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Introduction: This article provides an analysis of recent loneliness policy and political discourses from the United Kingdom pertaining to older adults. Although government asserts that several groups in society are “at risk” of loneliness, older adults remain the most frequent targets of policy interventions. Technology is positioned as playing a role in the causation and alleviation of loneliness. Little research has examined loneliness in political discourses.



Methods: With a focus on how loneliness intersects with themes of technology and aging, this article presents an analysis of discourses guided by Bacchi's What is the Problem Represented to Be (WPR) framework. It endeavors to answer the following questions: What is the problem of loneliness among older adults represented to be, and what is the role of technology in this context – problem or solution?



Results: In the discourses, assertions are made that issues of loneliness, societal change and digital exclusion are intertwined. Lonely older adults are problematized as hard to find and thus connect with interventions, warranting surveillance measures like loneliness heatmaps. Technological interventions to assist older adults in maintaining independence and connections to social networks are often proposed as solutions. The findings indicate dominant discourses position older adults primarily as subjects in need of care and as non-users of technology. Technology is positioned as a cost-effective tool to fill gaps in an overburdened and under-funded social care system that compounds issues of loneliness.



Discussion: The author argues the neoliberal and stigmatizing undertones within the corpus may undermine efforts to combat loneliness. Further, austerity is silent in the dominant problematizations of loneliness, foreclosing upon alternatives that problematize loneliness as resulting from neoliberal policies that continue to dismantle public infrastructure and social care.
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Introduction

In recent years, several countries have enacted policies on loneliness reduction and prevention (1–4). Among the first and most proactive is the UK, where the devolved governments have developed targeted loneliness strategies and conducted extensive follow up in the years that followed (5). Findings from the present study reveal that in these policies, assertions are often made that issues of loneliness and digital exclusion are intertwined, with technology positioned as playing a role in the causation and alleviation of loneliness. Technologies that assist older adults in maintaining independence and connections to their social networks are frequently included among policy solutions. Previously, loneliness has been primarily approached as a problem for older adults in UK policy (6). Although the authors of most policies assert that various groups in society are “at risk” of loneliness, some continue to focus predominantly on older adults (7–9).

This article presents an analysis of discourses guided by the thinking of Carol Bacchi. Bacchi argues that problems do not exist independent of the policymaking process itself, but are, rather, “constituted” through policymaking (10). Examining solutions proposed within policy, Bacchi argues, can grant insight into implicit political problematizations, of which policymakers themselves may be unaware (11). Bacchi encourages researchers to seek out alternative discourses and consider how other discursive formations could produce very different solutions (and, theoretically, quite different problems). This article examines loneliness policy and political speech as it pertains to older adults and their (non)use of technology. In doing so, it endeavors to answer the following question: What is the problem of loneliness among older adults represented to be, and what is the role of technology in this context–problem or solution?



Background

The UK is well-known for its work dedicated to loneliness reduction. This is due, in part, to the government's creation of a Minister of Loneliness in 2018, a move which drew international media attention (12). Since the final report of the Jo Cox Commission on Loneliness in 2017, three of the UK's devolved governments (England, Scotland and Wales) and several municipalities have released loneliness-reduction strategies. Most strategies focus on two primary demographics due to their propensity towards higher reported levels of loneliness: the young and the old (13).

Although loneliness is a minority experience among older adults (14, 15), media representations in Western societies often present loneliness as a common and inevitable part of the aging process (16, 17). Research can add to this misconception (14). For example, in 1948, the earliest large-scale study of older people in the UK stated, “A distressing feature of old age is loneliness. All who have done welfare work among the old have found it the most common, if at the same time the most imponderable, of the ills from which the aged suffer, and its frequency was amply confirmed by our study” [Sheldon in (18)]. The NHS has perpetuated this discourse (15). These discourses have impacted policymaking. Thus, loneliness has traditionally been constructed in policy as an issue affecting older adults (6).

Most research on loneliness among older adults has stemmed from the fields of psychology and medicine. It has consequently focused on risk groups and health problems that are claimed to arise due to loneliness (19). Victor, Scambler and Bond argue the pathologizing of loneliness has led to a predominant focus on negative rather than positive sides of aging in research (14). Others have cautioned that pathologizing loneliness can limit what we can conceive of doing about the cultural, social, and structural dimensions at play (20, 21). This focus has had clear influences on policymaking, which increasingly understands loneliness as a public health issue, drawing talking points about the urgency of the situation from epidemiological studies (Sandset, Jentoft and Haldar, in press).

Several reviews of research on loneliness interventions have been performed. Hagan and colleagues found most studies to be of poor quality (22). They found the most successful of the 17 interventions under review to be those including technological interventions (22). A review of reviews found that poor description of the interventions, theoretical frameworks and target groups made comparing studies and drawing conclusions difficult (23). Findings on the impact of social media on loneliness in older adults are mixed (24). Some researchers have argued that the tendency to define loneliness as a problem of deficient social networks individualizes the problem (and interventions), ignoring broader social contexts (14, 20, 25). While psychological interventions have shown promise, Hagan asserts these interventions neglect other issues older people face, such as transitions to care housing, losing a spouse, or declining health (15). He argues, due to the stigma associated with loneliness, interventions that target it directly may be avoided by the target group (15).

Older adults' non-use of various technologies, especially the internet, is often described as a “gray digital divide”. Because of this perceived rift in online engagement and its proposed impact on loneliness, digital skills training is commonly suggested as an intervention for lonely older people (22, 24). A review by Dickinson and Gregor showed several studies had difficulty determining if the communication technologies or face-to-face training component reduced loneliness in older study participants (26). It has also been suggested that young people, assumed to be strong users of technology, should be trained to teach older adults. Researchers have found young people may not always be optimal instructors, as they may explain processes too quickly without providing opportunities for experimentation and repetition (27–29). Studies reveal tech-savvy older adults may represent a better match for instructing older adults (28–30). This may be because, as older adults themselves, they have a shared “lifeworld”, having grown up without these technologies. They are thus able to empathize with and recognize the challenges older adults face when accessing technology (28, 29). Geertz and colleagues suggest a need for a unified approach of help from family paired with professional skills training (28).

Although a lack of access or skills may act as deterrents, some researchers have found beliefs and attitudes about social media to play a role in non-use. These include lack of interest, beliefs that social media provides only superficial connections, disdain for the type of content found on social media and privacy concerns (24, 31). Web design may also not cater to the needs of older adults (31).

Research with avid older users of social media has found that a primary motivation was keeping up with established friends and family (24, 31). Olsson and Viscovi found the small group of adept internet users from their national sample tended to be younger members of older adult cohorts, highly educated, and “economically advantaged” compared to non-users (32). They maintain policymakers must consider how increased digitalization impacts those who do not fall into this “privileged” group (32).

An individual's self-efficacy, or the belief that one can master a skill, has also been found to play a role in tech adoption (30, 32, 33). Some older adults may feel more comfortable using the telephone to mitigate loneliness (34). Technological interventions can also have unintended consequences. These can include bringing limitations due to frailty into the foreground, disappointment when communication is of a lesser quantity or quality than expected, or the inadvertent creation of family tensions (35).

