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Elder Loneliness & Isolation:
Fact, Fiction or Epidemic?

By: Georgia Afton, MFA, Community Outreach 

Director, Little Brothers - Friends of the Elderly

Handouts: 

mngero.org

Type your 

questions during 

the webinar

FREE WEBINAR

December 17, 2020

12:00 – 1:00 pm

Webinar Sponsors

➢ Friendship versus isolation. Friendship versus COVID-19

Presentation Overview 

➢ The loneliness/isolation spiral and the circle of loss  Isolation

➢ Call to action: Heart work 

➢ Bonus slides

➢ Presentation sources and contact information

➢ Thank you for being a friend

➢ Measurement and assessment

➢ Risk factors

➢ Elder loneliness and isolation busters

➢ From the experts … Testimonials from older adults

➢ The upward spiral out of loneliness

Presentation Objectives
➢ To explore and define loneliness and isolation and their impact on older adult health and well-being 

➢ To examine how we can identify loneliness and isolation among older adults

➢ To incorporate studies that illustrate the significant role loneliness and isolation 

play in the quality of older adult life and to offer assessment tools

➢ To reflect on friendship as an antidote to loneliness

➢ To energize your socks off and send you home happy!

➢ To invite curiosity about the importance of positive psychology and its capacity to equip older adults with 

self-agency over loneliness and isolation
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Just out of Curiosity …

How do those you serve prefer to be called?

1. Older adults

2. Elderly

3. Elders

4. Seniors

5. Other

FRIEND?

Just out of Curiosity …

you know (including yourself) want to be called …
How many people you serve, how many people 
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Fact, Fiction or Epidemic?

FRIENDSHIP
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In a Time of COVID-19,
what can friendship look like? 

Lasting Friendships at Your Fingertips

Refer lonely people 65+ to pair 

with Volunteer Phone Companions:

Online referral form

Call 612-746-0737

E-mail phonecompanions@littlebrothersmn.org

Welcoming volunteers age 18 – 100+

Currently in test phase of a pilot program

for a volunteer-operated inbound drop-in 

chat line for older adults. Coffer Talk offers 

people an opportunity to connect 1:1 

for friendly chats without committing to

a longer-term relationship.

No referral necessary. 

Introducing…
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https://www.littlebrothersmn.org/phone-companions-call-receiver-application-form/
mailto:phonecompanions@littlebrothersmn.org
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why?
No Man is an Island, 

Entire of Itself…. 
John Donne

We are social beings …
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social isolation, the total, or near total, lack of connection 

with community.

Loneliness is the perceived feeling of alienation that 

shows up as social hurt that either motivates us to seek 

connection, or engenders a sense of being unwanted that 

causes us to withdraw and fall into…

Decline in social 

connections as we age 

means loneliness can 

be hardest to overcome 

later in life.

Anxious

Hopeless

Bored 

Abandoned 

Misunderstood

Afraid

Inconsequential

Helpless

Empty

Tired

Loneliness takes hold 
when the family and 
friendship ties we have 
don’t match our social 
reality.
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Dh

1.Personal   

circumstances, 

a precipitating 

event, or both

2.  Negative 

thoughts and 

feelings

Influence 

behavior and 

leads to 

withdrawal 

3.

Further 

withdrawal
5. 6. Increased 

severity of 

loneliness

Downward Spiral 
of Loneliness

4.   Less activity 

and more negative 

thoughts heading 

to despair

S o c i a l T i e s
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ISOLATION 

exacerbation

in physical

decline

Disconnection

from

environment
diminishment of 

hopes &

dreams

waning of 
self-

agency

withdrawal from 
relationships/ 
meaningful 
community 

engagement

Leads to a Circle of Loss  
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A. SOLITUDE
(being alone without feeling lonely)

Which of these states of being  
do you most frequently see 
among those you serve?

D. CONNECTION

B. LONELINESS

C. ISOLATION

Is measurable in terms of factors such as:

Social Isolation …

➢ access to community

➢ personal mobility

➢ the size of one’s social network

➢ availability of transportation
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Loneliness Tools Measurement Guidance

A The Campaign to End Loneliness Measurement Tool – 3 questions

B The De Jong Gierveld Loneliness Scale – 6 questions

C The UCLA Loneliness Scale – 3 questions

D The AARP Foundation Connect 2 Affect - How Connected Are You?

