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Objectives
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Discuss the loneliness experienced 
by senior care residents

Examine the physical and mental 
impact of loneliness and social 

isolation on senior care residents

Explore activities and programs to 
engage senior care residents and 

promote emotional well being



Depression versus loneliness
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Depression Social Isolation/

Disengagement

Loneliness

Clinical diagnosis Objective view Subjective

feeling

Long term Episodic Episodic

Medical

treatment and 

therapy

Therapy and 

engagement 

activites

Therapy and 

engagement 

activities



Resident loneliness perceptions

4iN2L, Bridging the Loneliness Gap, https://in2l.com/resource/bridging-the-loneliness-gap/

Operators

• Pre: 1%

• During: 
74%

Family 
Members

• Pre: 26%

• During: 
58%

Residents

• Pre: 39%

• During: 
62%

https://in2l.com/resource/bridging-the-loneliness-gap/


Misconceptions of senior care owners and operators
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• Abundance of activities

• Socialization opportunities

• Variety of amenities

• Aesthetic surroundings



Population statistics and characteristics

6https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/nursing-home-care.htm

• G.I. Generation (1900-1924------121 years to 97 years)

• Silent Generation (1925-1945----96 years to 76 years)

• Baby Boomers (1946-1964----75 years to 57 years)



Relationships
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• Family

• Friends

• Acquaintances



Causes of loneliness
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• Loss of :

• Independence

• Family

• Significant other

• Friends

• Home

• Cherished possessions

• Anticipation of special occasions and holidays

• Belonging



Admission to senior care

9

• Strange setting

• Unfamiliar people

• Disrupted routine



Socialization

• Relationships

• Residents

• Staff

• Family



National Academies of Sciences study:
Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults
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• Social Isolation

• Increased risk of premature all-cause mortality

• 50% increased risk of developing dementia

• 25% increased risk for cancer mortality

• Increased susceptibility to abuse

• Loneliness

• In heart failure patients

• 4x increased risk of premature death

• 68% increased risk of hospitalization

• 57% increased risk of Emergency Department visits

• Higher rates of depression, anxiety and suicidal ideation

• 59% increased risk of functional decline

• Poor Social Relationships (either social isolation or loneliness)

• 29% increased risk of heart disease

• 32% increased risk of stroke

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2020. Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults: Opportunities for the Health Care System. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. 
https://doi.org/10.17226/25663.

https://doi.org/10.17226/25663


National Academies of Sciences study:
Social Isolation and Loneliness in Older Adults
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• Conditions that impact loneliness and social isolation:

• Parkinson's Disease

• Multiple Sclerosis

• Cancer

• Spinal Cord injury

• Incontinence (bowel or bladder)

• Psychiatric Disorders / Mental Health conditions

• Disability

• Cognitive Function

• Dementia

• Alzheimer’s disease

• Speech and communication ability

• Alcoholism/substance abuse*



Consequences due to a pandemic
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Resident loneliness perceptions

14iN2L, Bridging the Loneliness Gap, https://in2l.com/resource/bridging-the-loneliness-gap/

Operators

• Pre: 1%

• During: 
74%

Family 
Members

• Pre: 26%

• During: 
58%

Residents

• Pre: 39%

• During: 
62%

https://in2l.com/resource/bridging-the-loneliness-gap/


Resident impact
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• Well-being

• Physical

• Mental

• Emotional



Behaviors and Falls
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• Loneliness

• Social isolation

• Living alone

• Little to no social contact



Mental and emotional health
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Trends in Suicide during COVID-19 Pandemic, BMJ 2020; 371; Published November 12, 2020; BMJ 2020;371:m4352. https://bmj.com/coronavirus/usage

COVID’s Heavy Toll: Depression, Suicides, Opioid Overdoses Increase in Pandemic Era, Crain’s Detroit Business, October 4, 2020, Jay Greene. 
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/health-care/covids-heavy-toll-depression-suicides-opioid-overdoses-increase-pandemic-era

• Fear and anxiety

• Substance abuse

• Increase in EMS regarding opioid overdose

• Suicide

• Untreated diagnosed disorders

• Domestic abuse

• Burnout

https://bmj.com/coronavirus/usage
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/health-care/covids-heavy-toll-depression-suicides-opioid-overdoses-increase-pandemic-era


Physical health
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• New ailments

• Exacerbation of existing conditions



Assessing loneliness



Measurement

Campaign to 

End Loneliness 

Measurement 

Tool

De Jong 

Gierveld

Loneliness 

Scale

UCLA 

Loneliness 

Scale

Single-Item 

Scale

3 questions; 

positive wording

6 questions; 

mixed wording

3 questions; 

negative wording

1 question; 

negative wording

Loneliness 

mentioned: No

Loneliness 

mentioned: No

Loneliness 

mentioned: No

Loneliness 

mentioned: Yes

Short, easy to 

use

Distinguishes 

between causes 

of loneliness

Short with simple 

scoring

Target: get to the 

‘heart’ of the 

issue



Ongoing assessment and training 
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• Regular screening