The belief that older adults lag in tech adoption is not necessarily accurate. In some cases, older adults have acted as early adopters (28, 36). However, those who adopt technology are often treated in public discourse as exceptional cases who follow youth trends, rather than as contributors to tech trends in their own right (37). An analysis of the discourses in research on game development for older adults found games created for this audience tend to serve instrumental purposes (for example, maintaining physical coordination, as socialization stimulus or for brain training) rather than existing for the sheer joy of leisure (38).

Attitudes and beliefs among older adults can also impact willingness to accept assistive devices. Some may refuse assistive and care technologies designed for older adults because they are stigmatizing (39–41) or do not meet their actual needs or desires (39–43). Some may refuse such supports if they fear they will reduce the personal help they receive at home. Others may wish to maintain an “undisturbed” environment, or be resistant to change (39). Greenhalgh and colleagues discovered that successful implementations of technology often involved some form of “bricolage”, or creative modification which standardized assistive technologies do not always facilitate. This adaption often requires help from the user's social network, something that some older adults may lack (43).

Across Europe, how aging is problematized has changed dramatically throughout the years (44). Anxieties about increases in the older demographic due to the post-war baby boom and medical/societal advancements, have long been expressed in Western governance, often in negative terms. Frequently envisioned as a “silver wave”, this discourse signifies an approaching tsunami of older people for whom the logistics of care will fail. The underlying assumption is that the dependence of this population on the state will have devastating impacts on society (45, 46). The demographic shift is problematized in the UK against a backdrop of austerity measures which first began over a decade ago. The reforms resulted in dramatic cuts to day programs, libraries, and bus routes integral to the sociality of older people. Christensen and Pilling contend that reductions in social care spending despite projected demographic changes and eligibility restrictions are rarely problematized in UK policymaking (47). Dominant public discourses in the UK hold independence as the moral ideal for a good life in advanced age, whereas dependency is constructed as an “inferior state” (48). Simultaneously, older adults are frequently represented as passive non-actors in public discourse (48, 49).

Concerns about an aging population have fostered an emphasis on active aging as an ideal. Active aging counters negative discourses on aging with (normative) positive portrayals of lifestyles older adults should strive for. The UK policy Opportunity Age, which has a heavy focus on active aging, equates the concept with continuing as economic contributors and maintaining activities, even in the face of declining health (50). Part of this discourse includes the concept of “ageing in place”, which encourages adults to live at home as long as possible (41, 45). Similarly, the “aging and innovation” discourse promotes technological solutions to challenges people face in aging (42). When it comes to telehealth and telecare technologies, a tendency among policymakers is to adopt a “modernist” discourse that sees these technologies as a “rational and cost-effective” solution to the impending “problem” of an aging population (41, 46). This discourse simultaneously evokes utopian visions of a future where older adults are empowered citizens, thriving in their smart homes (46). These technologies are desirable because they allow older people to safely age in place without additional strain on the care system. Neven and Peine argue the aging and innovation discourse acts as a device that legitimizes economic investment in technologies in the name of cost-reduction. Simultaneously, it relies upon a negative view of the demographic shift to succeed (42).

There is evidence that negative discourses about the “impending burden” of an aging society are internalized by older adults, resulting in behaviors that counteract efforts to reduce loneliness. Goll and colleagues found some London-dwelling older adults rejected seeking help for loneliness, fearing it would spoil their identity as an independent member of society. Some failed to apply for social programs because help-seeking was seen as amoral and taking advantage of others' kindness (34). Other research has shown that services for older adults are seen as stigmatizing, second rate, and signaling poverty (41). Although their study looked at the uptake of telecare and assistive devices, the beliefs of participants in Greenhalgh et al.'s study were also telling considering issues of loneliness and social isolation. Most participants did not wish to bother their families, and one had completely cut off contact to avoid becoming a burden (43). These findings are understandable considering how British care discourses construct care recipients as a lesser-citizens and burdens on society. Thus, dependency on others becomes a thing to be feared and avoided (48).

Previous discursive research has focused on claims-making activities among charitable organizations, economists, the church (19) and the media (16) about loneliness and older adults in the UK. Little research has examined the discourses in the British political sphere since the shift toward political prioritization of loneliness. Considering the continued discourse about loneliness, the Covid-19 pandemic, and the subsequent government responses, the analysis of the policies presented here is particularly timely.



Materials and methods

Analysis was conducted using a four-phase procedure inspired by LeGreco and Tracy's discourse tracing (51), wherein the main analysis phase was informed by Bacchi's WPR framework (11, 52). First, research on loneliness in the UK, news media and relevant briefings from interest groups were explored along with documents that would later form the corpus, to acquire an overview of the broader context. While the initial point of departure derived from the English government's loneliness strategy A Connected Society (53), this early phase aided the identification of what LeGreco and Tracy call a “turning point” or “rupture” (51), in this case: the Jo Cox Commission report.

The data for this study includes white papers, green papers, internal briefings, parliamentary debate transcripts, press releases, public speeches and statements made by policymakers to the press. Documents were procured through searches for the term “loneliness” in www.gov.uk, www.wired-gov.net and www.hansard.parliament.uk. Additionally, some texts were found via snowballing through their mention in another document within the corpus. Items from the press were obtained via Google News and were included if written by or containing quotes from policymakers. Policymakers include not only political actors who are elected or appointed to office, but also others responsible for policy formation, such as civil servants and advisors.

The broad range of document types was brought in to examine if problematizations shift in different contexts. Additionally, the discourses included in formal policy documents are not necessarily representative of the range of problematizations emphasized by other political actors, for example, by members of parliament who are not part of the current administration. These problematizations may be silent in policy but have the potential to be captured in debate transcripts or interviews with the press. Press releases reveal how loneliness is problematized through implementation in government initiatives and programs. This is important, given Bacchi's emphasis on beginning with the solutions themselves (see below). A selection of documents with similar themes, but which did not concern loneliness (for example, digital strategies) were also analyzed for the sake of discovering alternate problematizations and challenging assumptions.

The corpus was organized and analyzed chronologically. Chronological ordering facilitates the location, not only of discursive shifts that occur over time, but also contextual nuances, tensions, discursive alternatives and silences (51). Preliminary reads of the ordered documents were performed, in which they were subjected to sorted grading and categorized by document type and according to specific areas of interest. During this phase, notes were taken on potential patterns and themes to pursue. For the purposes of this paper, documents lacking mention of older adults were extracted from the corpus. Because the area of interest concerns how loneliness and technology intersect, documents without mention of technology were also removed from the dataset.

In total, 100 documents of various lengths were analyzed for this paper, including 13 loneliness strategies from different levels of government. The UK represents a unique case. As previously mentioned, it does not have one overarching strategy. Instead, each devolved government (excluding Northern Ireland) has developed its own. Several local strategies down to the council level also exist. These can offer glimpses into how, for example, boroughs with different demographics problematize loneliness within their localities. The documents included span from 2017 to early 2021. The rationale for beginning with 2017 is that The Jo Cox Commission delivered its seminal report that year (54). This report is widely recognized as influencing the appointment of a Minister for Loneliness and forms the foundation for much of the policy that would follow (55). Continuing data collection through the beginning of 2021 provided insights into how discourses on loneliness' relationship to technology may have been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic. Ending data collection in early 2021 prevented the corpus from becoming too large to analyze thoroughly, given the increased attention on loneliness at the time. For an overview of the number and type of documents included, see Tables 1, 2.


TABLE 1 Corpus document overview.