– 11questions

Loneliness and Social 

Isolation Assessment Tools…

Loneliness Risk Factors 

1. Living alone or living in a rural location

4. Caregiving to a loved one with a severe chronic illness or disability

6. Experiencing a major life transition (i.e. loss of a partner/spouse, friends, 

family, employment, resources)

3. Psychological or cognitive vulnerabilities (depression, low self esteem, 

compromised self-efficacy, dementia, addiction)

2. Other-iz-ation (i.e. systemic racism, belonging to an ethnic minority, the LGBTQIAP 

community or other culturally marginalized groups of human beings)

5. Reduced physical mobility, eyesight and or hearing loss 

19
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https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Loneliness-Measurement-Guidance1.pdf
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Loneliness-Measurement-Guidance1.pdf
https://connectingedmontonseniors.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/dejong_gierveld_loneliness_scale.pdf
https://fetzer.org/sites/default/files/images/stories/pdf/selfmeasures/Self_Measures_for_Loneliness_and_Interpersonal_Problems_UCLA_LONELINESS.pdf
https://my.connect2affect.org/?_ga=2.60181293.1208422039.1607985100-675618583.1607985100
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7. Socio-economic disparity; inadequate access to healthcare

8. Having a small social network and/or inadequate support

9. Not speaking the dominant language and/or having limited access to 

people who speak your native tongue; lack of translation services

10. Retirement of driver’s license/inadequate transportation access

11. Living in a culture with a liability/loss-focused attitude toward aging rather than a 

gain/asset mindset 

Loneliness Risk Factors 

The Impact of Elder Isolation Fact or Fiction Quiz

Psychology Today reports that 26% of adults face increased risk 
of early death due to subjective feelings of loneliness 

True OR  False

Lonely people have a 32% increased risk of developing dementia 

True OR False

According to the AARP Public Policy Institute, Medicare currently 
spends $2.7 Billion a year to treat isolated elder citizens 

True OR  False
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When Does Loneliness Risk Becoming Isolation? 

- societal stereotypes ridiculing and synonymizing growing

older with loneliness are not fake news

Finding the inner agency to paddle upstream against such beliefs and turn 

the loneliness tide is challenging but …

If one views it through a lens that 

perpetuates beliefs such as:

- I have no purpose; no one needs me or wants me

- I deserve to be lonely; it’s my own fault

- I can’t share my feelings of loneliness with anyone

- loneliness is just an innate part of who I am

- loneliness is a forgone conclusion as I age; all my best years are behind me

Elder 
Lone  liness

&
Isolation

23

24



12/16/2020

13

If we are to

➢ understand loneliness 

➢ challenge its stigma

➢ and relieve its pain  

we must not overlook the psychological and emotional 
forces at play while focused on the socio-economic 
and socio-structural influences that also impact 
loneliness.

Growing Older Does Not have to Equal Growing 

Lonelier. So, Where Might We Start? 

Population-wide awareness building on ways to 
reduce loneliness and promote emotional 

well-being in later life

Elder-service-sector-wide knowledge and 
incorporation of emotional and psychological 

loneliness relief tools into services for 
older people

1:1 kindness and attentive care 

for older people with chronic loneliness 

delivered by peers, staff, practitioners, 

trained peers 

and trained volunteers 

It’s Going to Take the Whole Community

corelates to the 

severity of loneliness

Intensity of the

support needed

FRIENDS!

FRIENDS!

FRIENDS!
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So, if we all have a part 
to play?

What’s yours?

NO
What’s ours?

Fostering Anti-Loneliness Environments …
Something We Can All Contribute To

Adopt the PERMA framework at all levels in your support of older adults. 

In your strategic and program planning and execution create space for

Positive emotions 

Engagement in satisfying tasks

Relationships – communicating positively with other people 

Meaning and sense of purpose in life 

Achievement – setting and attaining meaningful goals in life
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Steps Toward Building 

Loneliness Resilience 

Connect

Be Active

Take notice

Keep learning

Give to others

Practice gratitude

Confident

Hopeful

Involved 

Connected 

Understood

Brave

Valued

Powerful

Complete

Alive

Enough

What is she

feeling now?

Take it from the Experts …
Testimonials from Older Adults

“I just keep my husband’s photo there, and every morning I ask him, I’m 
going to do that, do you agree with me, I myself decide what to do, but 
actually he helps me.”

“We can say to one another, ‘I had a bad day yesterday.”

