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Each day, primary care physicians see many lonely elderly people with multiple complaints, who sometimes can be la-
belled “over-demanding” or even “abusing health services”; in fact, this phenomenon results from general deficiencies and insuf-
ficiency in social support. A literature review has been carried out in order to identify the characteristics of loneliness in people aged 
sixty years and older, and its health-related consequences. Loneliness causes sensory deprivation and emotional starvation, which 
translate into a subjective feeling of discomfort and distress, as well as into objective behavioral changes. Loneliness is a prognostic 
factor for worsened health and cognitive status in the elderly. The limited ability of elderly people to take care of themselves as a result 
of deterioration in health does not itself lead to loneliness and abandonment if the social support system is not deficient. Paradoxi-
cally, policies intended to protect the elderly often result in negative phenomena, such as actual discrimination justified on the basis of 
paternalistic and generalizing assumptions. Loneliness among elderly people is becoming a serious public health problem in modern 
atomized, ageing societies. This thus demands urgent action from the Polish state, aimed at providing the elderly with organized social 
support in order to adequately protect their health and well-being. currently, different levels of the health system, including primary 
care physicians, are forced to deal with the increasing fallout of loneliness, which presents in the form of physical and mental illnesses, 
as well as psychosomatic ailments.
Key words: health services for the aged, disabled persons, loneliness, health care economics and organizations, health equity, right to 
health. 
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Background

Developed countries, including Poland, suffer from the age-
ing of society [1]. The ability to perform everyday activities de-
teriorates with age [2], especially when there are comorbidities 
[3]. The stress of being unable to adjust to the pressure and de-
mands of the rapidly changing modern world without adequate 
social support can result in multiple health hazards, especially 
in older people; these range from apathy through addictions 
and various other self-harm activities to suicide; indeed, highly 
demonstrative suicide through hanging [4] was aggravated by 
the coVID-19 pandemic [5]. on the contrary, morbid thoughts 
and suicidal ideation are less common among older people who 
are visited by friends several times a month and who partici-
pate in clubs, public meetings, and other social gatherings, and 
who visit friends several times a year [6]. Each day, primary care 
physicians see many lonely elderly people with multiple com-
plaints, who sometimes can be labelled “over-demanding” or 
even “abusing health services”; in fact, this phenomenon results 
from a general deficiencies and insufficiency in social support.

Material and methods
A literature review has been carried out in order to identify 

the characteristics of loneliness in people aged sixty years and 
older, its health-related consequences, and available methods 
of dealing with them.

Results

Loneliness causes sensory deprivation and emotional star-
vation [7], which translate into a subjective feeling of discomfort 
and distress, as well as into objective behavioral changes, such 
as modified indoor and outdoor mobility [8]. The intensity of 
loneliness can be objectively measured and compared across 
individuals using objective tools, such as the university of cali-
fornia Los Angeles Loneliness Scale (uLS-8) [9]. Although lone-
liness is steeply increasing among young people [10], it most 
common problem among the elderly, where it affects about one 
in three [11] – particularly females, widows, and divorcees who 
now live alone and did not establish friendships earlier in life, as 
well as people discriminated against because of a health condi-
tion that is visible or known to their environment [12]. having 
offspring has a protective effect against loneliness, and the neg-
ative effects among the widowed tend to decrease with years of 
widowhood [11]. Lonely old people are deprived of the proven 
benefits of intergenerational face-to-face contact, with human 
physical and mental health, social skills, and relationships [13]. 
Though often advised, adopting a pet to fight loneliness and 
avoid depression has not been definitely proven to be effective 
[14]. over the last few decades, increasing urbanization and the 
migrations of the young workforce exacerbates the burdens of 
loneliness, depression and anxiety among elderly people, es-
pecially those who are left to live alone in scarcely populated 



A. Susło et al. • Loneliness among elderly people as a public health threat
Fa

m
ily

 M
ed

ic
in

e 
&

 P
rim

ar
y 

Ca
re

 R
ev

ie
w

 2
02

3;
 2

5(
1)

108

rural areas [15, 16]. Paradoxically, policies intended to protect 
the elderly often result in negative phenomena, such as actual 
discrimination justified on the basis of paternalistic and gen-
eralizing assumptions that the old people are “vulnerable” or 
not self-reliant, and that any limitations imposed on them are 
always “for their own good” [17]; this is especially true in the 
case of elderly people with intellectual disabilities, the impact of 
which tends to be overblown [18]. Institutionalization of elderly 
people tends to worsen the problem, as it often affects patients 
who end up confined to their rooms, which increases their social 
isolation. This is especially drastic in times when epidemiologi-
cal countermeasures are in place [19, 20], as it deprives people 
of everyday occupations, routines, and desired activities, as well 
as visits from the outside of the institution [21]. 

