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Social isolation is the objective physical separation from other people (living alone). Loneliness is the 
subjective distressed feeling of being alone or separated. It’s possible for a person to feel lonely 
while among other people, and a person can be alone yet not feel lonely. (1) 

 

Statistics (2) 

 In a 2012 health report, 24% of older adults aged 65 or older reported that they would have liked 
to have participated in more social activities in the past year. 

 In a 2008/09 Canadian Community Health Survey, 19% of those aged 65 or older felt a lack of 
companionship, left out, or isolated from others. 

 Social isolation is a concern because of the negative impact on individuals and their families.  
Research has found that social isolation and exclusion are associated with (3): 

o Increased chance of premature death, 
o Lower general well-being, 
o Depression, 
o Disability from chronic diseases, 
o Poor mental health, 
o Increased use of health and support services, 
o Reduced quality of life, 
o Caregiver burden, 
o Poor general health and 
o Inability to participate and contribute to their communities. 

 

Causes (3) 

Older adults are vulnerable to social isolation if they: 

 Have limited assistance with routine activities such as meal preparation, shopping and 
transportation, 

 Have low emotional support, 

 Have low support with routine activities, 

 Have reduced physical leisure activities and/or 

 Live alone. 

 
They may be excluded socially in their: 

 Interaction with family and friends, 

 Involvement in community and volunteer activities and/or 

 Feelings of discomfort in their own neighbourhood. 
 
Older adults most likely to experience the most social exclusion: 

 Are older, 

 Are living in urban areas, 

 Have no partner, 

 Have activity limitations due to health, 

 Were born outside of Canada and/or 

 Have lower levels of education. 
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Risk Factors (3) 

 Aging, poor health and disabilities 

 Loss of a spouse or living alone 

 Reduced social networks 

 Place of residence or transportation issues 

 Poverty 

 Low self-esteem 

 Gender 
 

Preventative or Protective Factors (3) 

Protective factors can be defined as traits, situations or circumstances that contribute to social 
integration. These can include: 

 Being in good health, 

 Having adequate income and housing, 

 Residing in a neighbourhood where one feels safe, 

 Communication skills and resources to find and obtain needed services, 

 Satisfying personal relationships, 

 Having a social support network, 

 Feeling connected to and valued by others, 

 Having access to health services, 

 Experiencing meaningful roles in society, 

 Having secure housing, 

 Having access to transportation and 

 Having higher levels of education and social support. 
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