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Introduction 

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) and the Australian Psychological Society use 
the term loneliness to explain feeling disconnected from others, and to refer to a negative 
perception of one’s relationships.1   

According to the Australian Loneliness Report, compiled by the Australian Psychological Society and 
Swinburne University:  

Loneliness is a feeling of distress people experience when their social relations are not the 

way they would like. It is a personal feeling of social isolation. It is different to feeling alone: 
we can be surrounded by others but still lonely, or we can be alone but not feel lonely.  

Loneliness may be a sign that a person’s relationships are inadequate or don’t meet their 
expectations or needs.  

As humans are essentially social animals, loneliness is thought to arise because an innate 
need to belong to a group is unmet. Loneliness signals a need to form a meaningful 
connection with others.  

Research has found that loneliness is related more to the quality than the quantity of 
relationships. A lonely person feels that their relationships are not meaningful and that he or 
she is not understood by others.2 

Loneliness is different from physical, geographic and social isolation. According to the AIHW, the 
number of friends a person has is a poor predictor of their loneliness.3 Similarly, in their report on 
social isolation, COTA Victoria notes that living alone is a limited predictor of the risk of social 
isolation, and that it is ‘the subjective, felt experience of loneliness and the perception of a lack of 
social support which appear to impact most strongly on mental wellbeing.’4  

Referencing their own study and also a review of the available literature, Stanley et al emphasise in 
their 2010 article that loneliness is temporal and dynamic. According to the authors, ‘[t]his is 
particularly evident around times of loss or transition, resulting in feelings of disconnection… 
Loneliness is constantly changing in terms of nuances and emphasis, depending on the individual 
person and what they are experiencing in their life…further underlining the importance of 
understanding the experiences of feeling lonely.’5 

 

 
1 AIHW, 2019, ‘Australia’s Welfare: Snapshot- social isolation and Loneliness’. Available at: 
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness; Australian Psychological 
Society and Swinburne University, 2018, Australian Loneliness Report. Available at: 
https://psychweek.org.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Psychology-Week-2018-Australian-Loneliness-
Report.pdf    
2 Australian Psychological Society and Swinburne University, 2018, Australian Loneliness Report. Available 
at: https://psychweek.org.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Psychology-Week-2018-Australian-Loneliness-
Report.pdf 
3 AIHW, 2019, ‘Australia’s Welfare: Snapshot- social isolation and Loneliness’. Available at: 
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness 
4 COTA Victoria, 2014, Working Paper No. 1: Social isolation and Its Impact on the mental health and wellbeing 
of older Victorians, p. 6. Available at:  
https://www.cotavic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/05/Working-Paper_Social-Isolation.pdf 
5 Stanley, M et al 2010, ‘“Nowadays you don’t even see your neighbour,”: loneliness in the everyday lives of 
older Australians,’ Health and Social Care in the Community, 18(4), p. 408. 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness
https://psychweek.org.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Psychology-Week-2018-Australian-Loneliness-Report.pdf
https://psychweek.org.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Psychology-Week-2018-Australian-Loneliness-Report.pdf
https://psychweek.org.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Psychology-Week-2018-Australian-Loneliness-Report.pdf
https://psychweek.org.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Psychology-Week-2018-Australian-Loneliness-Report.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness
https://www.cotavic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/05/Working-Paper_Social-Isolation.pdf
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The Issues 

Prevalence and risk factors 

According to the 2018 Australian Loneliness Report, 1 in 4 Australians experience loneliness. 6 The 

AIHW reports that in the broader population risk factors for loneliness include: 

• living alone; 

• relationship separation; 

• being a single parent; 

• disconnection from the community; 

• unemployment; and 

• mental illnesses such as anxiety.7 

Being a carer can also result in social isolation.8 For older people the death of a spouse can lead to 
loneliness.9 

The AIHW also outlines the following trends regarding loneliness in the broader population: 

• it is more common on young adults, males, people living alone and people with children 
regardless of whether they are single or in a couple; and 

• men report higher levels of loneliness than women. 

Studies investigating the relationship between age and loneliness often have contradictory findings. 
According to the AIHW, this is likely related to differences in study methods and sample variations. 
The AIHW further reports that some studies find higher levels of loneliness among older people, 
while others find lower levels in these age groups. Rates of loneliness may also vary according to 
relationship status, with another study finding that Australians aged over 65 who are married 
experience the lowest levels of loneliness.10 

In a 2010 article, Stanley et al point out that there is an absence of older people’s perspectives in 
studies about loneliness, and that ‘[a]lthough studies indicate that loneliness is indeed a tangible 
part of some older people’s lives, little is offered in relation to how older people themselves 
understand and perceive loneliness.’11 It is also important to note that research on the prevalence of 
and interventions for loneliness in residential aged care is limited.12 Further to this, Stanley et al note 
that aged care service providers’ perceptions of loneliness have received very limited research 
attention, despite the fact that ‘they inform and shape the design of interventions aimed at assisting 
older people managing loneliness.’13  

