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Social Isolation and Ageing 
• Older people are particularly vulnerable to both loneliness and social isolation 

- loss of friends and family, mobility or income (SCIE, 2012).

• English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) showed that 14% of older men 
experienced moderate to high social isolation, compared with 11% women. 

• A higher proportion of men than women had contact with their children, 
family or friends less than once a month (Beach and Bamford, 2014). Older 
men without partners were more socially isolated and lonely than older 
women with partners. 

• ELSA data, Steptoe et al. (2013) found an association between social isolation 
and increased mortality, mostly accounted for by mental and physical health. 

• Steptoe and colleagues conclude that although both isolation and loneliness 
diminish quality of life and well-being, attempts to reduce isolation would be 
more likely to have greater benefits in reducing 
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Social isolation and men
• Social isolation, loneliness and depression are increasingly identified as major 

issues for men throughout the life course i.e. men often have less involvement 
in support and friendship networks than women (Dalgard et al., 2006). 

• Moreover, Eng et al. (2002) contend that less socially connected men are at a 
significantly increased risk of death by suicide, as well as from other causes. 

• The groups most likely to lack social contacts with relatives, friends and 
neighbours are divorced and never-married older men (Ruxton, 2006). 

• The lack of social networks renders these men more vulnerable to social 
isolation, which in turn, makes them less likely to receive the type of support 
that they might need to help them to remain living in the community if their 
circumstances change.
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Masculinity and health and wellbeing

•Doing health and wellbeing reflects doing gender (Courtenay 2000) –
culturally idealized forms of masculinity influences health and 
wellbeing behavour. 

•Dillon and Butler (2011) highlighted that strong causal links exist 
between unemployment, recession and deteriorating economic 
circumstances; and the health and well-being of men.

• Courtenay (2000) discusses how leaving the occupational 
‘breadwinner’ role, and the resulting loss of a community of co-
workers can reduce a man’s sense of his male identity. 

• In addition, the taking on of a caring role for a partner with physical or 
mental disabilities is also a reality for many older men (Arber et al., 
2003). 
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Gendering of social services

• Danger of assessing the quantity and quality of social networks based on standards derived from a 
‘feminine ruler’ in which the ‘prescriptions for well-being’ in later life derive from the experiences of 
the female majority (Davidson, Daly and Arber, 2013, p. 183) i.e.  older men may wish to have a 
smaller, closer network of friends and acquaintances.

• Emejulu (2011) discusses the problem of essentialist ideas of ‘women’ within feminist politics, which 
fail to take account of the intersection of other identities, such as race, class and age (Grimshaw, 
2011). Arguably, the same is true of an essentialist idea of ‘men’. 

• Gender and age both intersect to influence social networks throughout the life course, which in turn, 
have an effect on the benefits, and risks, of social participation (Thompson and Whearty, 2004). 
However, Calasanti (2004) contends that the suppression of emotions implicit in many forms of 
masculinity renders many men uncomfortable with the type of self-disclosure often involved in 
building up social networks.
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Social work with older men 

• Social work profession is dominated by women 
(GSCC, UK 75%)

• Male clients are usually seen in a negative light 
i.e.  perpetrators  

• Older men are a socially invisible  category 

• Social isolation of older men a relatively  under 
explored theme in social work and social 
gerontology literature 

• Social work must now revisit how to works with 
men (Cree 2013)

• Implications for policy and service delivery
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Conflict, masculinity, ageing and social isolation
• Historical and social context involving open violence, war or conflict tend to further sharpen extreme 

masculine identities (Cornwell, 1994)

• This potentially places men who have experienced such situations at potentially greater risk of social 
isolation as they age (Verma et al. 2001) i.e. Vietnam war veterans (Resick, 2001, Boscarinon, 1995), 
Holocaust survivors (Eitigne, 1993; David, 2003). The world moves on forgetting these events and the 
men involved.

