Tackling loneliness in the Royal Borough of Windsor & Maidenhead
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What is social isolation and loneliness and how does is impact our residents?











[bookmark: _Toc134540913]Introduction
Loneliness can affect anyone of any age and background and is increasingly understood to be a serious condition that adversely affects our mental and physical health.
Due to its complex nature, understanding the factors that contribute towards people in the borough feeling lonely and assessing which approaches or interventions work best to address this is challenging.
This report provides a summary of what we currently know about loneliness, who is most at risk, and the impact on our individual health and wellbeing and local public services. It also highlights where there are gaps in our current understanding.
We are grateful to colleagues at the London Borough of Bromley for support in developing this report. Further information on its campaign is available here.
[bookmark: _Toc134540914]What do we mean by the terms loneliness and social isolation?
The terms loneliness and social isolation are often used interchangeably, and while there is overlap between them each has a distinct meaning and independent impacts on our health and wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Toc134540915]What is loneliness?
“Loneliness is a subjective, unwelcome feeling of lack or loss of companionship. It happens when we have a mismatch between the quantity and quality of social relationships that we have, and those that we want1”



Loneliness is a subjective negative feeling associated with the perception we have about our own social relationships1.
For the most part, this report will focus on loneliness due to its exclusively negative impact on wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Toc134540916]What is social isolation?
Social isolation is an objective measure of the number of contacts people have day to day. It is about the quantity, not the quality of relationships2.
It is important to realise that someone can feel lonely despite having lots of social interactions or have very few social interactions but not feel lonely. This therefore means there is no one size fits all approach to support people experiencing the negative impacts of social isolation and/or loneliness.
[bookmark: _Toc134540917]Avoiding stigma in our language
Social stigma refers to characteristics or behaviours deemed ‘undesirable’ by members of society which can lead to the exclusion or marginalisation of people displaying those attributes. People who feel lonely are often described in negative terms and there is sometimes a perception that lonely people lack social skills rather than recognising the life circumstances and events that might be contributing to these states3. This can lead to people concealing they feel lonely, meaning the true extent of the issue might be underestimated. Fear of being stigmatised may also prevent people from engaging with services or seeking support3,4.
To reduce stigma, it is important to be mindful of the language used when describing people or groups who might be experiencing loneliness or social isolation and the services that support them.
National campaigns, for example the 'Let’s Talk Loneliness’ campaign, have been designed to tackle the stigma of feeling alone5.

[bookmark: _Toc134540918]What do we know about loneliness in the Royal Borough?
The Royal Borough of Windsor & Maidenhead is one of six unitary authorities in Berkshire in the Southeast of England. In 2021, the total population estimate of the Borough was 153,500. Some 18% of residents are under age 15, and 18% are aged 65+6.
Data on loneliness is not routinely collected. Yet there are number of national and local surveys which help us to estimate the numbers of people in the borough who are experiencing loneliness and understand some of the reasons behind this.
[bookmark: _Toc134540919]The Royal Borough residents survey 2022
The Royal Borough of Windsor & Maidenhead undertook a survey of residents’ views, attitudes and priorities in the summer of 2022 which included a representative sample of 1,740 residents aged 18+7. The survey results are available here.
Residents were asked, “How often do you feel lonely” which is a standard question used nationally, allowing comparisons with other areas and over time. The following groups reported higher levels of loneliness:








Figure 1: Factors associated with loneliness identified in the Royal Borough residents’ survey7
[image: Figure box stating 12% of adults said there were lonely often, always or some if the time. Equating to 15,000 people. 
Higher levels of loneliness are experienced in women, older people, younger people, renters, people not working and those who are inactive due to health conditions. ]
This is the most recent data on loneliness available locally.
[bookmark: _Toc134540920]National survey data
National surveys including the Community Life Survey8 (adults) and Good Childhood Index Survey9 (children) sample a larger number of people and record information on a broader range of characteristics than is possible locally. This allows us to identify additional factors associated with loneliness, although these may not necessarily all reflect the experiences of people in the Royal Borough. The factors identified are described below:








