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Abstract

Amid global interest in a ‘loneliness epidemic’ narrative, a fixation on the health
conseqguences of loneliness in old age and the effectiveness of interventions in
reducing the experience has emerged. Despite this, a lack of appreciation and
chronic defunding of day centres, services that may serve the very purpose of
addressing loneliness, has also ensued. Instead, controlled and standardised
interventions have been favoured. With increases in ageism and loneliness reported
since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic however, the suitability of such
interventions and the context of loneliness itself may have changed. To investigate
the potentially significant contribution day centres may play in addressing loneliness,
this study will present an intimate and detailed understanding of their role.

In collaboration with an adult day centre in the North-East of England, a
Participatory Action Research (PAR) study commenced in September 2020 in an
attempt to understand the nature of the day centre in the lives of older people, and
their experiences of loneliness in this context. Led by the voices of seventeen older
co-researchers, telephone questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, focus groups,
walking methods, photovoice and life story work were carried out, alternating
between face-to-face and telephone contact across a sixteen-month period.

A story of the collective emerged that demonstrates both the value of a PAR
approach to loneliness-based research with older adults and the methodological
adaptations needed to better empower older people to participate as co-researchers.
This led to a reconceptualisation of loneliness that challenges the individual
pathology narrative inherent within existing theorisations, to look beyond
medicalisation and toward a more contextual, and inherently relational,
understanding that allows for the negotiation of loneliness. The community loneliness
experience and framework, respectively, capture the nature of the feeling of
loneliness, and how it manifests in one’s community through the configuration of
social capital and social ties, social and spatial conditions and processes. In moving
towards a contextualised understanding of loneliness, this thesis calls for the
reframing of day centres as sites for relational practice, and the need for social work
practitioners to assume a more central role in identifying and addressing loneliness

experienced by older people.
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Preface

| had wanted to explore this topic since my practice placement in adult social care,
when | began working with an older woman, whose life, and engagement with social
services, was dictated entirely by the loneliness she felt. She had repeatedly been let
down by the professional and personal relationships in her life, but this all changed
following her admission to a local day centre. This service became the centre of her
social world and enriched her life in ways that were not initially clear to me but were
to her. | sought to understand these intricacies through research, but the impact of
the pandemic changed the context, capacity and nature of this research aim. Whilst
this research coincided with the permanent closure of the Greater Walker
Community Trust, it is not a story of failure. It is a story of hope and a reminder of
what is possible when services truly reflect the needs and wishes of their
communities. Of course, their time as a day centre came to an end during this
participatory action research journey, and we muddled through a very challenging
phase of reflection and consolidation. Rather than a story of change and service
expansion, this thesis is the story of GWCT and what it meant to their community,
many of whom are no longer with us. These people mattered. Their loneliness

mattered. Their stories mattered.

This thesis is dedicated to the Greater Walker Community Trust.



Loneliness and the day centre

‘We must stop talking about loneliness as a clearly defined entity; it is fluid and spills
over into other areas of health and wellbeing. It mutates even across the biography
of a single person. It can be fleeting or chronic. It can be linked to isolation as well as
sociability. And despite differences in what is needed or valued, the search for
meaningful connection is universal.’

(Bound Alberti, 2019: 238)