[image: Table 1]


TABLE 2 Documents included in the corpus.
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The documents were next imported into NVivo where initial themes developed in the first readings were pursued, resulting in the creation of subthemes wherein potential patterns were noted. The phase of discourse tracing which calls for asking explicit questions of the data was informed by the WPR framework (11, 52). For this phase, data excerpts were extracted and collected in Microsoft Word documents according to themes of interest for closer analysis to examine problem representations more closely. The original material was continuously consulted to ensure the validity of the analysis in relation to the larger context. Figure 1 illustrates the document-sorting and analysis processes.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
Corpus processing (left) and analysis workflow (right).


In line with Bacchi's thinking, the approach used here draws upon Foucault, who sees discourse in terms of power. According to Foucault, discourse establishes what can be said or even thought about and who can legitimately speak (56). Similarly, Bacchi argues that policy does not represent problems as they exist out in the world, but instead partakes in their discursive creation, shaping realities (10). These problems are framed in ways that affect how we think about them, and what can be done about them (57). According to Bacchi, “the aim is to understand policy better than policy makers by probing the unexamined assumptions and deep-seated conceptual logics within implicit problem representations” (11). Thus, rather than starting with the problematizations, Bacchi proposes solutions provide true insight into what one believes needs to be changed (11). This form of analysis can be a powerful tool to help researchers uncover implicit problematizations, foster sensitivity to silences and an openness to the discovery of alternative approaches to the “problem”.

In accordance with Bacchi's guidance, the analysis centers on technology, a common solution proposed to fight loneliness. It then works backwards to understand what these solutions say about what the problem of loneliness among older adults is represented to be. Like other objects, technologies “do not exist as essences; they emerge as ‘objects for thought’ in practices” (52), and thus, not only is loneliness constituted in policy but technologies themselves. “Refracting” the issue of loneliness through technology is a productive way of sifting through norms and values, revealing a spectrum of implicit problematizations (58). By beginning with the proposed “solution”, in this case technology, it becomes easier to uncover how loneliness is produced in these policies as a particular kind of “problem” (10).

Throughout the analysis, careful attention was paid to problem representations across the different levels of discourse, as well as local and political contexts represented in the corpus. The corpus' diversity fostered a deeper understanding of the dominant problem representations contained therein, while also drawing attention to discursive alternatives that arise within various political contexts but fail to gain substantial traction. These may indeed provide opportunities for discovery of other potential problem representations and draw attention to silences and assumptions that lie elsewhere in the corpus.

Although this article focuses solely on the data from the UK, the research reported on in this paper is part of a larger comparative study analyzing policy from Norway and the UK. This backdrop garnered insights into how discourses differ across national contexts and informed the analysis by denaturalizing dominant problematizations. The author additionally conferred with colleagues familiar with loneliness policy to challenge any potential assumptions along with the analysis and findings.



Results

When exploring the intersection of loneliness, technology, and advanced aging, four problematizations become apparent. All result in the same solution: more technology.


Problem representation 1: Loneliness among older adults is tied to non-use, and thus, exclusion from an increasingly digital society.




Problem representation 2: Loneliness arises from lacking social provisions and infrastructure, such as an overburdened social care and health system.




Problem representation 3: Loneliness stems from geographic spread as a factor of societal change.




Problem representation 4: Lonely elders are difficult to find and assist in managing their loneliness.



In the following, I present these problem representations one by one.


Problem representation 1: loneliness as digital exclusion and non-use

In the UK, loneliness for some groups is explicitly tied to one's ability to access and utilize technology. Terms like “digital exclusion” and “digital vulnerability” are used to express concerns that increased digitization results in shutting out older people from society. Digital exclusion is thus deemed a major contributor to loneliness, and loneliness is understood as an unintended consequence of modernity. Consider this quote from the Scottish Government's loneliness strategy:


Globally, we are more connected than ever before—with greater access to information and technological resources that enable us to keep in touch across time zones and continents. Yet, despite the prospects it holds for social progress, technology has also presented significant challenges. Those who do not utilise technology or feel less comfortable doing so can be left feeling excluded in a world where online communication and digital services are quickly becoming the norm. However, many people increasingly feel that digital convenience has overtaken face-to-face contact, and technology can actually become a factor in increasing isolation (59).



While highlighting several benefits granted by an increasingly digitized society, online life is conceptualized as replacing face-to-face encounters. This development gives rise to an imaginary in which non-users of the internet become victims, unable to access basic services.

Digital exclusion is additionally tied to loneliness because, as is often argued in the corpus, meeting a worker at the store or the post office may be the only face-to-face contact older people experience throughout the day. Take another example from a House of Commons briefing in a section about social infrastructure and loneliness: “[in] an increasingly individualistic, online based society, coupled with the subsequent closure of physical local services such as post offices; older people may find themselves shut out by the digitisation process” (60). While physical locations are increasingly closed in favor of digital services that are more convenient to the public and cost-effective for government, these developments are said to have had unintended consequences of inconveniencing and excluding those who cannot utilize these new forms of service delivery, namely older people.

In a 2017 Parliamentary debate, former Liberal Democrats leader Jo Swinson told of her grandfather's loneliness following the passing of her grandmother, noting, “Particularly as part of a generation that was not able to embrace the internet, that became a massive isolating factor and another layer of difficulty.” (61). This statement exemplifies an underlying assumption present in the previous excerpts in clearer terms: that by default, members of her mother's generation are assumed unable to access the internet and to have fallen victim to society's ever-increasing reliance upon it.

The solution to this problem then becomes digital skills training. Who policymakers believe should deliver this digital skills training is also explicitly stated. Reliance on family for simple online tasks is often problematized as a negative. According to most documents examined in this study; digital skills training should ideally be provided by young volunteers. This is also envisioned as solving a much problematized lack of inter-generational interaction.

Non-use among older adults is additionally problematized as an issue related to fear and self-efficacy. Particularly prominent is the fear of falling victim to online scams as a deterrence to online engagement. In the English strategy, fraud prevention is reconceptualized as a loneliness intervention:


With the support of the Home Office, the National Trading Standards Scam Marshal scheme will be expanded to improve the resilience of lonely or socially isolated older adults to fraud, scams and financial abuse. We know that those who are isolated may be more likely to be victims of fraud, and likewise, being a victim of fraud itself can be an isolating experience (53).



Eliminating online scams thus becomes a problem of loneliness and reporting scams becomes an act of care toward older people who may fall prey. Similarly, in the Welsh loneliness strategy consultation response document, we read:


[…] it also needs to be recognised that not everyone has the capability or wish to learn how to use digital technology. There also needs to be better awareness of scams and robust and easy to use systems of identifying and reporting scams (62).



Another interesting and somewhat rare admission in this excerpt is the acknowledgement that some may choose to remain offline. Here, the statement is neutral, whereas elsewhere it becomes a behavior to correct, such as in the Southampton Loneliness Inquiry:


[A] Key principle behind the Council's approach –[is] To make sure that we are meeting the needs of the people who can't get online while continuing to work to change the behaviour of the people who choose not to transact with us online”(63).



A core belief behind most documents in the corpus is that non-use is a problem to be corrected for the good of the individual and society. This is in part because of the avenues it opens for cost-effective care and prevention of health concerns associated with loneliness. Cost-effective care via technology would not be as much of a concern, were it not for problematization number two, which follows.