Figure 2: factors associated with loneliness identified in national surveys8–10
[image: Infographic which details that 11% of children aged 10 to 15 years stated they were lonely often and are more likely to report this if they are: girls, ten to twelve years old, receive free school meals, live in a city, report poorer health, have weak relationships or a low sense of wellbeing. 
For adults, aged 16 and over, 22% said they were lonely often and is more commonly reported in women, 16 to 24 year olds, gay, lesbian bisexual and other sexual orientation, feel in poorer health, have a long term disability or illness, have poor mental wellbeing, live alone, rent, disengaged from their neighbourhood, new to the area, live in a deprived area, widowed, unemployed or have caring responsibilities. ]
*Children and adults were asked the question ‘how often do you feel lonely.’ In the Children’s survey 3 response options are available (‘hardly ever or never’, ‘some of the time’, ‘often’). In the adult survey 5 response options are available (‘often/always’, ‘some of the time’, ‘occasionally’, ‘hardly ever’, ‘never’).
National surveys of loneliness have consistently found that younger age groups (16-24) are at the highest risk of chronic loneliness11 (our residents survey only included adults aged 18+). The types of responses to tackling loneliness will differ among different ages and characteristics. It is also important to note that there might be differences in how people across different demographics interpret and answer the survey questions.
[bookmark: _Toc134540921]Loneliness life triggers
Certain life events, for example a bereavement or becoming unemployed, may trigger temporary or longer-term loneliness. Triggers for loneliness are more likely to happen at different stages of a person’s life, or during certain transition points - for example during the transition from childhood into adulthood. Loneliness may come and go during a person’s lifetime. Understanding more about the factors influencing people at different stages of life means evidence-based interventions can be targeted towards these stages of life to support people in different ways depending on their individual needs. This is known as the life course approach12. Some key stages of the life course and potential loneliness triggers are described below:
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Figure 3: Key triggers for loneliness over the life course (adapted from London Borough of Bromley13)



[image: In order from the first four years of life, to older age the key triggers are; having a lone parent, being bullied, changing schools, teenage pressure, sexual orientation, university, leaving education, first home or having a baby, work-life balance, leaving a job, children leaving home, divorce, retirement, bereavement and finally, care and support needs and residential care.]


[bookmark: _Toc134540922]Local Heat maps
Age UK has developed a loneliness heat map showing the areas in the Royal Borough where older people are at the highest risk of loneliness, relative to other areas within the borough. It is based on information from the 2011 Census and considers the age profile, marital status, health status and typical household size of residents in each area. It uses this information to predict areas which might have higher numbers of people at risk of experiencing loneliness14. 
[image: ][image: Loneliness heat map] 
The darker areas of the map represent areas where there might be a higher proportion of older people experiencing loneliness, compared to elsewhere in the borough. Using this type of risk stratification approach can provide useful information to support organisations target activities in particular communities. There are several limitations with this approach, however. In particular, the fact that proxy measures are used to assess the risk of loneliness and that the data is now more than a decade old, means these maps should be interpreted cautiously. It is also important to recognise that there will be people experiencing loneliness in all areas of the borough and what is observed at a ward level, will not reflect the experiences of all of the people living within that ward.
[bookmark: _Toc134540923]
Covid-19
Loneliness increased among certain groups during the pandemic, in particular young people, people with low household income, and those living alone15. In contrast, loneliness decreased among some groups during the pandemic. This was typically among those who were the least lonely before the pandemic and who had strong social networks15.
Data is not yet available about the longer-term impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on social isolation and loneliness. The likely longer-term shift to more homeworking can provide additional flexibility and work-life balance, yet a reliance on virtual connections and reduced social contact may also increase the risk of loneliness and social isolation for some individuals16. This is an emerging area that could be considered by workplaces in their approaches to staff wellbeing.

[bookmark: _Toc134540924]What is the impact of loneliness?
Loneliness can negatively impact our physical and mental health leading to lower life expectancy, with some studies estimating the negative health impacts to be similar to those associated with smoking and obesity17,18. People who are experiencing loneliness are also more likely to rely on public services which has an organisational and resource impact19.