 
 

6 Australian Psychological Society and Swinburne University, 2018, Australian Loneliness Report. Available 
at: https://psychweek.org.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Psychology-Week-2018-Australian-Loneliness-
Report.pdf    
7 AIHW, 2019, ‘Australia’s Welfare: Snapshot- social isolation and Loneliness’. Available at: 
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness 
8 https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0035/857519/healthy-ageing-strategy.pdf, p. 9. 
9 Stanley, M et al 2010, ‘“Nowadays you don’t even see your neighbour,”: loneliness in the everyday lives of 
older Australians,’ Health and Social Care in the Community, 18(4), p. 407.  
10 AIHW, 2019, ‘Australia’s Welfare: Snapshot- social isolation and Loneliness’. Available at: 
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness 
11 Stanley, M et al 2010, ‘“Nowadays you don’t even see your neighbour,”: loneliness in the everyday lives of 
older Australians,’ Health and Social Care in the Community, 18(4), p. 408. 
12 Linda Grenade and Duncan Brody, 2008, ‘Social isolation and loneliness among older people: issues and 
future challenges in community and residential settings,’ Australian Health Review, vol. 32 no. 3, pp. 468-478.  
13 Stanley, M et al 2010, ‘“Nowadays you don’t even see your neighbour,”: loneliness in the everyday lives of 
older Australians,’ Health and Social Care in the Community, 18(4), p. 408. 

https://psychweek.org.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Psychology-Week-2018-Australian-Loneliness-Report.pdf
https://psychweek.org.au/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Psychology-Week-2018-Australian-Loneliness-Report.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness
https://www.health.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0035/857519/healthy-ageing-strategy.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness
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Impacts 

According to the AIHW, loneliness has been linked to premature death, poor physical and mental 
health and general dissatisfaction with life. Social isolation has been linked to mental illness and 
emotional distress, suicide, dementia, premature death, and other health issues.  14 Among older 
people it can also result in premature entry to a nursing home.15 

There is no current estimate of the economic cost of loneliness in Australia, but the AIHW suggests it 
is likely to be substantial.16 A 2017 study in the UK estimated the total cost to UK employers, 
including absenteeism, caring, lost productivity and turnover, from loneliness experienced by their 
employees at £2.5 billion (AUD$4.5 billion) per year.17 

 

Measures to Address Loneliness  

Overview 

In 2014, COTA Victoria produced a research paper on the effects of social isolation on the mental 
health and wellbeing of older Australians,18 which contained a useful overview of research about 
addressing loneliness and social isolation.19 It references a study by the Cornell Institute for 
Translational Research on Aging which suggested that the most effective interventions to address 
and prevent social isolation were group interventions with a focused educational component, and 
interventions which targeted specific population groups. Other features of effective interventions 
were that they enabled participant input and were developed within an existing service or 
embedded within existing neighbourhoods or communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The same review found that ineffective interventions involved indirect contact between the 
participant and others, and one-to-one interventions conducted in people’s own homes. This would 
seem to suggest that befriending schemes are not overly effective in addressing social isolation.  

 
14 AIHW, 2019, ‘Australia’s Welfare: Snapshot- social isolation and Loneliness’. Available at: 
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness 
15 See Stanley, M et al 2010, ‘“Nowadays you don’t even see your neighbour,”: loneliness in the everyday lives 
of older Australians,’ Health and Social Care in the Community, 18(4), p. 408. 
16 https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness 
17 New Economics Foundation & The Co-Op 2017. 
18 COTA Victoria, 2014, Working Paper No. 1: Social isolation and Its Impact on the mental health and wellbeing 
of older Victorians. Available at:  
https://www.cotavic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/05/Working-Paper_Social-Isolation.pdf 
19 COTA Victoria, 2014, Working Paper No. 1: Social isolation and Its Impact on the mental health and wellbeing 
of older Victorians, pp. 14-15. Available at:  
https://www.cotavic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/05/Working-Paper_Social-Isolation.pdf 

Effective interventions:  

• group interventions with a focused 
educational component 

• interventions targeting specific 

population groups 

• enabling participant input  
• developed within an existing 

service/existing neighbourhoods or 
communities. 

 

Ineffective interventions 

• involved indirect contact 

between the participant and 

others 

• one-to-one interventions 

conducted in people’s own 

homes 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/social-isolation-and-loneliness
https://www.cotavic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/05/Working-Paper_Social-Isolation.pdf
https://www.cotavic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/05/Working-Paper_Social-Isolation.pdf
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The evaluation of the Queensland Cross-Government Project to Reduce Social Isolation of Older 
People indicated that community development approaches are effective in reducing social isolation 
in later life.  20 Best practice guidelines developed as a result of the project identify the importance of 
targeting interventions soon after a critical event or life transition.21 This was also identified in 
research and policy emerging from Victoria, discussed further below.  