“If you’ve got a purpose, it will keep you going, knitting something for 
somebody, that’s purpose and it helps.” 

“I do a few exercises, shower, and I walk to get the paper, and I feel fine, 
you know? But I think if I got up and didn’t, I wouldn’t.”
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More positive 

thoughts and 

feelings leading to 

changes in behavior 

related to 

engagement with 

people and/or place

5.

Knowing that these patterns 

can be changed. Challenging 

negative automatic 

thoughts and feelings by 

practicing psychological 

techniques that help to 

reframe them

3. 4.
Experiencing a 

shift in thoughts 

and feelings and 

a belief of 

positive change

Awareness that thoughts 

and feelings related to 

loneliness influence 

behavior

1.
Recognizing that 

unchallenged negative 

thoughts and feelings 

have led to patterns of 

behavior that have 

become hard to shift

Upward Spiral 
out of Loneliness

6. Increased activity 

and engagement 

reducing loneliness 

severity

2.

Call to Action
… (aka Heart-work)
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Bonus Slides

Slides 39 – 42

AARP Isolation Assessment 
How Connected Is the Older Adult You Know?

Slides 43 – 45

Causes of isolation are cumulative -

Solutions depend on relationship-building 

Initiatives

for Being a Friend
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Q

Q & A

Georgia Afton
Community Outreach Director
Little Brothers – Friends of the Elderly
gafton@littlebrothersmn.org

Q

Questions or Comments:
Contact: info@mngero.org

SAVE THE DATE: MGS 2021 Virtual Annual Conference
AGING IN MINNESOTA: Forging a New Narrative
April 29-30

Next Webinar:  January 12, noon
Effective Communication Strategies:

Decoding and Responding to Verbal and Behavioral Messages

By: Betsy Benz, Volunteer Community Educator, Alzheimer’s Association
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Links to Sources and Resources 

Campaign to End Loneliness – Connection in Older Age

The Psychology of Loneliness

Little Brothers – Friends of the Elderly 

Elder Friend Phone Companions

AARP Connect-2-Affect

Looking Out for Loneliness Video

Be More Us Home Page

Framework for Isolation in Adults over 50

Senior Linkage Line

Optimal Aging Portal (Canada)

Cigna: U.S. Loneliness Index

Loneliness measurement assessments:

AARP’s How Connected Are You? 

DeJong Gierveld Loneliness Scale 

UCLA Loneliness Scale

Loneliness Measurement Guidance A Comparison between 3 Popular Scales 

AARP Isolation Assessment 
How Connected Is the Older Adult You Know?
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https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Psychology_of_Loneliness_FINAL_REPORT.pdf
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Psychology_of_Loneliness_FINAL_REPORT.pdf
https://www.littlebrothersmn.org/
https://www.littlebrothersmn.org/phone-companions/
https://connect2affect.org
https://bemoreus.org.uk/looking-out-for-loneliness/
https://bemoreus.org.uk/looking-out-for-loneliness/
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/aarp_foundation/2012_PDFs/AARP-Foundation-Isolation-Framework-Report.pdf
https://www.mcmasteroptimalaging.org/blog/detail/professionals-blog/2016/04/08/loneliness-and-social-isolation-are-important-health-risks-in-the-elderly
https://www.multivu.com/players/English/8294451-cigna-us-loneliness-survey/docs/IndexReport_1524069371598-173525450.pdf
https://my.connect2affect.org/?_ga=2.60181293.1208422039.1607985100-675618583.1607985100
https://connectingedmontonseniors.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/dejong_gierveld_loneliness_scale.pdf
https://fetzer.org/sites/default/files/images/stories/pdf/selfmeasures/Self_Measures_for_Loneliness_and_Interpersonal_Problems_UCLA_LONELINESS.pdf
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/wp-content/uploads/Loneliness-Measurement-Guidance1.pdf
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AARP Isolation Assessment 
How Connected Is the Older Adult You Know?

Isolation Assessment 
How Connected Is the Older Adult You Know?
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AARP Isolation Assessment 
How Connected Is the Older Adult You Know?

Solutions depend on 
relationship-building 
Initiatives (which COVID limits) 

Causes of 
isolation are 
cumulative
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Solutions depend on 
relationship-building 
initiatives

Causes of 
isolation are 
cumulative

Solutions depend on 
relationship-building 
initiatives

Causes of 
isolation are 
cumulative
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