Problem representation 2: inadequate social infrastructure

In the second problematization, inadequate social infrastructure contributes to loneliness in older adults. These infrastructure issues cover a broad range of services, from the closure of day centers and libraries to the reduction in bus routes and accessible transportation, to the closure of public toilets and inadequate or dangerous sidewalks that prevent frail older adults from leaving their homes. In addition to infrastructure solutions including the reestablishment of day centers and improving public transportation, technology is also recommended1. In the context of loneliness policy, technology serves a ternary purpose. It reduces expenditures incurred by an aging society, provides social stimulus, and fills gaps in care provision left by a means-tested social care system described as poorly suited to meet the needs of the public in the following segments.

That people are living longer, and spending more of those years in ill health, is a part of this problematization. In a House of Lords debate, Labour party member Baroness Ramsay of Cartvale says:


[…] social care for our elderly and needy is dismal. Social care provisions are, at best, perfunctory and, at worst, non-existent or unacceptable. The blight of loneliness is increasing and deadly, making long life a misery instead of a blessing (64).



The state of social care in the UK is envisioned as creating a dire scenario in which peoples' lives are diminished to the point that extra years become a curse rather than a boon.

Austerity is ever-present, yet rarely directly mentioned in policy on loneliness. It appears via references to deficits in the availability of social care services and cuts to public sector funding, including that allocated to environmental infrastructure, transportation, libraries, adult day centers and community centers. Although some exceptions exist (9, 65), seldom are cuts directly attributed to the continued impact of austerity measures in the loneliness strategies. The situation is most frequently presented as a regrettable state of affairs, rather than the result of previous policy decisions. Direct and often scathing critiques of social care funding cuts are almost exclusively provided by members of the Labour party in this corpus, mostly in debate transcripts. Conservatives tend to defend these cuts as unfortunate, but inevitable, having had unforeseen consequences in terms of loneliness.

In one example from a House of Commons debate, Labour MP Steve Reed notes that although funding for civil society projects is proposed in response to loneliness, funding cuts enacted since 2010 have reduced the capacity of charitable organizations to act. Even with the proposed funding for public initiatives, he argues that funding for loneliness initiatives is insignificant considering the number of community centers and libraries recently shuttered:


That £1.8 million [in loneliness grants] would reopen just four of the 1,000 children's centres, or nine of the 428 day centres, that have closed under this Government. Unless the Chancellor reverses cuts in public health funding in the Budget, the flourishing of social prescribing and community projects that the Minister wants to see will never happen (66).



Cuts to important public and charitable programs continue, he points out. He argues that the loneliness grants will have little impact unless budgetary decisions are reversed, especially considering the loss of EU funding due to Brexit. Then Loneliness Minister and Conservative party member Tracey Crouch responds, acknowledging that “difficult decisions were taken during difficult times to try to regain an economic balance but those decisions may have had an inadvertent impact on loneliness.” She adds that government going forward will take loneliness into account as policies are made “responsibly” (66).

In addition, statements made by charitable organizations in the Welsh Government's loneliness inquiry argue unstable funding schemes via grants do not consider the time required to train volunteers and causes organizations to regularly lose skilled staff once funding ends (8). In the Welsh Government's loneliness consultation summary, published two years later, some organizations highlight that precarious funding schemes make the continuance of successful interventions tenuous (67).

Technology is recognized in some documents as a method of cutting costs further. Take this example from the Local Government Association's Combatting Loneliness guide for local authorities:


Technology can also offer a cost-effective way of providing wider services and support. Technology-based provision may sometimes represent the “best case scenario” in a time of limited resources, even though face-to-face provision may be preferred. The early use of telecare solutions also support independent living, allowing users to remain in their home and community environment for longer, avoiding relocation induced loneliness (68).



That technology is envisioned as supplementing or replacing diminished care systems, offering social engagement (via social robots and telepresence technologies) and access to the outside world when one can no longer access it directly, might be expected. However, in addition to communication technologies, assistive technologies are promoted as remedies for loneliness to the degree that they allow the recipient to maintain a social life and independence.

Everything from care robots to telehealth to automatic door locks to surveillance via sensors and GPS plays a role in loneliness reduction policy by allowing older adults to live self-sufficiently, at home, independent of more costly social care. Technology is also presented to the public in the Welsh strategy as a way responsible older citizens can exercise their independence, defeating loneliness simultaneously as they “[…] use digital technology in a way suited to their personal lives, including management of health conditions, reducing loneliness and social isolation and enjoying the wider opportunities digital can offer” (62).

One interesting example is found in a 2019 scheme in rural West Essex to teach digital skills and “tackle loneliness” among rural-dwelling older people. “The homes […] will see homeowners become trained “digital boomers” to help others improve their digital skills. They will receive a digital assessment, before having their homes ‘kitted out’ in tech.” Recipients are then expected to demonstrate how smart homes enable independence, setting an example for their peers. A subset of younger “digital buddies” is on hand to teach digital skills (69).

Evidence suggests television is a technology used by some older adults to mitigate loneliness (34). Nevertheless, television is not commonly considered preventative against loneliness, at least not within the strategy documents. Perhaps this is because it is considered a passive activity, and therefore in conflict with an active aging ideal. In parliamentary debates, however, parliament members strongly criticized the BBC's decision to end the universal provision of free TV licenses to older adults over age 75, urging the government to step in to reduce loneliness. Conservative House of Lords representative Baroness Redfern calls attention to the issue in a unique way that demonstrates exactly how this problem relates to that of inadequate infrastructure, low incomes, and digital exclusion:


[…] many older people have struggled throughout their working lives to save a little extra for their retirement, but that small pot of savings for a rainy day means that they will not qualify for means-tested benefits. […] These people are likely to have lower disposable incomes after meeting essential disability-related costs, including paying for care and support, so they rely much more on their TV for companionship, entertainment and keeping up to date with news. More generally, we underestimate how many elderly people living on their own rely on their TV to keep them company; as they age, they find human company harder to come by and many do not have access to the internet (64).



While one can imagine this scenario resulting from Covid-19 lockdowns, this excerpt predates the pandemic. This indicates it may also be resultant of social service cuts and strict means-tested care requirements, for, without the lack of social provisions, older adults would not be as distinctly reliant upon the television as their main form of company. Additionally, in both this debate and a similar one in the House of Commons (70), the underclaiming of the pension credit arises. This failure to claim benefits means eligible older adults cannot claim other benefits like the free TV license and bus fares.

The problem obtains a new layer when one examines where blame for the BBC's move toward means-tested free licenses is placed. Conservative party members regard the matter as out of their hands, understanding it as a matter of betrayal by the BBC, which reneged on its promise to maintain the program after its administration was transferred to them (64, 70, 71). Labour party members criticize the Conservative government's decision to relinquish government control of the program, leaving it instead to the BBC's discretion (64, 70). In a House of Commons debate on the issue, then Deputy Leader of the Labour Party Tom Watson chastises the Conservatives, stating, “Public broadcasters should never be responsible for social policy” (70). For Conservative members, the problem is understood as of one of promises broken by the BBC, whereas Labour understands the problem as another dismantled government social program.

Problematization number two is related to problematization number one because if older adults cannot or will not utilize technology, digital services cannot be harnessed. It is further related to the following problematization number three, which sees geographical spread and changes to familial structures as having impacts on loneliness. Technology then offers a means of social contact with distant family members and provides care when family members cannot be carers.



