that:

● beneficiary needs canbebetter understood;
● services canbeevaluated and targetedeffectively;
● the case canbemade for investment.

Both funders and charities value evidence that describes how interventions arebeing
delivered inpractice andhow theyhelp tobring about changes for individuals and
communities.

Throughourevidence synthesis andknowledgemobilisationwegive civil society learning a
longer life andwider reach, building in-sector and cross-sector capacity to improvepractice
andunderstanding.

This project builds onour previouswork to refine the concept of loneliness, identify gaps in the
evidencebase, anddevelop tools to improve the evaluationof interventions.

BACKGROUND

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/a-connected-society-a-strategy-for-tackling-loneliness
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/ukmeasuresofnationalwellbeing/dashboard
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/V3-FINAL-Loneliness-conceptual-review.pdf
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/resources/loneliness-evidence-gaps-and-data-needs/
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/resources/loneliness-evidence-gaps-and-data-needs/
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/resources/brief-guide-to-measuring-loneliness/
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Between January and June 2023, theWhatWorks Centre forWellbeing and the Campaign
to End Loneliness worked together to explore:

1. the state and consistency of the evidence base on tackling loneliness interventions
across the life-course;

2. the landscape of tackling loneliness interventions and factors that enable or limit
robust lonelinessmeasurement in evaluation practice.

THE RESEARCH

Whatwe did

Whatare ‘Tackling Loneliness interventions’?

In the context of thiswork, interventions are any services, policies andapproaches that
are specifically designed to reduceor alleviate loneliness for a particular groupor in a
specific context, across the life-course.

Direct tackling loneliness interventions involveworkingdirectlywithpeople experiencing
loneliness. Indirect tackling loneliness interventions involvemaking changes tophysical,
social, organisational or digital environments or to thewhole systemof interventions.
Indirect interventionsmay support functioningof direct interventions or themselves
reduce the likelihoodof loneliness.

What is loneliness?

TheUKgovernmentdefines Loneliness as “a subjective, unwelcome feelingof lack or loss
of companionship. It happenswhenwehave amismatchbetween thequantity and
quality of social relationships thatwehave, and those thatwewant.”

This definition is basedon the subjective emotional experienceof loneliness and is seen
asdistinct fromsocial isolationwhich concerns theobjective experienceof howoftenwe
are alone.
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METHODOLOGYAND TARGETOUTCOMES

Systematic reviews provide a comprehensive picture of interventions and detailed
information on the value and reliability of their findings.

Weworkedwith researchers fromKohlrabi Consulting to explore studies across published
and grey literature from the last 15 years.

We looked at study characteristics and pooled intervention effects by four core themes:

1. Social support
2. Social-interaction
3. Psychological
4.Multiple themes

We usedmeta-analysis to calculate the effect size of each theme. Findings were explored
in relation to intervention aims, core components andmechanisms that lead to
loneliness improvements.

The rapid systematic review

Research questions

●What is the effectiveness of interventions aimedat alleviating loneliness in people of
all ages across the life-course?

● Is there an associationbetween setting/intervention type and thedirection and size
of effect?

● Are theredifferences in effectiveness across populationgroups?

Making the cut

Our review includedfindings from95 studies and 101 different interventions that:

● weredelivered largely in Europe andNorthAmerica;
● werepublished from2008onward;
● had loneliness as a key outcome;
● useda validated lonelinessmeasure to capture change, such as theUK’s
recommendedmeasures that include theUCLA loneliness scales and theDe Jong
Gierveld scale;

● were aimed at specific population groups: older people (50+) (n=56), young and
middle-aged adults (18-50 years) (n=32).

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/compendium/nationalmeasurementofloneliness/2018/recommendednationalindicatorsofloneliness
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Stakeholder engagement provides formal evidence about practitioner experiences.

We drew on the knowledge and experience of nearly 100 professionals involved in delivering,
funding or researching interventions.

Fieldwork took place between January andMarch 2023 and included:

● interviewswith seven ‘key informants’who each had knowledge of a broad set of
interventions;

● six one-to-one interviews and focus groupswith 28 professionals with close
knowledge of particular interventions;

● an online surveywith 49 respondents;
● two round table discussionswith experts in research and evaluation, policy or
intervention practice in the field of loneliness to inform recommendations.