A UK study by Victor and Bowling found that improvements in physical health and improved social 
relationships were linked to reduced levels of loneliness. They concluded that strategies to combat 
loneliness should not be confined to social interventions such as befriending schemes but should 
also encompass treatment of chronic and long term health conditions.22  

In their qualitative research with older people, Stanley et al discuss how the lack of a natural social 
safety net can result in social isolation. A key illustration is the comment by a participant that while 
in their earlier life they had a lot of visitors such as the postman and milkman, these services had 
dropped off in contemporary times, and they also rarely saw their neighbours. 23 This strikes a chord 
with observations members of the MACA have previously made.  

Addressing social isolation cuts across physical and mental health, transport, community 
development, disability services and housing.  

 

 

 

 

Commonwealth Government 

The Commonwealth Government funds the Community Visitors Scheme (CVS), which operates in all 
states and territories. The CVS supports volunteer visits to provide friendship and companionship to 
older people. Visits are available to anyone who receives government-subsidised residential aged 
care or Home Care Packages or is socially isolated. The program also focuses on the special needs 
groups listed under the Aged Care Act 1997.  

 

Australian Capital Territory 

Transport Canberra and City Services runs an Age-Friendly Suburbs program which improves path 
network infrastructure and connectivity in suburbs where there are aged care and retirement 
facilities and a large proportion of suburban residents aged over 55 years.  In 2020, the suburbs 
Narrabundah, Isabella Plains, Stirling, Campbell, Aranda and Holt will receive improvements.  

TCCS also runs the flexible bus service in particular zones to help Canberra residents, such as the 
aged or people with a mobility difficulty, to get from their home to local community locations. The 
service is assessed on a case-by-case basis. Eligibility consideration is given to: 

• seniors card holders with mobility issues; 

• seniors card holders aged 70 or over; 

• people living in a nursing home and/or retirement village; 

 
20 Barnet, H 2013, ‘Preventing social isolation in later life: findings and  insights from a pilot Queensland 
intervention study,’ in Ageing & Society, v. 33, pp. 1167-1189.  
21 https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34732/Queensland%20Govt%20-
%20Social%20Isolation%20of%20Older%20People.pdf/f6b58c4c-720c-4bd6-ae45-a69ba7ff5b45  
22 Victor, C and Bowling, A, ‘A Longitudinal Analysis of loneliness among older people in Great Britain,’ The 
Journal of Psychology: Interdisciplinary and Applied, 146 (3), p. 328. 
23 Stanley, M et al 2010, ‘“Nowadays you don’t even see your neighbour,”: lone liness in the everyday lives of 
older Australians,’ Health and Social Care in the Community, 18(4), p. 411. 

Addressing social isolation cuts across physical and mental health, transport, 
community development, disability services and housing.  
 

https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34732/Queensland%20Govt%20-%20Social%20Isolation%20of%20Older%20People.pdf/f6b58c4c-720c-4bd6-ae45-a69ba7ff5b45
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34732/Queensland%20Govt%20-%20Social%20Isolation%20of%20Older%20People.pdf/f6b58c4c-720c-4bd6-ae45-a69ba7ff5b45
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• people impacted by a permanent or temporary disability that prevents them from accessing 
regular route services; and 

• holders of a Vision Impaired (VIP), or Total and Permanently Incapacitated (TPI) travel pass.  

The ACT also has a number of senior citizens centres located throughout Canberra’s major centres. 
These do not receive ongoing government support, although centres can apply for funding through 
the Seniors Grant Program.  

Further to this, the ACT Government will be releasing an Age-Friendly City Plan in 2020.  

  

New South Wales 

The NSW Government has an Ageing Strategy 2016-2020. Its five priorities include: 

• Health and Wellbeing;  

• Working and Retiring;  

• Housing Choices;  

• Getting Around; and  

• Inclusive Communities. 

Each year has its own action plan. Actions in the 2019-20 Plan relating to loneliness include:  

• Develop and deliver a grant program to support local communities to establish  
self-sustaining connections between older people to combat social isolation and 
loneliness; and 

• Support the Tech Savvy Seniors in partnership with Telstra. (Tech Savvy Seniors provides 
low-cost or free training for older people who are interested in learning how to use 
technology such as computers, tablets and smart phones). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Northern Territory 

In 2013, the NT Government Department of Health published The Health and Wellbeing of Older 
Territorians.24 This relies on information from the 2006 Census so is out of date now. Findings 
reported include:  

• The proportion of non-indigenous Territorians living alone was higher than for indigenous 
Territorians in all age groups.  