Problem representation 3: societal change and geographic spread

A related problematization references still another feature of societal change: that families in the UK now live more geographically separated and multi-generational housing is no longer common. Conservative party member Lord Haselhurst explains in a House of Lords debate, “[…] the intergenerational family structure has been weakened, inevitably leaving more for the state to do” (64). However, unlike arguments seen elsewhere, Lord Haselhurst reminds his peers that policymaking decisions and the rising cost of living have forced some young people to live far from their parents, creating this problem. This makes them less available as carers as their parents age. They also enjoy less social contact with their families. This is especially said to be true if the older parent lacks digital skills or access to the internet. The concern is shared across parties.

Intergenerational and co-housing schemes are therefore presented as loneliness interventions that additionally solve the problem of affordable housing shortages. This is also seen as mitigating the costs of an aging society, as indicated by Co-Chair of the Jo Cox Commission on Loneliness, Rachel Reeves, in a 2017 House of Commons Debate. “By bringing younger and older generations together in one household, we potentially address not just the problem of loneliness, but some of the questions about the costs of an ageing society, because we would have younger people looking after older people”(61).

Another example of how societal change is problematized in relation to loneliness can be found in this excerpt from the Welsh loneliness strategy's ministerial foreword, written by Deputy Minister for Health and Social Services, Julie Morgan:


Our modern way of life often serves to isolate us from others. Many of us live alone, work at home, and shop and socialise online. Or we commute long distances back and forth to work and spend long hours working instead of spending time with our families and friends. […] More of us live alone as our population is ageing and we are having fewer children. […] Because of moving for careers or education, more of us live further from our families and the communities we grew up in (62).



This example emphasizes how digitalization can be isolating, along with the need to relocate to seek work or study. However, she adds the relevance of long commutes and working hours as eliminating time that could be used on the social, which one could assume includes socializing with older family members. That recent generations have had fewer (or no) children, resulting in a smaller social network, is also seldom problematized in this way. She takes this one step further in the following paragraph, describing how modern norms contribute:


Shifts in attitude also play a part. Today socialising and investing time in social ties are generally seen as less important than “productive” activities like work and we therefore neglect what appear to be “unnecessary” relationships (62).



Like the above, this suggests that loneliness is a problem of prioritizing economic opportunities over relationships. For older retirees who stand outside of working life, the lesser availability of younger family and friends due to these social and economic changes may be isolating.

In this problem representation, solutions such as those offered for the previous one also become lucrative compared to the higher costs of expanding social care programs. E-health and digital care solve the problem of fewer family members living in the vicinity who can provide direct care. Digital contact with relatives is an approach to the issue that remedies the lack of direct contact. The English strategy, A Connected Society states:


And, in the 21st century, digital infrastructure is also a key tool to bring us together, even when we can't be physically in the same place. This can be especially important to people with mobility problems, or families and friends separated by distance (53).



This quote highlights how digital infrastructure enables not only those living at a distance to keep in touch, but also benefits those who are unable to enjoy face-to-face contact because of illness or disability.

The North Somerset loneliness strategy states how becoming a digital elder is considered important to families separated by distances:


“Using IT to keep in touch with known family and friends spread geographically, making regular visits difficult, is favoured where IT use is accessible. […S]ome older people report that the IT training course itself, enabling them to do this was more enjoyable, as [it] was seen as a social face-to-face event in itself. […]” (72).



This anecdotal account brings to mind findings from studies of digital skills courses and loneliness that found it hard to determine whether the face-to-face contact while learning, or the internet use reduces loneliness (26).



Problem representation 4: lonely people are hard to find

In a 2019 House of Lords debate, Lord Foulkes stated, “Loneliness may be out of sight and out of mind, almost by definition […]” (64). Indeed, one loneliness problematization found across documents is the challenge of identifying lonely people in need of interventions. This is said to result from several issues, ranging from the stigma of loneliness, to the inability of some frail older adults to leave their home. The Merton City Council strategy focuses on:


[…] ways to identify “hidden citizens”; those who are lonely but not connected or known to services in their community. Loneliness is a personal and stigmatised experience therefore it can be difficult to identify people suffering from it (7).



The strategy later states that some will be too embarrassed or lack the confidence to reach out to organizations. This problematization also ties back to the problem of inadequate social care, as they do not come into contact with workers who might identify ways to help them meet their social needs (7). As mentioned in problematization two, additional barriers include poor public transport, degraded local infrastructure that prevents leaving the home and poverty.

Speaking of a survey by Gransnet, a British social media platform for older adults, former Co-Chair of the Jo Cox Commission on Loneliness, Rachel Reeves, states in a House of Commons debate, “[…] the vast majority of people would rather share their feelings of loneliness online than with their friends and family. That might be the quintessentially British thing to do, but it also means that too many people suffer in silence” (61). Loneliness is said to be so stigmatized that some may rather turn to technology than their families. She additionally calls attention to a troubling feature of British social norms: keeping a stiff upper lip, no matter the cost.

The National Assembly for Wales' inquiry describes a “cycle of loneliness” in which “… people are embarrassed to admit they need help more generally and withdraw from society. The more disengaged they become, the more likely they are to become lonely and isolated and less likely to access the help they need” (8). This presents another reason people may not be known by social care agencies: they are ashamed of needing any help at all, and therefore do not receive help to access the community.

Another aspect of the discourse concerns how information about loneliness interventions is dispersed, often via digital portals. As the Hounslow loneliness report suggests, residents may also be unlikely to self-refer due to stigma (9). While these portals are praised, it is acknowledged that some lonely older people will remain unable to access information about these services:


… even if more effectively developed, such online portals are unlikely to offer a realistic route to support for most older people experiencing loneliness and isolation. Therefore services which can provide in-person support to help lonely people identify appropriate ways in which their needs for connection can be met will remain vital (9).



In this way, the problem of digital exclusion is related to difficulty in finding lonely older adults. This suggests that other methods of connecting older adults to programs are needed. The most common solution has been the involvement of medical personnel in identifying lonely patients, sending them onward to social connectors via social prescribing (Sandset, Jentoft and Haldar, in press). Several sources also propose enlisting community members with public-facing jobs, such as hairdressers, cab drivers and store clerks, to act as connectors (7, 53, 73). This is in part because leafleting and contact by mail has reportedly proven ineffective (7). However, another solution involves what might be called “loneliness surveillance technologies”.

Loneliness surveillance technology encompasses a range of technologies including data sharing among organizations, as well as loneliness heat maps produced by charitable organizations (63, 68) or the public via apps. One app, Care View, allows neighbors to identify others who may be lonely, reporting them via a “government-backed” satellite equipped app. A press release for the UK Space Agency announcing a launch of the app in Leeds explains the basic premise:


People out in a community can tap the app when they spot signs that a householder may be struggling, like rubbish dumped in the garden or curtains that always remain shut. Through satellite technology, this “App Tap” generates a heat spot on a web-based map of the city, and if there are multiple “App Taps”, this creates heat-maps pinpointing streets and homes where people might welcome assistance of some kind (74).