1.1 Research focus

Loneliness is often termed a public health crisis or epidemic (Department for Digital
Culture, Media and Sport, 2018) experienced subjectively as a perceived lack of
desired social relations (Weiss, 1973; Peplau & Perlman, 1982; de Jong Gierveld,
1987; Andersson, 1998). Its public health crisis label is attributed largely to its status
as a negative and distressing experience which places individuals at greater risk of
developing illnesses such as cardiovascular disease, depression, dementia, and
stroke (Victor et al., 2000; Courtin & Knapp, 2015; Cotterell et al., 2018). So much so
that United Kingdom (UK) government called for an increase in academic research
investigating loneliness and effective interventions through ‘a connected society: a
strategy for tackling loneliness’, their first major contribution to the national
conversation on loneliness (DCMS, 2018) and which incidentally aided the
conception of this research idea. At this time, despite placing onus on local
authorities to ‘commission services and provide holistic health approaches
through...provisioning community space’ (DCMS, 2018: 15), day centres for older
people were not included in the list of possible services to endorse, and nor are they
today. While day centres have a range of meaningful roles in the lives of individuals
and care systems, including enhancing older adults’ social contacts and quality of life
(Orellana et al., 2020a), austerity measures resulted in a 41% drop-in adult day
centres between 2010 and 2018 in England with 428 centres estimated to have been
closed in this period (ITV News, 2018). COVID-19 and the rising cost of living crisis
has only intensified the decommissioning of services and closures due to lack of
funding, as services and local authorities have been forced to review and restructure

available resources (Giebel et al., 2021; Green et al., 2021). While national data on



day centres is limited, there is a worrying trend emerging as other local authorities in
England have been forced to decommission day centres, especially those less
specialised services (Derbyshire Live, 2022). Newcastle City Council in particular
was forced to reduce spending by up to £283 million in 2020 (NCC, 2018) and
intends to cut £3.24m from adult social care services by remodelling care
assessments (Local Democracy Reporting Service, 2022).

It was during this challenging period I first laid the foundations of this thesis.
Witnessing first-hand the impact loneliness had on the lives of lonely older people
whilst working in social care, and how central a role the day centre could play in their
lives, | assumed this research, born out of the expressed wishes of day centre
members, could simply demonstrate the effectiveness of day centres in reducing the
loneliness of older clients and therefore make a case for their status as an
intervention. With a Participatory Action Research (PAR) design though, a
collaborative and transformative journey ensued to explore and capture the
understandings and experiences of my co-researchers to advance well beyond my
anticipated learnings. Through a combination of participatory, critical, and creative
methodologies, this thesis examines the role of the day centre and loneliness in old
age according to the lived experiences of older adults. Bringing new perspectives
and insights on the topic that expand well beyond my initial preconceptions, this
thesis follows our PAR journey through my words to recall and examine the
significant learnings, reflections and action(s) that came as a result.

The Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, while unforeseen at the
commencement of this project in September 2019, irrevocably changed the course
of this research and the lives of my co-researchers. From January 31st, 2020, when
the first case of COVID-19 was confirmed in the UK (Rothan & Byrareddy, 2020), the
World Health Organization (WHO) announced a Public Health Emergency of
International Concern. The UK implemented a ‘lockdown’ commencing 23rd March
2020 wherein a considerable reduction (and in some cases a complete absence) of
physical social contact was recorded. People over the age of 70 were considered
high-risk of becoming critically ill due to COVID-19’s long incubation period, ease of
transmission, high mortality rate, and lack of pharmacological interventions (at the
time) and were subsequently asked to self-isolate, preventing them from accessing
any community services, including day centres (Rothan & Byrareddy, 2020; Shereen

et al., 2020). While the acute phase of lockdown gradually loosened in line with



decreasing cases of COVID-19, periods of physical social distancing were
intermittently enforced with new waves of transmission, shaping the trajectory of this

research.

1.2 Collaborative partner

Prior to the outbreak of COVID-19, the collaborative partner, Greater Walker
Community Trust (GWCT) ran a non-specialist day centre for older women and men
living in the east end of Newcastle-upon-Tyne. They aimed to provide care and
support to vulnerable adults; and address social isolation, loneliness and poverty
arising from unemployment and low skills in their local area. On a Monday, the
women’s group provided a relaxed atmosphere to chat with friends whilst the men’s
group on a Tuesday and Friday involved more formalised support and engagement
with staff, with day services stretched across the whole day (10am — 3pm) and
transport provided for clients. On a Wednesday and Thursday, GWCT also ran
outreach groups for older people living in local sheltered housing, bringing activities
to their homes as well as a supported shopping trip that included a café visit. This
support, and their limited access to funds often received attention from local news
outlets (appendix 1). Unfortunately, from the commencement of the project, the day
centre ceased to provide these services, in line with government advice and
restrictions. Instead, they worked to re-design their services and delivered provisions
to the homes of their attendees and other community members in need of support.
To continue delivering a form of social support, staff members made telephone
contact with each attendee twice a week. It was thought these modifications would
be temporary, with findings from this study able to inform any necessary long-term
changes. However, the realities of the pandemic and chronic under-funding and
under-appreciation of the day centre service, as will later be reflected upon, meant
GWCT had to formally and permanently close down in September 2021, changing
the nature of this research but more importantly the lives of those involved in it. It is
for this reason GWCT remains un-anonymised in this thesis, as co-researchers and