• The proportion of lone person households among all households in the NT almost doubled 
between the 1986 Census and the 2006 Census. The report suggests that ‘[t]his is a 
concerning trend as these people are more at risk of loneliness and social isolation and the 

 
24 McConville, V et al, 2013, ‘The health and wellbeing of older Territorians.’ Available at: 
https://digitallibrary.health.nt.gov.au/prodjspui/handle/10137/577 

From the NSW 2019-20 Action Plan 

• Fund local communities to establish self-sustaining connections between 

older people 

• Support the Tech Savvy Seniors in partnership with Telstra 

https://digitallibrary.health.nt.gov.au/prodjspui/handle/10137/577
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need for assistance from people other than family in the case of illness and increasing 
frailty.’25 

The NT Government had an ageing strategy Strong Seniors: Seniors Participation Framework  
2016-2019.26 This had a strong focus on assisting seniors to stay connected socially, including 
through volunteering and intergenerational activities,  and with their families. Actions intersect 
strongly with cultural diversity initiatives. For example, one action is to ‘Work closely with Office of 
Multicultural Affairs, Office of Women’s Policy and Office of Youth Affairs to promote and integrate 
activities.’ 

It is not yet clear how this Strategy will be replaced. 

  

Queensland 

The Queensland Government’s ageing strategy is called Positively Ageless: Queensland Seniors 

Strategy 2010-2020.27 This is a holistic strategy that encompasses human rights, health, carers, 
housing, employment and volunteering.  

Queensland also has a ‘strategic direction statement’ to support the development of an age-friendly 
community, which is supported by annual action plans.  

Examples of action that address social isolation and loneliness include: 

• using an age-friendly community grants program to create accessible spaces for older 
people; 

• reviewing the state’s planning policy to plan to support age-friendly planning, including 
better access to services and amenities; 

• investing in subsidies to make public transport more affordable; 

• improving access to public transport for people with mobility issues; 

• providing information online to seniors about safe driving; 

• provide information to seniors about being active through Active Seniors Online; 

• developing and implementing a range of strategies to support different groups of older 
people in the community, including women, people with disability, and people from 
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds; and identify opportunities to strengthen 
connections and break down barriers between young and older people through inter-
generational activities and connections; and 

• working with key stakeholders on strategies to support improved employment opportunities 
for seniors in Queensland, including delivery of an employment forum for seniors. 

The Queensland Government has a dedicated website for seniors, includes useful links, contact 
numbers and online resources.28 Within this website there are pages dedicated to social connections 
and avoiding social isolation.29  

 
25 McConville, V et al, 2013 ‘The health and wellbeing of older Territorians,’ p. 53. Available at: 
https://digitallibrary.health.nt.gov.au/prodjspui/handle/10137/577  
26 Northern Territory Government Department of the Chief Minister, ‘Strong Seniors: Seniors Participation 
Framework 2016-19.’ Available at: https://dcm.nt.gov.au/supporting-government/strategies-and-
plans/strong-seniors-seniors-participation-framework-2016-19 
27 https://cabinet.qld.gov.au/documents/2010/May/Positively%20Ageless%20-
%20Qld%20Snrs%20Strategy%20and%20Action%20Plan/Attachments/postively-ageless-qld-seniors-
strategy.pdf 
28 https://www.qld.gov.au/seniors 
29 https://www.qld.gov.au/seniors/recreation-staying-connected/social-connection-leisure; 
https://www.qld.gov.au/community/getting-support-health-social-issue/avoiding-social-isolation   

https://digitallibrary.health.nt.gov.au/prodjspui/handle/10137/577
https://dcm.nt.gov.au/supporting-government/strategies-and-plans/strong-seniors-seniors-participation-framework-2016-19
https://dcm.nt.gov.au/supporting-government/strategies-and-plans/strong-seniors-seniors-participation-framework-2016-19
https://cabinet.qld.gov.au/documents/2010/May/Positively%20Ageless%20-%20Qld%20Snrs%20Strategy%20and%20Action%20Plan/Attachments/postively-ageless-qld-seniors-strategy.pdf
https://cabinet.qld.gov.au/documents/2010/May/Positively%20Ageless%20-%20Qld%20Snrs%20Strategy%20and%20Action%20Plan/Attachments/postively-ageless-qld-seniors-strategy.pdf
https://cabinet.qld.gov.au/documents/2010/May/Positively%20Ageless%20-%20Qld%20Snrs%20Strategy%20and%20Action%20Plan/Attachments/postively-ageless-qld-seniors-strategy.pdf
https://www.qld.gov.au/seniors
https://www.qld.gov.au/seniors/recreation-staying-connected/social-connection-leisure
https://www.qld.gov.au/community/getting-support-health-social-issue/avoiding-social-isolation
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The Queensland Department of Health has a Healthy Ageing Strategy which references social 
isolation, including among carers. The Plan outlines suggests integration of services so that older 
people can access the care they need but does not address social isolation or loneliness directly.   