Service workers, such as postal carriers, who are trained on how to reach out to lonely people, then contact said individuals. There is also some evidence in this press release that hard to find lonely people are so because of their socio-economic situation. In the release, Jon Hindley of Leeds City Council, remarks that “Care View has allowed us a window into the sometimes lonely and isolated world of vulnerable citizens within our poorest neighbourhoods” (74). This indicates certain areas are more likely to be targeted than others.

This project, however, raises ethical questions about the right to privacy and, moreover, the right to enjoy being alone. Perhaps being contacted on these grounds might be a stigmatizing, not to mention embarrassing experience. These apps are nevertheless pitched uncritically, without concern for the privacy or autonomy of older adults. The corpus also includes surveillance technologies like fall sensors, GPS tracking for people with dementia and cameras that allow older adults to live at home longer (see problematization two) in the range of technologies to diminish loneliness.

Problem representation four can be said to relate to the three previous representations in several ways. Those not digitally connected can be difficult to reach in a digitized society. Inadequate social care systems may overlook those who do not actively seek help, leading to unmet needs. Lonely older people, it is argued, are more likely to go unnoticed where public services are lacking, and infrastructure prevents frail older adults from leaving their homes. Additionally, family at a distance are less likely to realize their older family member is lonely and thus recommend appropriate social activities.




Discussion

The argument thus far has been that four dominant problem representations can be discerned in the corpus, framing loneliness as a problem of non-use of technology, inadequate social provisions, geographic spread, and challenges of detection. As highlighted in the analysis, all four problematizations are interrelated. The next section offers reflection upon some possible repercussions of the dominant representations in relation to the existing literature. The primary focus lies in a critique of the dominant discourses, with the aim of fostering further discussion on how loneliness is constructed and its relation to technology moving forward. Following this discussion, possible alternatives are presented, some of which are found in the broader corpus.

Not only problems are brought into being through policy, but objects and political subjects as well. This is important because, as Davey and Glasgow argue, “assumptions about human nature frequently underpin policy proposals” and they shape “ways for people to be that can be harmful and limiting” (50). In the following, I therefore examine, both how loneliness is problematized and how older citizens and technology are constituted in the corpus.


Some thoughts and challenges to the dominant problematizations

The various movements toward loneliness reduction in policymaking are presented as a politics of care. Documents in the corpus offer multiple calls to action and intervention, all practices of care, while older adults are primarily positioned discursively as recipients of that care. Care is also cause for concern. These policies reflect deep concernment with the public health consequences of loneliness and future economic costs that may be incurred upon the state by an aging population, alongside anxieties about societal change in the here-and-now.

These discourses reveal the emergence of loneliness as part of a broader sociotechnical imaginary (75). According to policymakers, digital developments have been beneficial–we have become connected to people around the world. Simultaneously, this development is said to come at the cost of face-to-face interactions as we progressively shop and obtain other services online. As families live at greater distances, neighborhood demographics radically change and available public spaces vanish, older people, it is claimed, grow increasingly alienated and isolated. Indeed, as several documents argue, we are possibly less connected to our neighbors than ever before. One remedy commonly offered in the loneliness policies is digital skills training.

Throughout the corpus, older adults are constituted as passive and lonely non-users of technology, indeed, victims of the digital age. Within this context, digital skills training is construed as a project of care and encourages the creation of care technologies. Paraphrasing de la Bellacasa, one can make oneself concerned about loneliness in society, but “to care” more strongly directs toward a notion of material doing (76). This problematization opens for forms of material doing, via the materiality of technologies. Teaching older adults to use the internet is also said to enable them to “care for” or “tend to” their social networks. So, this ethic of care through technology is understood to go both ways.

The belief that older adults are slow to the uptake of technology is both prevalent and pernicious (36, 77). Stereotypes about aging can become internalized, to detrimental effect (34). Successfully acquiring digital skills in older age has been tied to self-efficacy beliefs (29), however, those who internalize ageist stereotypes tend to have less self-efficacy regarding their ability to use technology (33). This potentially sets them up for failure. Lower engagement with technology may compound negative age-related beliefs about one's overall competence, whereas higher levels of use correlate with positive beliefs about aging and personal competence (37). Feasibly, if one fears being seen as incompetent due to the stereotype, one may be less likely to engage in digital skills training.

Corpus documents suggest skills training should ideally be performed by young volunteers. One might ask why older adults, such as retired IT experts, are not considered for this instruction. Policymakers clearly envision linking young people and older adults through digital skills training to stimulate inter-generational contact. However, they may not make the best instructors (27, 28). Researchers propose younger generations may take technological knowledge they possess for granted, not realizing older cohorts lack this knowledge. Older digital skills teachers better understand this disparity (29). One can also imagine seeing adults in their same age cohort as competent users could dismantle stereotypes, reduce stereotype threat, and boost self-efficacy. The reliance on young people as instructors could be reconsidered in this way. However, this becomes difficult to envision when older adults are universally constructed as non-users.

While some sources acknowledge that older adults use the internet by proxy via relatives, families are not positioned as ideal instructors in the corpus. The preferred approach is to bring in outsiders, rather than troubling the family. This diverges from other UK policies, which position the family as unpaid caregivers in other contexts (47). Some researchers have called the help families offer a double-edged sword. Family members can act as enablers, providing devices and offering tech support. However, they can also be impatient and cultivate feelings of incompetence (28, 77). It is worth noting that the provision, adaption and maintenance of said technologies can be one way families perform care (43). Research suggests a mix of formal digital skills training and family support is ideal (28, 77). The discourses in the corpus seem to exclude family involvement, omitting an important complement to formal skills instruction. If, as researchers suggest, families do have an important role to play in this project, formal skills training may fail when that care is discouraged or unavailable (28).

The choice to not be online is seldom presented as acceptable. More often, those who have made this choice are represented as unruly citizens who must be convinced of the value of digital connections. This reflects persisting normative beliefs that being online is always more desirable than not being online (78), along with an emerging normative belief that not being online is necessarily a catalyst for loneliness. The discourses also perpetuate assumptions that older adults do not already appreciate technology, or that they require help to understand why they should. These assumptions and normative beliefs impact the solutions that can be imagined. Only occasionally is it suggested that provisions must remain in place to maintain non-digital sources of information and service delivery for those who choose to remain offline (64). Research suggests that continuation of non-digital options benefit more demographics than just older adults (79), for example residents of rural areas (80).

Research also shows that some older adults do place value upon utilizing the internet for social support, using it to maintain current relationships, rather than to form new ones (24, 81, 82). This suggests skills training to mitigate loneliness among those who lack adequate social support networks may not be helpful. Interestingly, telephone contact, which is more familiar to the oldest adults and reported to mitigate loneliness by research participants (34), rarely appears in the discourse. Video calls and social media are instead emphasized as spaces where one can mingle intergenerationally and keep up with family.

Technologies created for older people often work from an “assistive, age-defined and deficit-focused” approach, while research suggests older people want to utilize the same technologies everyone else does (40). Video games, developed as sources of leisure for younger populations, could entice older adults to learn digital skills. Instead, game development takes on a utilitarian aspect when it comes to older adults (38). This seems to signal that developers do not consider leisure for the sake of leisure as important to the wellbeing of older people. It also may reflect discourses from grant initiatives that developers and researchers must mirror to successfully receive funding (38, 83).