Participants were recruited through the Campaign to End Loneliness networks.

Interviews and focus groups
were thematically analysed.

Simple percentage responses
to survey questions and
summary points from the
round table discussionswere
included alongside the
relevant interview themes
in the findings section.

Stakeholder engagement

Research questions:

●What kinds of interventions exist and inwhich contexts?
●What factors influence their design and implementation?
●Whatmakes themeffective?
● Are interventionswell-established across a variety of contexts?
● Howare interventions being evaluated in practice in small andmedium
organisations?

●Which factors support, andwhich hinder, the use of lonelinessmeasurement in
practice?
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Our full research findings are presented in two separate research reports.

� Loneliness interventions across the life-course: A rapid systematic review (2023)

� Evaluation of interventions to tackle loneliness (2023)

Herewe summarise key insights fromeach:

Quantitative evidence suggests that there aremultiple successful approaches to
alleviating loneliness in the short-term, almost all of which target specific age groups or
vulnerable populations.

The review identified successful interventions that involve:

● structured therapeutic support and approaches to develop emotional and social skills;
● social support that develops social skills through targeted relationship-building skills
and discussion-based activities;

● art and dance activities delivered in community-based settings;
● a range of social interaction-based activities, including facilitated animal/robot
interactions, food delivery and social and health promotion activities.

Qualitative data fromnearly one quarter of studies (n=25) sheds light on potential enabling
factors and causal pathways that lead to improvements in loneliness, including:

● the importance of the emotional bond and caring/trusting relationships built with
mentors, befrienders, linkworkers and homesharers in social support interventions,
who act as connectors to thewider world;

● the role ofgroup settings as a pretext for social contact andmeaningful interaction
that act as catalysts for larger individual-level changes;

● the importance of community-focused connections and the experience of positive
emotions/mood as potential precursors to reductions in loneliness.

WHATDIDWEFIND?

Key findings - rapid systematic review

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1182224/Loneliness_interventions_across_the_life_Rapid_Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-interventions-to-tackle-loneliness/evaluation-of-interventions-to-tackle-loneliness
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What kinds of tackling loneliness interventions exist and inwhich contexts?

● Interventions types identified include:
○ First engagementwork, such as outreach
○ Social prescribing and community connecting
○ Befriending
○ Social groups
○ Social support groups

● Common features or themes include:
○ Tailored, relevant support
○ Developing relationships
○ Bringing people together through shared activity, interests or experiences

● Interventions describedwere similar to those identified in previouswork.
● Clinical interventions involving provision of specialist psychological support were harder
to identify and poorly represented in our sample.

Are interventionswell-established across a variety of contexts?

● In the voluntary and community sector, awell-established, varied set of direct
interventions is being deliveredwith tackling loneliness as a primary aim.

● In sectors such as universities, private sector organisations, local authorities and public
healthwork, tackling loneliness practicewas emergent.

● In the example of youthwork,much practicewas relevant to tackling loneliness but
was often not recognised as such.

Key findings - Stakeholder engagement

Holistic systems of support for tackling loneliness

There is evidence of projects evolving and innovating to incorporatemultiple
intervention types tomeet varied participant needs, both frombottomup by delivery
organisations aswell as from the top down as happens, for example, when local
authorities work to strengthen overall provision in a local area.
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What factorsmake tackling loneliness interventions effective?

● Interviewees identified a blend of key elements important for intervention
effectiveness:
○ being responsive to need/person-centred;
○ trust and relationship building;
○ skillful, gentle first engagement;
○ support to unpick problems/identify next steps;
○ providing environments for social engagement;
○ providing opportunities for learning social skills, increasing participation and
growth in confidence).

● This ‘blend’ indicates the development ofmulti-layered support.
● Different ‘types’ of intervention sharedmany of the same key elements, raising
challenges for evaluating the relative impact of different ‘types’ of intervention.

How are interventions being evaluated in practice in small andmedium
organisations?

● Organisations used a range of evaluation practices.
● Use ofmeasureswas partly dependent on organisational size and intervention type.
●Wheremeasureswere used:

○ theywere always alongside other intervention-specificmeasures or qualitative
methods;

○ therewere examples of use pre-/post-intervention, either with or without a
comparison group.

Which factors hinder the use of lonelinessmeasurement in practice?