Figure 3: impact of loneliness on individual health and wellbeing and on public services19,20
[image: The impact from loneliness can lead to premature mortality and mental health issues including: inactivity, smoking and other risk behaviours, coronary heart disease and stroke, depression, low self-esteem, sleep problems and stress and cognitive decline and dementia. 
People who are lonely are more likely to rely on public services by: increased use of service, increased visits to GPs and higher medication use, earlier entry to residential or nursing care and increased use of emergency services. ]
Assessing the financial cost of loneliness is challenging. Researchers, however, have estimated that the combined wellbeing, health, and productivity impacts are some £10k per person experiencing severe loneliness per year21.

[bookmark: _Toc134540925]What works for tackling loneliness?
As the evidence has grown around the negative impacts of loneliness, the importance of developing approaches to tackle the issue has increased and many initiatives have been developed across the UK and internationally. A range of different approaches exist, although typically these have focussed on older adults. Some of the types of programmes are described below:



Figure 4: Types of programmes aimed at alleviating loneliness
[image: Leisure activities, therapies, social and community interventions, educational programmes, befriending and system-wise activities. ]
There isn’t strong evidence to show which approach is the most effective in tackling loneliness16 and loneliness is a complex problem. As the previous sections have described, there are multiple factors that can contribute to someone feeling lonely, and this can impact individuals in different ways. Measuring the effectiveness of interventions to address loneliness is challenging for several reasons22:
· Inconsistent methods for describing and measuring loneliness and how it differs from social isolation (frequently the terms are used interchangeably) across different studies.
· Limited information on, if, or how programmes were tailored to different population groups.
· Lack of formal programme evaluation – many interventions are not part of a formal study and have not undergone a rigorous evaluation.
There is limited evidence on which interventions are effective in younger people.
Despite these challenges, some key themes have emerged from the research22:
· There is no one-size fits all approach to alleviating loneliness and tailored approaches are more likely to be effective.
· It is important to ensure interventions do not increase the stigma associated with loneliness or reinforce isolation, although further research is needed in this area16.
· Building on existing community assets and networks to reduce loneliness was a key feature in several of the interventions studied. These interventions used an Asset-Based Community Development approach to tailor services and reconnect people to their community23–25.
The evidence of group-based interventions versus those delivered in one-to-one settings was inconclusive. Some technology-based approaches are not suitable for everyone and could reinforce a sense of social isolation without a proper assessment of people’s capacity to use technical equipment22.
[bookmark: _Toc134540926]A framework for tackling loneliness
The Campaign to End Loneliness has developed a framework to inform approaches to tackling loneliness and social isolation26. The framework is centred around four themes that focus not just on interventions to address individual loneliness, but also the broader conditions, infrastructure and systems in which loneliness exists.
Figure 5: framework for tackling loneliness (adapted from the Campaign to End Loneliness 26)
[image: top level: connector services and direct solutions
Middle tier: gateway infrastructure 
Bottom tier: system level approaches ]
1. Connector services are used to identify lonely individuals and understand their individual needs. They support lonely people to access appropriate services and overcome barriers.
2. Direct solutions are groups and activities directly aimed at increasing the number and quality of social connections among people experiencing loneliness and social isolation. They support people to maintain existing connections, make new ones and change their thinking about their social relationships.
3. Gateway infrastructure is about improving transport, technology, the built environment, and other enablers that help people retain connections and independence.
4. System level approaches are not interventions, but strategic policies that help to create the right conditions for tackling loneliness. These include neighbourhood approaches, asset-based community development, age-friendly communities, and volunteering.

[bookmark: _Toc134540927]Conclusion
This report has provided an overview of loneliness and social isolation, and why it is an issue for residents in our borough. This includes the impact on our physical and mental health, and on public services. It has also described some of the challenges in measuring and addressing loneliness and highlighted the importance of different approaches. 
Within the Royal Borough there are many public, community, and voluntary services available to support people experiencing loneliness and social isolation. The council is working with these organisations, and other stakeholders, through a tackling loneliness working group. The aim of this group is to co-develop a joined-up approach to tackle this important and complex issue across the Royal Borough.
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