Furthermore, older adults can at times be innovators when it comes to the uptake of technology (36). It is reasonable to believe coming generations of older adults will be increasingly more technologically adept. The question then becomes: what form(s) will the “problem” of loneliness among older adults take when all homes are “smart homes” and digital exclusion no longer functions as a feasible cause?

While technology in loneliness policy is pitched as a road toward independence, autonomy, and increased social interaction, this discourse is also is driven by the need to look ahead toward “cost-effective care”. This development cannot be examined without considering that social work with older people has been in decline for years. The shift is supported by active aging policies that simultaneously work against the needs of older people who do not fit the active aging discourse, further excluding them from society (22, 45). The push toward living at home as long as possible persists in UK policy, despite research that shows the home in older age can be experienced negatively, forming its own barriers to societal participation and potentially increasing loneliness (41). An interesting counter to the discourse is raised in the Welsh loneliness consultation. Here, a claim is made that the movement to have people live at home longer results in more people living alone vs. in group living arrangements where social activities could be easier to facilitate (67). However, homes for older adults can also bear stigma as symbols of what one does not desire in old age (48, 84). The ageing in place discourse (41) may perpetuate this stigma. Negative stereotypes about aging can also drive loneliness in older adults through withdrawal due to fear of threats to their identity (34).

The most common subject position afforded older adults in loneliness policy is one which constructs them as passive and helpless, perhaps a nuisance when they request help. It's easy to see how discourses like these might contribute to a phenomenon previous researchers have uncovered where older adults are discouraged from seeking assistance because they fear seeming incompetent and needy in a society which so clearly values independence (34). The UK has a long history of taking an active aging stance in other policy (41, 45, 47), however, in loneliness policy, “the passive victim” discourse Weicht (49) describes is far stronger. Weicht illuminates the problematic aspects of this ideal type, arguing that it strips older people of their role as actors, constructing them as a passive group things are “done-to” rather than as active participants in their own lives (49). Despite the presence of the active aging discourse in loneliness policy, in this context, older people are largely a monolith of passive subjects who must be helped toward becoming independent, active, non-lonely citizens. Only once they have reached this point do older adults regain some degree of agency in these politicized discourses.

Strangely, the care older people contribute to society, for example, through childcare and volunteering, is silent. Older people are recipients of interventions, not contributors; they need and take but do not give back. Lloyd et al. argue discursive constructions of older adults as dependent are harmful because they fail to acknowledge these continued contributions and oversimplify dependency issues (45). Although the value of volunteer work in relieving loneliness is emphasized throughout the corpus, little mention of the fact that pensioners comprise much of the volunteer sector is made. As with many discourses on care, one group (older adults), is constructed as “needy and dependent while ‘independent’ others attend to their ‘needs’”(85). The pro-surveillance and stigmatizing undertones of several of the assistive and loneliness surveillance technologies described in the corpus perhaps go unproblematized because older adults are constructed as passive non-actors.

Neven and Peine argue that because of its moral underpinnings, it is difficult to argue against the aging and innovation discourse. They claim it often serves to legitimate spending decisions, but may also lead to an uncritical acceptance of questionable technologies and waste (42). The same may be said of loneliness itself. Loneliness policy and the interventions they contain garner support across parties because of their moral underpinnings. Merged with the discourse of aging and innovation, it becomes even harder to argue against tech presented as a benevolent hero in the fight against loneliness in older adults.



Are there discursive alternatives?

Loneliness prevention policies are presented as a call to come together and form a kinder society. Their neoliberal visions of a future where less reliance falls on the state, indeed on each other, then seem paradoxical. To offer a challenge to the dominant discourses presented, let us consider an alternative:



Problematization representation 5: loneliness is a problem, not only of austerity, but neoliberalism itself

Communications, care, smart home, and surveillance technologies are appealing for the visions of connections, care cost reduction and independent living they invoke. As shown with the example from the Local Government Association, technology for loneliness is advantageous for those tasked with service delivery because it permits older adults to get by with less expensive forms of social care.

Simultaneously, recent trends in digitalization are problematized in loneliness policy. Several sources in the corpus raise concerns that, in addition to other problems that arise from digital exclusion, the grocery clerk replaced by online shopping may be the only face-to-face contact an older person has that day. One might reasonably ask how meaningful the contact is, and if it truly alleviates loneliness. Instead, dominant problematizations foster solutions that increase digital skills in older people and task civil society with providing that solution.

Constructing loneliness as a problem of digitalization and digital exclusion may direct attention (and funding) away from other problematizations. One such problematization in the corpus is one which understands the phenomenon as a problem of cuts to social programs that enable more meaningful contact than that provided by clerks and postal workers. Because dominant problematizations place the focus on digitalization, solutions like reversing budget cuts to reinstate social programs and public infrastructure to prior levels are deemphasized. The problem could even deter the digital integration of older people proposed in loneliness policy. For example, the digitally excluded often rely on public computers at libraries to access basic services. In 2019, funding for library computers with internet access was cut, in what Labour MP Tom Watson called a “digital exclusion double-whammy” (86). As I have shown, the problematization of loneliness as inadequate social care and public services is clearly present in the dominant discourse. How this problem is remedied is limited by other aspects of the discourse.

The 2007 financial crisis and austerity measures introduced by the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government in its aftermath are credited with creating the biggest decline in welfare programs since the creation of the British welfare state (87). This continues a long-standing trend, as public social programs in the UK have been steadily eroded since the era of Thatcherism (88). This process continued through the transfer of responsibility for social programs to civil society in the coalition government's “Big Society” agenda (87, 89). McGimpsey states that these agendas operate as “an extension of neoliberal privatizing tendencies” while “‘austerity’ operates discursively in conjunction with ‘civil society’ as a means of maintaining cohesive internal relations of (a form of) the market state”(88). In fact, most loneliness strategies take a Big Society approach to the issue, relying on the third sector, business and communities to provide the interventions (90).

To illustrate this point, take one solution described in several documents: allocation of small development grants to the British tech sector. This makes the call for digital loneliness interventions lucrative for business. However, this effectively privatizes public funds by allowing the companies to maintain intellectual property rights for government-funded product development [see (91) for one example]. It also all but guarantees a market for said product.

Funding for social programs and public infrastructure improvements is allotted in loneliness policy, but the diverse corpus utilized in this study was able to illuminate challenges to these funding interventions. The challenges, largely found in debate excerpts from Labour party members, identify a fundamental gap in the funding allocated and the amount required to reinstate public service losses incurred under austerity policies. Although social care provision is criticized across parties as being in a dire state, mention of the political decisions that created the situation is scarce. Testimony from charitable organizations, like those found in the Welsh Government's loneliness inquiries (8, 67), attest to the detrimental precarity that comes with short-term grants such as those awarded following the release of the strategies.

Although the structural conditions that contribute to loneliness, like the closure of public spaces and a reduction in bus services is given attention in loneliness policy, the austerity measures that led to their elimination loom large but are rarely mentioned. These cuts have decimated communities and their public infrastructure, especially those which were already vulnerable. Shaw says, “Austerity can ruin the there of our being-there. By damaging the built environment, austerity gnaws at the human condition …” [(92) italics in original] leading to a state of alienation, isolation and uprootedness which Hannah Arendt believed to lie at the core of loneliness (93). Indeed, experiences of alienation from one's neighborhood are sometimes represented as an aspect of loneliness in policy, however, they are constructed as tied to demographic shifts and fear of crime, rather than previous policy decisions.