● Lack of evaluation training for staff to support rigorous and unbiased data collection.
● Evaluation requirements perceived as ‘burdensome’ by delivery organisations
● Stakeholders expressedmixed views aboutmeasures:

○ some saidmeasuring loneliness was an effectiveway to evaluate interventions
and that a consistentmeasurewas important for comparing the relative impact of
different projects;

○ others saw themeasures as of limited use, unsuitable for usewith certain
participant groups, or at oddswith being person-centred and responsive to
participant needs.
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For a list of detailed research implications, read the full reports.

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

The rapid review found that structured
psychological interventions are highly
effective in alleviating short-term
loneliness, yet the stakeholder
engagement did not identify services
currently being provided in the UK.

The UK landscape includes interventions
that target a range of populations, and
this diversity did not emerge in
synthesised evaluations.

Tackling Loneliness interventions are
multi-layered, which is not taken into
account in evaluation research designs.

Stakeholders expressed concerns about
the sensitivity of lonelinessmeasures to
external factors, often due to the small
scale of evaluations.

There are evidence gaps in some sectors
where tackling loneliness practice is
emergent or not explicitly recognised.

� Explore if and how psychological
approaches are being delivered in the
UK or incorporated into non-clinical
tackling loneliness interventions or
settings.

� Understand ‘what’ improves
loneliness and ‘how’ among specific
groups in the UK - such as individuals
at different life stages, ethnic
minorities, individuals with disabilities,
and LGBTQ+ individuals.

� Account for complexity when
researching interventions, such as
Social Prescribing programmes, and
adopt theory-based evaluation to
explore the contexts and
mechanisms that lead to loneliness
improvements, across known
intervention components and causal
pathways.

� Consider the scale of interventions
when decidingwhether to use
lonelinessmeasures as part of
evaluations.

� Identify the breadth of practices
across sectors, including examples of
work that is not officially recognised as
loneliness intervention work.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-interventions-to-tackle-loneliness
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● Commission primary research to address knowledge gaps for specific intervention
types and populations.

● Commission timely and relevant reviews of the evidence base to allow emerging
findings to be rapidly identified and disseminated to decision-makers. Provide funding
to cover evaluation costs and resources to reduce burden and facilitate continued
generation of high quality studies.

● Ensure policy and programmedesign build in time for organisations to adopt robust
qualitative and quantitative evaluations, providing chosen evaluation designs are
feasible.

● Provide robust training and updated guidance on how to use and interpret the
recommended lonelinessmeasures, with involvement of varied stakeholders across
research and practice.

● Explore the potential of linking data fromevaluation of tackling loneliness interventions
to national healthcare and other datasets.

●Work collaboratively with practitioners to build better understanding of tackling
loneliness provision across a range of sectors.

● Co-develop a set of evaluationmethodswhich are useful and acceptable for individual
delivery organisations to address any gaps and barriers to access.

● Review theONS recommended lonelinessmeasures to reassess their suitability for
evaluating tackling loneliness interventions.

● Co-produce evaluations of tackling loneliness interventionswith funders and
commissioners..

● Ensure implementation of psychological approaches to tackling loneliness.

For a comprehensive list of recommendations fromboth strands of work, read the full
reports.

RECOMMENDATIONS FORPRACTICE

For commissioners and research funders

For policy-makers

For practitioners

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-interventions-to-tackle-loneliness
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-interventions-to-tackle-loneliness
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This briefing accompanies the following reports:

Loneliness interventions across the life-course: A rapid systematic review

Evaluation of interventions to tackle loneliness

Additional resources on loneliness and social connection include:

Trends in social isolation

Loneliness andwellbeing among adolescents and young adults

Promising Approaches Revisited: Effective action on loneliness in later life

Tackling loneliness through the built environment

The Psychology of Loneliness

FURTHERREADING

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1182224/Loneliness_interventions_across_the_life_Rapid_Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/exploring-interventions-to-tackle-loneliness/evaluation-of-interventions-to-tackle-loneliness
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/resources/trends-in-social-isolation/
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/resources/loneliness-and-wellbeing-among-adolescents-and-young-adults/
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Promising_Approaches_Revisited_FULL_REPORT.pdf
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Final-CEL-Tackling-loneliness-through-the-built-environment-v4.pdf
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Psychology_of_Loneliness_FINAL_REPORT.pdf