• Staff training



Strategies to address loneliness
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Age-Friendly Health Systems framework

23Age Friendly Health Systems - http://www.ihi.org/Engage/Initiatives/Age-Friendly-Health-Systems/Pages/default.aspx

http://www.ihi.org/Engage/Initiatives/Age-Friendly-Health-Systems/Pages/default.aspx


Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

24Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Simply Psychology. https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html#gsc.tab=0

Self-actualization

Esteem

Belonging and love

Safety

Physiological

https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html#gsc.tab=0


Roger’s Client Centered Therapy

• Congruence (genuine, real)

• Acceptance

• Empathy

Carl Rogers, Simply Psychology. https://www.simplypsychology.org/carl-rogers.html

https://www.simplypsychology.org/carl-rogers.html


Parse’s Human Becoming Theory
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• Preferences

• Autonomy

• Quality of life

The Human Becoming Theory - Rosemarie Parse, Peace in Home Health. https://www.peaceinhomehealthcare.com/dementia-and-older-adults-3/

https://www.peaceinhomehealthcare.com/dementia-and-older-adults-3/


Bridging the gap

27Life Interview Questions – The Present, Aging, Life Lessons, and Legacies; The Legacy Project.  https://www.legacyproject.org/guides/lifeintquestions.html

• Owners/operators

• Facility management

• Residents

• Family

https://www.legacyproject.org/guides/lifeintquestions.html


Mitigation techniques: What can you do?
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• Stage social engagement activities to involve residents in “befriending” 

• Activities that involve cooperation and support among participants

• Get to know residents’ likes/dislikes, personal and family histories* 

• Mentoring programs / volunteerism

• Call/Video schedules - visitation

• Family

• Care givers

• Students/other volunteers

• Social media

• Education / cognitive engagement

• Learn new skills

• Painting

• Puzzles

• Gaming

• Video

• Poker, Bridge, Other card games

• Pool

• Bingo

• Animal therapy

Life Interview Questions – The Present, Aging, Life Lessons and Legacies - https://legacyproject.org/guides/lifeintquestions.pdf

https://legacyproject.org/guides/lifeintquestions.pdf


Mitigation techniques: What can you do?
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• Support groups

• Situational (grieving, medical condition, 
etc.)

• Cognitive wellbeing (suicide prevention)

• Social activities

• Group trips to:

• Sporting events

• Cultural events (theater, concert, ethnic 
festival, county fair, etc.)

• Parties

• Church community events

• Local community involvement

• Establish a buddy system

• Music / dancing

• General Store and Gift Shop

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. (2015). Promoting Emotional Health and Preventing Suicide: A Toolkit for Senior Centers. HHS Publication No. SMA-15-4416. Rockville, MD: Center for 
Mental Health Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2015. https://store.samhsa.gov/product/Promoting-Emotional-Health-and-Preventing-Suicide/SMA10-4515

https://store.samhsa.gov/product/Promoting-Emotional-Health-and-Preventing-Suicide/SMA10-4515


What can you do during a pandemic?
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• Drive-by parades

• Traveling refreshment cart

• Meet at the doorways

• Pizza tasting and scoring



Mitigation techniques: What can you do?
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• New poll of seniors Jan. 2021 from advertising agency - Craft & Communicate

• What seniors are looking for in a retirement community:

• Physical exercise and engagement:

• Pools (indoor, outdoor, hot-tubs)

• Outdoor trails

• Exercise room

• Small gardens 

• Dance hall

• Mental engagement

• Movie theater

• Audio book library

• Tech center with staff to provide training and support

• Social eating choices

• Restaurant

• Deli

• Pub

• Animal Support

Craft & Communicate, What Seniors Wish Operators Knew About Building New Communities, Jan. 5, 2021, https://craftandcommunicate.com/what-seniors-wish-senior-living-operators-knew/

https://craftandcommunicate.com/what-seniors-wish-senior-living-operators-knew/


Always think quality
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• Evaluate interventions at regular intervals

• Re-plan as applicable

• New activities/learning keeps people engaged



Resources
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• Feifei Bu, Jessica Abell, Paola Zaninotto & Daisy Fancourt, A longitudinal analysis of 
loneliness, social isolation and falls amongst older people in England, 
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-77104-z

• National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2020. Social Isolation and 
Loneliness in Older Adults: Opportunities for the Health Care System. Washington, DC: The 
National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25663

• National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. 2020. Social Isolation and 
Loneliness in Older Adults: Opportunities for the Health Care System. Washington, DC: The 
National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/25663.