Loneliness is a prognostic factor for worsened health and 
cognitive status in the elderly [22], which is already impaired 
by the sensory deficits common in old age, especially visual 
impairment [23]. on the other hand, elderly people with poor 
health status are also more likely to suffer from loneliness, and 
any episode of severe illness is likely to exacerbate this; chronic 
diseases do not have such a pronounced effect [24]. The sense 
of loneliness can also lead to a decrease in the quality of life of 
elderly people, especially those who live with three or more dis-
eases [25]. Social isolation and loneliness are considered to be 
the essential triggers of depression in the elderly [17], but other 
mental and physical health disturbances are also significant, es-
pecially among women, who more often live alone due to their 
greater longevity than men [26]. Loneliness-related patholo-
gies tend to intensify each other. Loneliness among the elderly 
is not significantly lessened by smartphone or video calls [11], 
but the Internet can limit social isolation, help form new social 
connections, and possibly also provide social support [27]. The 
perceived loneliness of elderly people who used mobile Inter-
net can be decreased by a third compared to those who do not 
[28]. unfortunately, although the average level of digital literacy 
among the elderly is still low [29], loneliness increases the risks 
posed by the Internet [7], such as mobile phone addiction, in-
cluding sleep disturbances and depression [30]. Loneliness and 
depression are among the main risks of lower physical activity 
[22], and obesity is a problem among those older people who 
use food as a means of escape from stressful states and situ-
ations [31]. Paradoxically, elderly people who consider them-
selves lonely are also at an increased risk of poor nutritional 
status [32] or even of severe malnutrition [33, 34].

The limited ability of elderly people to take care of them-
selves as a result of deterioration in health does not itself lead 
to loneliness and abandonment if the social support system is 
not deficient [35]. The Polish state is legally bound to establish 
a health and safety-oriented environment and to at least par-
ticipate in covering the costs its functioning [36]. It is impos-
sible for the complicated set of structures and procedures that 
make up the modern health and safety systems environment 
to function properly without state-regulated electronic infor-
mation systems that contain sensitive data, and which thus 
require strong security measures [37]. healthcare costs in gen-
eral continue to rise worldwide, but the cost of treating older 
patients, especially in hospitals, are rising disproportionately 
rapidly [38]. unfortunately the health promotion and disease 
prevention activities of public health, including vaccinations, 
are not always easily accepted in societies, even though they 
significantly limit the health risks and the costs resulting from 
them – especially in old people [39], but also among the health-
care workers who take care of them [40]. It is however possible 
to lessen these negative results, at least to a limited extent, 
through actions aimed directly at the most cooperative parts of 
the society. These actions are crucial for the health and safety 
of elderly people and for delivering healthcare services to them 
affordably [41], minimizing the risk of critical staff shortages 
[40]. Loneliness among the elderly has been identified as one of 

the main factors behind the increased consumption of health-
care services, which can jeopardize the tight budgets of states 
that have to deal with an ageing society [42]. Loneliness among 
older patients is associated with greater odds of both physician 
visits and hospitalization [43]. Practically all elderly people in 
Poland consume at least one drug each day, and 40% consume 
more than three drugs daily; the most commonly used are anti-
hypertensive drugs and painkillers; these latter are more likely 
consumed by elderly people who suffer from loneliness, often 
due to self-medication [44]. Polypharmacy, defined as the regu-
lar use of five or more drugs, is a common problem, and lonely 
elderly people are also more likely than other patient groups to 
fail to adhere to pharmacotherapeutic regimens [45].

Effective social support can improve the physical and mental 
health in elderly people suffering from loneliness, and can lessen 
the negative effects of perceived stress [23]. The positive effects 
of intergenerational bonds and emotional support for the well-
being of the elderly is well documented, and thus it is necessary 
that the state introduce regulations to enable, strengthen, and 
reviving such bonds throughout society [46]. Senior cohousing 
communities, where the elderly live in their own apartments 
but participate together in activities and support each other, 
alleviate loneliness, but only to a limited degree [47]. one sys-
temic attempt to address this is day care centers that help com-
munity dwelling elderly people to avoid loneliness by provid-
ing holistic care while at the same time reducing the burden of 
regular caregivers [48]. Another such effort involves specialized 
elderly-care nurses, whose role is to provide holistic nursing 
care to the elderly in various settings – including home care ser-
vices, aged care residences, nursing homes and hospitals, and 
also to advocate in local communities for the introduction of 
healthy ageing patterns and acceptation of respective sociocul-
tural paradigms, leading to a change that enables improved care 
of the elderly though local support resulting from an increase in 
community bonds, including personal friendships and spiritual 
or religious groups involvement [49]. nurses in primary health-
care are among the most appropriate agents for conducting and 
coordinating holistic interventions themselves or for mentoring 
other agents with lower technical and relational competence. 
These can help to empower elderly patients who willingly live 
in the community, limiting loneliness; this contrasts with more 
typical forms of support that merely extend to keeping company 
or helping with household chores, which are known to be less 
effective [50]. Taking into account the already limited staff num-
bers in healthcare systems, much hope is raised by emerging 
technology-based approaches, including information communi-
cation technology (IcT) [51, 52], especially in dealing with the 
problem of loneliness among single-person elderly households. 
These include artificial intelligence (AI) speaker systems, which 
are seeing increasing acceptance with recent improvements 
[53]. Promising results have also been reported on the use of 
robots and virtual reality in creating, maintaining and strength-
ening social relationships for elderly people in hospitals [54, 55].

Conclusions

Loneliness among elderly people is becoming a serious pub-
lic health problem in modern atomized, ageing societies. This 
thus demands urgent action from the Polish state, aimed at 
providing the elderly with organized social support in order to 
adequately protect their health and wellbeing. currently, differ-
ent levels of the health system, including primary care physi-
cians, are forced to deal with the increasing fallout of loneliness, 
which presents in the form of physical and mental illnesses, as 
well as psychosomatic ailments.
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