• Bourdieu (1984) – during times of conflict communities privilege men who embodied extreme 
masculine values and behaviours with social position, honour and strong social connections and 
community network. However in post conflict societies these values and behaviours are no longer 
privileged by the community at large, which wants to distance itself form the violent past and the 
generation involved. 

• However masculity is not single concepts, shaped by social class, sexuality, ethnicity well as location 
and time (Haywaood et al 1996)
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Ageing in Northern Ireland

• Between 1990 and 2015, the percentage of the NI population aged 65 and over grew from 12.8 to 15.8 
percent, which represents an increase of approximately 86,000 people. Moreover, not only is the 
general population ageing, but there has been progressive ageing of the older population itself (ONS, 
2015). 

• Importantly, this has not happened symmetrically for men and women. Women have historically 
lived longer than men, although this gap has reduced from 5.96 years in 1991–1993 to 4.3 years in 
2011–2013. 

• This faster improvement in male mortality may be largely due to reduction of smoking levels for 
men, as well as advances in health treatments for circulatory illnesses. In addition, traditional ‘male’ 
occupations have become less physical and safer (ONS, 2014). In Northern Ireland, this has resulted 
in a seventy-five percent increase in the number of men aged 75 and over between 1990 and 2015, 
compared with thirty-three percent for women.

• Living alone is a feature of many people’s lives, with twenty-two percent of men aged 65 or over in 
England and Wales in 2011 living alone. This figure increased to forty-one percent for men aged 85 or 
over (ONS, 2013). It is  anticipated that loneliness and social isolation will also be set to grow (Beach 
and Bamford, 2014).

• Consequently, later life is becoming less numerically dominated by women (Arber, Davidson and 
Ginn, 2003). In other words, older men are more visible statistically, and importantly, are more 
visible within our communities. 

• Thus, it is important that how and why older men’s experiences of old age differ from that of women 
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Ageing in Belfast, 
Any study of ageing in Northern Ireland 

should consider the exceptional nature of 
this post society. The history of over 
thirty years of civil conflict (Catholic, 
Protestant sectarianism) is well 
documented. For example, since 1968, 
over 3500 people were killed, comprising 
3279 males and 322 females (Fay, 
Morrissey and Smyth, 1999). 

Since the ceasefire of 1994, the intensity 
and character of sectarian conflict has 
changed. Nevertheless, there remains a 
strong political divide between 
communities, and residential migration 
remains high, especially within social 
housing (Murray and Murtagh, 2003). 
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Social isolation

experienced by 
older men in 

Belfast 
communities  

Life course

Men negotiate social, 
economic, culture and 

symbolical capital with a 
specific habitus (Bourdieu 

1984)

Conflict

enhances social integration
within communities , 
peace may result in 

reduced social engagement
and anomie (Durkeim1895, 

Douglas, 1971

Gender 

Stereotypes are enhanced 
by  giving rise to extreme 
masculinities (Cornwell 

1994

Ageing 

Individuals bodies 
changes their location in 

the gender hierarch is 
altered – new 

opportunities for change 
and new roles.    
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Research 
• Aim - commissioned to undertake a 

review of services for older men (aged 
50+) within Belfast. The project sought: 
to review the extent and impact of 
current community, voluntary, 
statutory or private sector services 
which are aimed at combating social 
isolation among men in the Belfast 
area. The target group was men aged 
50 years or over who have retired, or 
been unable to work through ill-
health, and have become isolated.
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Stage one, a literature 
review explored different 
interventions used to 
address social isolation. 

Stage two, an audit of 
existing service provision 
in Belfast was undertaken. 