Queensland also has a Seniors Enquiry Line which provides state-wide information and referral 
service for Queensland seniors, families, friends, grandparents and carers. The site offers help with 
concessions, social activities, household assistance, retirement accommodation, financial and legal 
matters, health, education, transport and many other issues.30 

The Brisbane City Council also previously had the Brisbane Seniors Strategy 2012-2017 which 
contains numerous actions that address social isolation and loneliness, including: 

• outreach to seniors who are at risk of loneliness and social isolation; 

• improved local community transport options and services; 

• seniors-friendly public space with well-designed street furniture and park equipment; 

• pathway design to optimise safety and accessibility; 

• tapping into baby boomers as skilled volunteers; and 

• engaging seniors in planning that affects them.31 

The Strategy focuses on what the Brisbane City Council can do to support seniors’ participation in 
the community and considers how to tap into the enormous wealth of knowledge and experience 
that seniors contribute to Brisbane. The Strategy complements the Brisbane Access and Inclusion 
Plan 2012-2017 and the Taskforce into Retirement and Aged Care. 

The Strategy also aligns with Brisbane 2026 vision which outlines goals that indirectly address 
loneliness, namely ensuring that residents feel safe in public spaces.32  

 

South Australia 

South Australia’s programs focus on social engagement rather than loneliness per se. From 2014 to 
2019, South Australia had an active ageing strategy called Prosperity Through Longevity: South 
Australia’s Ageing Plan, Our Vision 2014-2019. A headline goal was to ‘develop dynamic and 
innovative state government policies and programs to enable increased participation and wellbeing 
of older people.’ 

Specific actions included:  

• Promote the participation of seniors in civic life and support opportunities for lifelong 
learning and social and economic engagement; 

• Support good urban and regional planning for user friendly environments that benefit all 
ages; and 

• Promote the value of intergenerational collaboration. 

The Plan also advised that ‘For those women who outlive partners, in the highly mobile and smaller 
modern family, there may also be an increased risk of loneliness. ’33 It is not yet clear what this Plan 
will be replaced with.  

 
30 https://seniorsenquiryline.com.au/ 

31 https://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/sites/default/files/seniors_strategy_finalv2.pdf, pp. 16-17 
32 https://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/sites/default/files/Brisbane_Vision_2031_full_document.pdf 
33 https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/64ac2c004169d0e0aa1def67a94f09f9/13105-
+SA+Vision+for+Ageing%28V7%29WebSBlank.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CACHEID=ROOTWORKSPACE-
64ac2c004169d0e0aa1def67a94f09f9-mMAf5nX, p. 20. 

https://seniorsenquiryline.com.au/
https://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/sites/default/files/seniors_strategy_finalv2.pdf
https://www.brisbane.qld.gov.au/sites/default/files/Brisbane_Vision_2031_full_document.pdf
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/64ac2c004169d0e0aa1def67a94f09f9/13105-+SA+Vision+for+Ageing%28V7%29WebSBlank.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CACHEID=ROOTWORKSPACE-64ac2c004169d0e0aa1def67a94f09f9-mMAf5nX
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/64ac2c004169d0e0aa1def67a94f09f9/13105-+SA+Vision+for+Ageing%28V7%29WebSBlank.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CACHEID=ROOTWORKSPACE-64ac2c004169d0e0aa1def67a94f09f9-mMAf5nX
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/64ac2c004169d0e0aa1def67a94f09f9/13105-+SA+Vision+for+Ageing%28V7%29WebSBlank.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CACHEID=ROOTWORKSPACE-64ac2c004169d0e0aa1def67a94f09f9-mMAf5nX
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In 2018, Flinders University developed a report called ‘Promoting engagement with life in older 
adulthood’ using funding from the Office for Ageing Well, in SA Health.34 Research focused on the 
potential of the ‘behaviour activation’ approach to engaging older people through activities. In 
practice, it means that a worker (e.g. social worker or a psychologist) asks clients what they value 
and comes up with a list of activities that ‘map onto’ those valued. According to the authors of the 
report, ‘The underlying assumption behind behavioural activation is that whereas clients require 
assistance to initiate their activity engagement, once they are engaged, their enjoyment for these 
activities will act as a reinforcer so that participation in activities is sustained. ’ 

After investigating the approach through focus groups, the report concluded that the behavioural 

activation approach was effective, noting that: 

• A combination of individual and group-based activities was needed; 

• Early intervention or ‘pre-emptive’ approaches were also needed, for example people having 
access to supports to plan retirement to prevent isolation once they are retired;  

• Face to face activities are best; 

• Ageism in the community needs to be addressed as a barrier to older people’s 
participation; and  

• collaboration and innovation were required to access hard to reach groups .   

 

Tasmania 

Tasmania’s ageing plan is called Strong, Liveable Communities: Tasmania’s Active Ageing Plan  
2017-2022.  