the manager sought the commemoration of the service.

1.3 Loneliness studies and related epistemology
The research area of loneliness, while rich and multi-disciplinary, is largely
guantitative (Cattan & White, 1998; Findlay, 2003; Cattan et al., 2005; Dickens et al.,



2011; Hagan et al., 2014; Cohen-Mansfield & Perach, 2015), relying on variations of
loneliness scales (de Jong-Gierveld, 1987; DCMS, 2018) that offer limited response
options. While qualitative research is also available, literature focussed on loneliness
from the perspective of older persons themselves is sparse and even less so in
relation to loneliness and day centres. To my knowledge, very few loneliness studies
have applied a PAR approach. The application here to old age and the context of the
day centre service is entirely novel. The study detailed here was designed to
address the context of increased economic uncertainty, disconnection and ageism in
which loneliness now exists for older people. Particular attention will be paid to the
potential loneliness that has occurred as a result, generating nuanced insight into a
community’s experience and response to public emergencies such as COVID-19.
This study will also offer a timely investigation into the changing function of
the day centre as a service model, providing a new basis for governments and policy
makers to shape the role day centres might assume in a reimagined future, where
loneliness is instead addressed through what we value. Despite their longstanding
presence in the adult social care landscape in England, the national data on day
centres remains extremely limited. Developing a deeper understanding of older
individuals’ experiences of loneliness during and before the pandemic will support
other day centre services to navigate their future role in the field of loneliness and to
consider whether identifying as an intervention is meaningful. Fundamentally, rather
than studying older persons as participants, this project will work collaboratively with
the GWCT community to develop new understandings by listening to the voices of
older people and challenging existing frameworks as outlined in chapter two. To do
S0, it is first necessary to define and detail those terms that will be continually
referenced throughout this thesis, of which all have been agreed with the research

team, the process of which will be discussed in the third chapter.

1.3.1 Older people

The term ‘older people’ is defined differently depending on context. In a global
context for example, the WHO defined an older adult as ‘a person whose age has
passed the median life expectancy at birth' (WHO, 2015: 230). In a gerontological
context however, older people are often divided into three subgroups in recognition
of the diversity that exists within such a wide age group: young old, middle old,
oldest-old (von Humboldt & Leal, 2014). That said, for the purpose of this study, the



term ‘older people’ and ‘older persons’ will be used intermittently to encompass a
range of young, middle and oldest-old persons, as was the expressed wish of the
collaborative partner. The term may reference any age from 50 upwards therefore,
which falls within the remit of the UK Department of Work and Pensions’ (2017)
definition of ‘older’, although | acknowledge in the UK context especially, 65 years of
age is still associated with access to State Pension despite no longer being the
official retirement age (ONS, 2019). Older people who attend day centres will be
referred to as attendees or members rather than service users, again as preferred by

the members themselves.