Several examples from this corpus cite modern living patterns as having effects on loneliness in older people. These include increases in the number of people living alone and families living at a distance. Some claims makers in the corpus, like the example cited from Lord Haselhurst, acknowledge that social and housing policies have contributed to the breakup of traditional living patterns. His concern is that tax laws dissuade families from living together or even nearby (64). One example is the “bedroom tax”, imposed to reduce housing benefits to those living in housing deemed “too large” for their needs. The policy was intended to force those with extra rooms (sometimes because a family member, such as a child had moved out) to move to smaller housing, freeing up space for larger families (94). This forced some to leave communities where they were socially rooted (95). While the policy only applied to working-aged people, older adults may have inadvertently been impacted if family members were forced to relocate. For those impacted directly, one study found that even when they did not move, participants' family relationships were impacted, as the extra burden meant some could no longer afford to travel to visit family or participate in social life (96). If loneliness is constructed as a problem of flawed policies, rather than one requiring digital contact, the possibility of repairing such flawed policy becomes apparent.

Discourses from the NHS have drawn criticism for their unquestioned assumption that living alone is an indicator of loneliness among older people (15). Most interesting, then, is the thought that digital connectedness and living independently, possible alone, are so adamantly believed to be the opposite of relying on and living in the company others in loneliness policy and political discourse. In addition to the cost-reduction benefits, positives like the peace of mind and independence telecare objects like fall detectors might bring older adults and their families are emphasized. Yet, little problematized is that such devices make invisible other aspects of care that simply cannot be provided by machines. Additionally, these technologies may further reduce the amount of face-to-face contact some older adults have. In the words of Mol, Moser and Pols: “[Care] may involve putting a hand on an arm at just the right moment, or jointly drinking hot chocolate while chatting about nothing in particular”(97). The move toward independence through technology may not be positioning older adults to receive the type of care they most desire and need. There is, after all, a difference between care that sustains and care that enriches life. However, cuts to social care have shortened human home care visits, eliminating the possibility for meaningful interactions (95).

Increased independence and decreased reliance on others, in this case supported by technology, is often uncritically accepted as a way out of loneliness. The idea that digital connectedness and living independently, possibly alone, are adamantly believed to be the opposite of relying on and living in the company others appears contradictory. Could a growing distance from and lack of reliance upon each other not play a role in the problem of loneliness in older adults? Policy that simultaneously laments a lack of connection between its citizens yet prizes independence and self-reliance above interdependency could be construed as part of the problem. One could ask if converting non-users to users of technology remains a viable solution when problematized as such.

An issue in the corpus related to problematization three is the prioritization of work over the social. This is unsurprising considering how neoliberal society produces subject positions whose worth is based worth upon their productivity (98). This focus on productivity does more than cause people to prioritize work over other important aspects of their life. It also leads to the demonization of dependency (98). This trend of positioning benefits claimants as a burden on the system extends back to the days of Thatcher. Under austerity, stigmatizing discourses and punitive policies intensified (95, 98–100). This stigmatization can cause those in need to feel deep shame when they utilize services, be it via public-funded benefit programs or charitable organizations (95, 98). As mentioned in debates within the corpus, older adults underclaim pension credits and thus miss out on other benefits to which they are entitled (64, 70). Goll and colleagues found participants who struggled with loneliness failed to claim benefits or accept help from charitable organizations because they did not wish to be perceived as a burden (34). We might ask ourselves if loneliness among older adults could in part be re-conceptualized as stemming from neoliberal norms that represent only productive citizens as worthy, while vilifying those in need. Changing this discourse only becomes a solution when loneliness is conceptualized in this way.

The strategies have been criticized for depoliticizing the loneliness issue through the omission of austerity and for their plans to mobilize communities, individuals, and civil society against loneliness in a climate of continued government spending cuts (95, 101). The problematization of loneliness as the result of austerity has not only been raised by Labour, but by interest groups (95), religious groups (102), academics (103–105) and the media (101, 106–110).

In an interview with former loneliness minister Tracey Crouch, she states, “Loneliness didn’t start in 2010. This is an issue that has been around in society for a very long time.” While she admits that funding issues may have impacted public services that facilitate social connection, she urges the public that her plan for taking on loneliness is about moving forward, not looking back (108). However, an ahistorical view of loneliness limits the discourse. Naturalizing loneliness as a timeless social problem precludes seeing it as shaped by past political decisions. This protects the parties that advocated for funding cuts by making causes diffuse, while maintaining constructs of austerity as an inexorable necessity.

Foucault asserted that understanding historical contexts and problematizations plays an important role in “diagnosing” the present. Through “[tracing] the struggles, displacements and processes of repurposing out of which contemporary practices emerged” we can understand the “historical conditions of existence upon which present-day practices depend” (111). A Foucauldian approach to discourse affords a remembering that cultivates a challenge to dominant ideologies (112). A look back permits the unearthing of alternatives that were championed, but fell to the wayside (113). Looking to the past and recontextualizing problematizations can reveal alternatives that challenge what today seems natural, even inevitable. In Bacchi's words, studying problematizations “politicizes taken-for-granted ‘truths’” (114).

Austerity measures were deemed necessary because government chose to bail out banks that caused the 2007 crash, plunging the UK into debt. Fearing the prospects of such debt on the economy, it made the public shoulder the costs, possibly for decades (87). Rather than place blame where due, austerity was sold to the public as a problem of the prior government's waste and overspending on the welfare state. It was legitimized as a necessary turn toward “frugality, self-sufficiency and fiscal prudence” (115). Its advocates also promised fairness, in that it would spare the most vulnerable (100). However, this turned out not to be the case.

Other solutions were proposed, solutions which problematized the country's economic straits in very different ways, but these other propositions were largely ignored (100). Conservative party members argue that austerity was a necessary evil, and the opposition parties seem to have forgotten that it may not have been. This is not to suggest that problematizing loneliness as related to economic decisions is the only explanatory device, but it does function as an alternative, one that enables us to see very different solutions.

One limitation of this study is that it covers a set timeframe of 2017–2021. A genealogical approach reaching further back in time may have identified other problematizations. Nevertheless, studying a broadly encompassing array of document types rather than extending the corpus chronologically enhanced the analysis and served the same purpose of unearthing alternative discourses. Future research might also explore how discourses evolved following the Covid-19 pandemic. It is possible that including documents without technology could have produced other results. However, the intended focus of this study was specifically how discourses of loneliness, technology and aging intersect. Given that all strategy documents located mention technology in some way, it's likely that dominant policy problematizations were represented.

“Refracting” the loneliness discourse through technology (58) in conjunction with Bacchi's WPR, helps to bring different problematizations to light. One illuminated alternative functions as an umbrella, covering many of the dominant problematizations presented. Technology plays multiple roles in loneliness policy. It is positioned as a driver, but when it comes to older people, it is also represented as a cure. Technology may be a favorable substitute for social care service expansion and enable further reduced spending on this population. However, if we reframe the problem of loneliness as one of austerity and neoliberalism, policymakers may have to ask themselves if this solution merely resembles a band-aid on the cracks of a disintegrating dam.
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1One could ask if transportation and sidewalk infrastructure are not themselves kinds of technologies, however, in this article, the understanding of technology represented in the documents themselves is that which is drawn upon.
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