 

Loneliness featured in COTA Tasmania’s 2019-20 budget submission. The submission noted that 
Tasmania has the highest proportion of people aged over 55 living alone at 52 per cent. COTA 
advocated that the Tasmanian Government ‘Fund the establishment of a volunteer capacity-building 
program to develop resources that will help community champions to identify signs of loneliness and 
establish local programs to address loneliness. ’35 

 
34 Maurici, V. M. & Windsor, T. D. (2018). Promoting engagement with life in older adulthood. Report to the 
South Australian Office for Ageing Well.  
35 https://www.cotatas.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2018/12/COTA-Tasmania-Budget-Submission-
20192020-final.pdf 

Actions to reduce social isolation include: 

• connecting people to art, music and dance therapy, and other creative interests; 

• overcoming transport barriers; 

• supporting a skilled, sustainable volunteering sector; 

• supporting people to improve skills for continued workforce participation;  

• exploring intergenerational learning opportunities; 

• assisting older people to develop digital literacy skills and stay safe on the 
internet; 

• investigating targeted mechanisms to improve access to technology; and  

• upskilling Tasmanians who have lower levels of literacy and numeracy.  
 

https://www.cotatas.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2018/12/COTA-Tasmania-Budget-Submission-20192020-final.pdf
https://www.cotatas.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2018/12/COTA-Tasmania-Budget-Submission-20192020-final.pdf
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Victoria 

In 2012, the Victorian Parliament reported on their inquiry into Opportunities for Participation of 
Older Victorians.36 The report noted that  

Victorian seniors reflect the diversity of the Victorian community. People in later life vary greatly in 
age, capacity and needs. They come from a variety of backgrounds and cultures and live in a wide 
range of communities, from inner urban to rural and remote.37 

The Inquiry report contained recommendations to enable older people’s social, economic and 
community participation. This included the development of a ten-year strategic action plan for an 
ageing Victoria, which was to implement age-friendly approaches to transport, housing, outdoor 
spaces and buildings, working with stakeholders to develop strategies to help people transition into 
retirement, and the appointment of a Commissioner for Older People.38 The position of 
Commissioner for Senior Victorians was established in 2013.  

In their 2014 report on loneliness and social isolation, COTA Victoria  suggested the State 
Government could address loneliness and social isolation in older people by: 

• having a stronger focus on mental health prevention and early intervention for older people;  

• increased support for social participation of older people, especially in the aged care sector;  

• delivering affordable, appropriate housing, noting that ‘some groups of older people are 
particularly vulnerable to housing insecurity and consequently to frequent moves and loss of 
social networks’; and 

• address lack of accessible public transport, including in rural communities, and develop a 
cross-sectoral walking strategy to enable older people to walk more (the benefits of walking 
were discussed by older people in consultation COTA undertook).39   

In January 2016, the Commissioner for Senior Victorians published a report on isolation and 
loneliness among senior Victorians.40 This included a comprehensive literature review and a report 
on stakeholder and community isolation, the findings of which aligned with the points made about 
the experiences of and risk factors for social isolation and loneliness in this paper. A key point 
however is that there needs to be community education and interventions to get people thinking 
about key life transitions before they happen. The report noted that in consultation with community 
members, preparation for retirement was discussed as a way to avoid loneliness and social isolation.  

 
36 https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/VPARL2010-14No157_jCKDNbwp.pdf 
37 Parliament of Victoria, Opportunities for Participation of Older Victorians. Available at: 
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/VPARL2010-14No157_jCKDNbwp.pdf 
38 Parliament of Victoria, Opportunities for Participation of Older Victorians. Available at: 
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/VPARL2010-14No157_jCKDNbwp.pdf 
39 COTA Victoria, 2014, Working Paper No. 1: Social isolation and Its Impact on the mental health and wellbeing 
of older Victorians, p. 17. Available at:  
https://www.cotavic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/05/Working-Paper_Social-Isolation.pdf  
40 Commissioner for Senior Victorians, 2016, ‘Ageing is everyone’s business: a report on isolation and 
loneliness among Senior Victorians.’ Available at: https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-
information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business  

https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/VPARL2010-14No157_jCKDNbwp.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/VPARL2010-14No157_jCKDNbwp.pdf
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/VPARL2010-14No157_jCKDNbwp.pdf
https://www.cotavic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/05/Working-Paper_Social-Isolation.pdf
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
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The report suggests the following foundations for policy that addresses social isolation: 

• emphasising the importance of building internal capacity and personal resilience over a 
lifetime and into later life; 

• empowering older people to maintain independence and capability; and 

• enabling ageing in place by creating environments conducive to older people’s needs and 
vulnerabilities.  

Strategies for this include: 

• utilising the life course framework, which links the influences of life experiences to late life 
outcomes and vulnerabilities;  

• developing active ageing strategies that emphasise setting in place the conditions that 
enable older people to live active lives for sustainable ageing; and  

• developing age-friendly cities and communities that create enabling environments for active 
ageing.41 

 

 

 

 

The report emphasised the ‘life course approach,’ which acknowledges that a person’s quality of life 
and experiences in later years are built on the events and experiences of their earlier lives. The 
report states: 

[t]he life course approach recognises the importance of social investment early in life to 
boost personal resilience and offset the negative impacts of the ageing process. It also 
emphasises the importance to individuals and government of investing in protective 
strategies and interventions in adult and later life to maintain independence and reduce 
dependence on services and supports.42 

 
41 Commissioner for Senior Victorians, 2016, ‘Ageing is everyone’s business: a report on isolation and 
loneliness among Senior Victorians,’ p. 23. Available at: https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-
information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business 
42 Commissioner for Senior Victorians, 2016, ‘Ageing is everyone’s business: a report on isolation and 
loneliness among Senior Victorians,’ p. 24. Available at: https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-
information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business 

Policy foundations to address social isolation from the Commissioner for Senior Victorians: 

• emphasising the importance of building internal capacity and personal resilience over a 
lifetime and into later life; 

• empowering older people to maintain independence and capability; and 

• enabling ageing in place by creating environments conducive to older people’s needs and 
vulnerabilities.  

