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Changes in Loneliness and Patterns of Loneliness among Older

People
Hui Y ang, Justine Nicholls and Peter A. Bath
Information School, the University of Sheffield, UK

Abstract

Objective: Loneliness is not necessarily stable or constant across the life course and may be
more volatile in old age. The risk factors for loneliness and changes in loneliness are complex
and multifactorial. The aim of our study was to describe changes in loneliness among older
people and to identify factors associated with changes in loneliness among older adults.

Methods: Data were obtained from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA). The study
sample consisted of 3,838 men and women aged 50 and over who participated all of the ELSA
survey waves. Data from Waves 2 (2002) and 7 (2014) were used to investigate the following
potential risk factors for loneliness between Waves 2 and 7 using multinomial logistic
regression: socio-economic, lifestyle and health factors.

Results: Among the 3,838 respondents, 2,635 (68.66%) never felt lonely and 39 (1.01%) were
persistently lonely throughout the 14-year period. 168 (4.37%) of the people who were not
lonely in Wave 1 reported becoming lonely subsequently and 152 (3.96%) of people who had
been lonely in Wave 1 stopped being lonely at a later point. Approximately 22% of the people
alternated between being lonely and not being lonely across the 14-year study period
(episodic loneliness). Females with depressive symptoms were more likely to become lonely
and have variable loneliness over the period.

Conclusions: The findings from our study suggested that loneliness was an experience that
change could change over time. Further work is required to elucidate reasons for changes in
loneliness in different contexts and circumstances.

Objectives (2 required):

1. To investigate changes in loneliness among older people over 14 years of follow-up

2. To examine the impact of a wide range of risk factors on 5-level long-term loneliness
changes
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