• SAMHSA—Get Connected: Linking Older Adults with Resources on Medication, Alcohol, 
and Mental Health. HHS Pub. No. (SMA) 03-3824. Rockville, MD: Center for Substance 
Abuse Prevention, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2019. 
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/sma03-3824_2.pdf

• Campaign To End Loneliness: Connections In Older Age, Measuring Your Impact On 
Loneliness  In Later Life, last accessed 12/31/2020, 
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Loneliness-Measurement-
Guidance1-1.pdf

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-77104-z
https://doi.org/10.17226/25663
https://doi.org/10.17226/25663
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/sma03-3824_2.pdf
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Loneliness-Measurement-Guidance1-1.pdf


Resources – cont.
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• Life Interview Questions – The Present, Aging, Life Lessons and Legacies -
https://legacyproject.org/guides/lifeintquestions.pdf

• Nursing Times, Assessment of older people 5: assessing the social domain, 12 August 2019, 
https://www.nursingtimes.net/roles/older-people-nurses-roles/assessment-of-older-people-5-
assessing-the-social-domain-12-08-2019/

• Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. (2015). Promoting Emotional 
Health and Preventing Suicide: A Toolkit for Senior Centers. HHS Publication No. SMA-15-4416. 
Rockville, MD: Center for Mental Health Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration, 2015. https://store.samhsa.gov/product/Promoting-Emotional-Health-and-
Preventing-Suicide/SMA10-4515

• Age Friendly Health Systems - http://www.ihi.org/Engage/Initiatives/Age-Friendly-Health-
Systems/Pages/default.aspx

• Craft & Communicate, What Seniors Wish Operators Knew About Building New Communities, 
Jan. 5, 2021, https://craftandcommunicate.com/what-seniors-wish-senior-living-operators-knew/

• Social Isolation—the Other COVID-19 Threat in Nursing Homes, Jennifer Abbasi, JAMA. 
2020;324(7):619-620, https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2768640

• Resident Engagement and Socialization During COVID-19, Argentum, Feb. 2021, 
https://www.argentum.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Resident-Engagement-and-
Socialization-During-COVID-19-Final.pdf

https://legacyproject.org/guides/lifeintquestions.pdf
https://www.nursingtimes.net/roles/older-people-nurses-roles/assessment-of-older-people-5-assessing-the-social-domain-12-08-2019/
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/Promoting-Emotional-Health-and-Preventing-Suicide/SMA10-4515
http://www.ihi.org/Engage/Initiatives/Age-Friendly-Health-Systems/Pages/default.aspx
https://craftandcommunicate.com/what-seniors-wish-senior-living-operators-knew/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2768640
https://www.argentum.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Resident-Engagement-and-Socialization-During-COVID-19-Final.pdf


Resources
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• Trends in Suicide during COVID-19 Pandemic, BMJ 2020; 371; Published November 12, 
2020; BMJ 2020;371:m4352. https://bmj.com/coronavirus/usage

• COVID’s Heavy Toll: Depression, Suicides, Opioid Overdoses Increase in Pandemic Era, 
Crain’s Detroit Business, October 4, 2020, Jay Greene. 
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/health-care/covids-heavy-toll-depression-suicides-opioid-
overdoses-increase-pandemic-era

• Suicide Facts and Figures: United States 2020, American Foundation for Suicide 
Prevention; https://chapterland.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/13/2017/11/US_FactsFigures_Flyer.pdf

• Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Simply Psychology. 
https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html#gsc.tab=0

• Carl Rogers, Simply Psychology. https://www.simplypsychology.org/carl-rogers.html

• The Human Becoming Theory - Rosemarie Parse, Peace in Home Health. 
https://www.peaceinhomehealthcare.com/dementia-and-older-adults-3/

https://bmj.com/coronavirus/usage
https://www.crainsdetroit.com/health-care/covids-heavy-toll-depression-suicides-opioid-overdoses-increase-pandemic-era
https://chapterland.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/13/2017/11/US_FactsFigures_Flyer.pdf
https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html#gsc.tab=0
https://www.simplypsychology.org/carl-rogers.html
https://www.peaceinhomehealthcare.com/dementia-and-older-adults-3/


Disclaimer
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• The information contained herein and presented by the speaker is based on sources 
believed to be accurate at the time they were referenced. The speaker has made a 
reasonable effort to ensure the accuracy of the information presented; however, no warranty 
or representation is made as to such accuracy. The speaker is not engaged in rendering 
legal or other professional services. The information contained herein does not constitute 
legal or medical advice and should not be construed as rules or establishing a standard of 
care. Because the facts applicable to your situation may vary, or the laws applicable in your 
jurisdiction may differ, if legal advice or other expert legal assistance is required, the 
services of an attorney or other competent legal professional should be sought. 