 

 ‘Older people whose lives have been marked by continuing disadvantage or 

challenges through their life course (such as mental health issues, 

homelessness, chronic illness and disability) are particularly vulnerable.’ 

https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
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When developing interventions, it is critical to note that ‘[o]lder people whose lives have been 
marked by continuing disadvantage or dealing with challenges they have experienced through their 
life course (such as mental health issues, homelessness, chronic illness and disability) are particularly 
vulnerable.’43 People experiencing such disadvantages are likely to become more dependent on 
health and social supports sooner.  

In addition, the report suggested the following interventions to the Victorian Government:  

• developing place-based initiatives working with local government, funded services and 
community organisations to strengthen service responses to socially isolated and lonely older 
people, increasing the age-friendliness of local clubs, groups and organisations and assisting 
local seniors organisations to maintain their viability; and 

• addressing the digital divide that threatens to increasingly leave seniors disconnected from 
access to information and services, through initiatives that provide more comprehensive levels 
of training and support for seniors to navigate the growing online service environment. 44  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In addition, the report suggested the following interventions to the Victorian Government: 

• developing place-based initiatives working with local government, funded services and 
community organisations to strengthen service responses to socially isolated and lonely older 
people, increasing the age-friendliness of local clubs, groups and organisations and assisting 
local seniors organisations to maintain their viability; and 

• addressing the digital divide that threatens to increasingly leave seniors  disconnected from 
access to information and services, through initiatives that provide more comprehensive levels 
of training and support for seniors to navigate the growing online service environment.45  

In response to the report, in April 2016 the Victorian Government announced the Age-Friendly 
Victoria Initiative.46 Some of the initiatives include: 

• Age-friendly grants targeting rural communities;   

 
43 Commissioner for Senior Victorians, 2016, ‘Ageing is everyone’s business: a report on isolation and 
loneliness among Senior Victorians,’ p. 25. Available at: https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-
information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business  
44 Commissioner for Senior Victorians, 2016, ‘Ageing is everyone’s business: a report on isolation and 
loneliness among Senior Victorians,’ p. 4. Available at: https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-
information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business 
45 Commissioner for Senior Victorians, 2016, ‘Ageing is everyone’s business: a report on isolation and 
loneliness among Senior Victorians,’ p. 4. Available at: https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-
information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business 
46 https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/-/media/seniors/files/government-response-to-commissioner-
report/government-response.pdf?la=en&hash=EB2FCFEC8ACC8BED71D3FA0A3E8C2C933B8E90E6 

The Commissioner for Senior Victorians’ report suggested: 

• developing place-based initiatives working with local government, funded services 
and community organisations  

• increasing the age-friendliness of local clubs, groups and organisations  

• assisting local seniors organisations to maintain their viability; and 

• addressing the digital divide through initiatives that train and and support seniors to 
navigate the growing online service environment 

https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/services-information/commissioner-for-senior-victorians/ageing-is-everyones-business
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/-/media/seniors/files/government-response-to-commissioner-report/government-response.pdf?la=en&hash=EB2FCFEC8ACC8BED71D3FA0A3E8C2C933B8E90E6
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/-/media/seniors/files/government-response-to-commissioner-report/government-response.pdf?la=en&hash=EB2FCFEC8ACC8BED71D3FA0A3E8C2C933B8E90E6
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• an Age-Friendly Declaration which local governments can sign up to;47 

• an age-Friendly Victoria award to recognise excellence and innovation in creating age-
friendly communities; 

• the Seniors Card Age-Friendly Partners program;  

• a new information line called Life Planning for Seniors to encourage people to plan for 
healthy and active ageing including around life transitions; 

• the Department of Health and Human Services will provide tools and resources for place-
based initiatives to address loneliness and isolation in seniors; 

• the Active Transport Victoria initiative will focus on increased participation and safety 
among cyclists and pedestrians, including senior pedestrians; and 

• further consideration of ways to support older people to volunteer.  