1.3.2 Loneliness

Loneliness refers to the subjective need for secure and meaningful social relations
(Weiss, 1973) and has a range of associated theoretical frameworks as will be
discussed in more detail in chapters two and seven. Though interconnected, the
terms loneliness and social isolation are distinct. Social isolation refers to the
objective state of being without social contact and is not necessarily a negative
experience, while loneliness more often results in feelings of distress and
detachment. Different dimensions of loneliness exist, namely, emotional loneliness
which refers to a lack of an attachment figure, social loneliness which occurs as a
result of the absence of an acceptable social network that provides belonging
(Weiss, 1973), collective loneliness which refers to the lack of connection to a social
group (Hawkley et al., 2012; Cacioppo et al., 2015) and existential loneliness which
refers to the feeling of broader separation and emptiness related to the nature of
existence (Larsson et al., 2017; Bolmsjo et al., 2019). This study recognises and
engages with these dimensions to an extent, but ultimately seeks to advance and
challenge these boundaries, where appropriate, to meaningfully capture co-
researcher’s experiences of loneliness in whatever manner they deem most

appropriate.

1.3.3 Day centre

The term ‘day centre’ traditionally refers to an organisation that provides a
combination of recreational and health-based services, differing in size, funding,
purpose, and target clientele (Orellana et al., 2020a). The term falls within the

context of Day Care services, which in the UK, remains aptly defined by Tester



(2001) as a service that ‘offers communal care, with paid or voluntary care givers
present in a setting outside the user’'s own home... for at least 4 hours during the
day and return home on the same day’ (p. 37). Transport to and from the service is
not expected but often internally arranged, and any service exceeding 4 hours
requires food provision to be offered to attendees (Tester, 2001). While they have
maintained a role in social care since the establishment of the National Assistance
Act 1948 (HM Government, 1948), day services vary significantly in their admission
criteria and ownership (Green et al., 2021). The collaborative partner of this project
identifies as a generalist day centre, as it offers support to community-dwelling older
adults rather than specialising, for example in the care of people with dementia or
palliative care. The day centre is comprised of a manager, an individual employed to
provide organisation to manage a day centre’s day-to-day operation, and paid staff
and unpaid volunteers who work directly with clients during a day centre’s working

hours.

1.4 Aims and research questions

This study aims to explore older persons’ experiences of loneliness and the role of
the day centre as expressed and guided by those with lived experience of the
phenomenon. Undertaken in the context of COVID-19, our choices and actions were
inevitably shaped and reshaped by the ever-changing circumstances. While this had
significant implications for the methodology of the study, the research aims remained
less interchangeable and were instead agreed upon at the commencement of the
project with the involvement of co-researchers, and smaller adjustments were made
as necessary. That said, | would also note that these choices and actions were
inevitably shaped by a largely white heteronormative perspective, the consequences

of which will be reflected upon in chapter seven.

The first research question asks how do older women and men understand and

experience ‘loneliness’ in the context of day centres?

Through this question | have explored day centre members understandings and
experiences of loneliness to conceptualise a novel term, community loneliness, that
better situates their very personal histories and emotions into a more specific social

and political context, a process that has significant implications for an ageing society.



The separation of men from women was requested by clients and carers to reflect
the gendered services provided by the day centre and their respective chosen
performances of gender. Making space to ‘understand’ what it means to experience
loneliness was also important as pre-existing definitions appeared to set boundaries
around co-researchers’ feelings and risked reinforcing ageist stereotypes and/or
assumed a solely negative framing of the experience. Instead, by questioning how
loneliness was being understood and experienced by this group of people, we hoped
to expand the narrative beyond what is already known, toward a more nuanced and

inclusive definition.

My second research question focuses on how do older women and men consider

the role of day centres in their lives?

Through this question | have embraced the changing context of the pandemic and
the subjectivity of the human experience generally, to consider what role the day
centre assumes in the lives of its members and the nature of this relationship. This
guestion has a specific set of objectives to highlight the differences between
experiences and develop conceptualisations that extend beyond the realm of service
development. These include, to explore differences between older women and
men’s experiences of day centre services and to develop recommendations for

policy regarding how to combat loneliness experienced by older persons.

The final research question originally queried how can day centres best shape
their service provision to address experiences of loneliness? This drew heavily
on my existing relationship with the collaborative partner and assumed that the
action element of the PAR would be catered toward service enhancement. With the
onset of COVID-19 however, this changed to how can the day centre enhance
services to support recruitment and retention of day centre clientele? This
came from a position of concern