 

Western Australia 

The WA Government has an ageing planning framework, however this focuses on participation and 
engagement rather than social isolation and loneliness.48 The framework acknowledges the needs of 
older people that need to be taken into planning and emphasises coordination across all relevant 
government departments. Targets that address isolation and loneliness (directly and indirectly) 
include: 

• increased recognition and support for carers; 

• recognition for the growing number of grandparents who provide full-time care for their 
grandchildren; 

• concession and subsidy schemes to support seniors who are financially vulnerable 

• community networks to reduce social isolation; 

• The Department of Local Government and Communities assists local governments around 
the state to adopt the World Health Organisation's 'Age-friendly Communities' approach to 
planning for an ageing population;  

• Supporting initiatives that bring the generations together, reinforce respect for older people 
and reduce social isolation;  

• Providing lifelong learning and retraining opportunities; 

• Strategies to encourage mature age employment, education and training; and 

• Supporting volunteering. 

 

The WA Department of Communities supports the development of age-friendly communities.49 Local 
governments in WA have developed a focus on ageing, with many developing seniors strategies or 
aligning themselves with the WHO’s age-friendly city agenda. These plans address social isolation 
and loneliness indirectly through transport initiatives, intergenerational activities and programs to 
support inclusion of older people in community life.  

 
47 https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/-/media/seniors/files/age-friendly-victoria/age-friendly-victoria-
declaration---victorian-government-and-
mav.pdf?la=en&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1EC76318F6C1C43ABF&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1
EC76318F6C1C43ABF 

48 https://dlgc.communities.wa.gov.au/Publications/Pages/Seniors-Strategic-Planning-Framework.aspx 
49 https://dlgc.communities.wa.gov.au/CommunityInitiatives/Pages/Age-Friendly-Communities.aspx 

https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/-/media/seniors/files/age-friendly-victoria/age-friendly-victoria-declaration---victorian-government-and-mav.pdf?la=en&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1EC76318F6C1C43ABF&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1EC76318F6C1C43ABF
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/-/media/seniors/files/age-friendly-victoria/age-friendly-victoria-declaration---victorian-government-and-mav.pdf?la=en&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1EC76318F6C1C43ABF&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1EC76318F6C1C43ABF
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/-/media/seniors/files/age-friendly-victoria/age-friendly-victoria-declaration---victorian-government-and-mav.pdf?la=en&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1EC76318F6C1C43ABF&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1EC76318F6C1C43ABF
https://www.seniorsonline.vic.gov.au/-/media/seniors/files/age-friendly-victoria/age-friendly-victoria-declaration---victorian-government-and-mav.pdf?la=en&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1EC76318F6C1C43ABF&hash=6DA7F46B254CA46C9149AE1EC76318F6C1C43ABF
https://dlgc.communities.wa.gov.au/Publications/Pages/Seniors-Strategic-Planning-Framework.aspx
https://dlgc.communities.wa.gov.au/CommunityInitiatives/Pages/Age-Friendly-Communities.aspx
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Western Australia has also recently developed a plan to address elder abuse.50 Importantly, this plan 
notes:  

Social isolation is recognised as both a consequence of, and contributor, to elder abuse.  

Isolation makes older people more vulnerable to abuse through their dependency on others, 
and reduces the likelihood that abusive behaviour will be discovered by other people. 51 

 

Other 

The Red Cross Companionship and Social Support service 

The Red Cross provides a companionship and social support service which operates in all states and 
territories except Queensland and the Northern Territory. The service is for older people who live 
alone (including people on home care packages or living in an aged care home), older people who 
have few social connections outside home, as well as people with disability and people recovering 
from mental illness. The program pairs volunteers who assist members of the community to take 
part in community groups, go on outings to cafes or galleries and go for walks, among other 
activities.   

 

Neighbour Day 

Neighbour Day is celebrated on the last Sunday in March and aims to foster connections between 
people in the same neighbourhood. Neighbour Day is supported by Relationships Australia. 52 

 

International 

In the UK, a Minister for Loneliness was appointed in 2018 following a report by the Jo Cox 
Commission on Loneliness which found that 14% of the population in Britain often or always feel 
lonely.53  

 

Next Steps for Policy Development 

Questions the MACA may like to consider in light of this research paper include: 

• What role do Seniors Centres in Canberra play with regard to addressing loneliness and 
social isolation? 

• How can ongoing work in relation to older Canberrans be informed by the life course 
approach? 

• Is there adequate support in Canberra to assist people around key life transitions?  

• What can we learn about social isolation and loneliness of older people as a result of the 
pandemic? 

• Are there further issues that you feel have not been canvassed in this paper?  

 

  

 
50 https://www.communities.wa.gov.au/media/2120/elder-abuse-strategy-nov19.pdf 
51 See p. 15. Available at: https://www.communities.wa.gov.au/media/2120/elder-abuse-strategy-nov19.pdf 
52 http://neighbourday.org/ 
53 https://time.com/5248016/tracey-crouch-uk-loneliness-minister/ 

https://www.communities.wa.gov.au/media/2120/elder-abuse-strategy-nov19.pdf
https://www.communities.wa.gov.au/media/2120/elder-abuse-strategy-nov19.pdf
http://neighbourday.org/
https://time.com/5248016/tracey-crouch-uk-loneliness-minister/
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