Stage three, ten interviews 
were carried out with 
purposively sampled older 
men aged 50 years or over 
who participated in a range 
of services across Belfast. 
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Findings: Changing identities, roles, communities and 

social relations through the life course  
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Participants were from the
following mens groups

1. Male catholic ex-prisoner  
2. Working class protestant 

3. Mixed working class 
neighbourhood 

4. Diverse neighbourhoods 
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Profile of Participants
Participant

number

Age band Occupational status Family status Religious

background

C1 60-65 Community worker Married, with 4 children and 6 

grandchildren

Protestant

C2 50-55 Volunteer community worker, retired 

through ill-health and addiction

Divorced, with 6 children and 

12 grandchildren

Catholic

C3 70-75 Took early retirement Married Catholic

C4 60-65 Involuntary redundancy Married Protestant

C5 60-65 Early retirement through Ill-health Married, with 3 Children Protestant

C6 50-55 Early retirement through ill-health Single, with no family Protestant

C7 70-75 Retired Married, with children and 

grandchildren

Protestant

C8 65-70 Retired Married, second marriage, with 

1 child

Catholic

C9 65-70 Retired Married, with1 child Protestant

C10 65-70 Retired Married, with children and 

grandchildren

Protestant



UEF // University of Eastern Finland

Findings: Masculine spaces, self-esteem and 
purpose
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I’ve discovered that lots of 
men need a reason to get out 
of bed in the morning’. ‘I 
think men are looking for 
some kind of identity. It 
used to be that they had 
responsible jobs, and then 
they are just put on the 
slagheap’. (C9)

‘[Men are] employed and then all of a 
sudden that stops, and you’re in the 
wife’s way…and she’s not used to you 
being in the house so you, all of a 
sudden have to find some other things 
to do to get out of…because that’s her 
space’.(C3)
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Findings: Health and health seeking help
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‘Some of them have mental issues, some of 
them have addiction issues… some of 
them have just been marginalised, (C1)

‘We [men] do not go to 
the doctors until it is too 
late. We put up with 
it…You know men ‘I 
never go to the hospital’ 
and the first time they’re 
in is the last time, cause 
they are carried out of it’. 
(C4)
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Findings:  Ageing, new community roles  and 
intergenerational relationships
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‘We’re all obviously living longer 
and we have expectations. We 
don’t feel as old at retirement age 
as perhaps our parents, or our 
parents’ parents did…the biggest 
benefit is the health of our senior 
citizens today. They don’t feel that 
they’re old and outcasts’. (C3)

‘Where the 
Grandad used to 
be an old man in a 
cap…now he 
becomes the centre 
of things to do’. .  
(C1)
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Findings: Getting involved
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[It has] a lot to do with pride, a lot 
to do with the macho thing, you 
know…’I’m a man, I don’t need 
help’’.(C2)
‘It comes back to the same 
thing…men don’t cry. Men don’t 
show their emotions, that’s why 
you find them hanging or popping 
pills, because they don’t talk about 
it’.(C6) (This is correct, LM)

‘Sometimes…you’d see a man standing outside the 
door, looking at it, but you’d have to open the door 
and say ‘come in, hello, have a look’ (C4)
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Findings: Benefits of social contact
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You talk to people easier when 
you’re doing something, especially 
men. It’s okay when you’re 
whacking away and can chat to 
people.(C4)
‘Just a group of gents…blokes, 
decided they would pass their 
time…rather than talking to each 
other on the road, they should meet 
and socialise and have 
conversations’. (C10)

‘You’re at a lathe, you’re at a 
machine, you’re 
concentrating…very, very 
therapeutic. Really, everything 
else is out of your mind, you 
know all the problems you have, 
be it health, your family, your 
life, all the problems you 
have…and you’re just 
concentrating on your pen and 
doing it right and watching 
what you’re doing, really very 
therapeutic and you feel great 
after it’.(C5)
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Legacy of the troubles
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the flag protest have brough it (seperatist
sentiment) back to the people… its a barrier

(Louis)  

Other men (from
Catholic areas in 
Dublin and Sligo) 
seem to be facing

the same problems
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Discussion  from the interviews

• The legacy of the troubles and post conflict attitudes has excluded some men 
from their communities 

• Men were both capable  and eager to  adopt different gender roles, when given 
the opportunity and support

• The combination of biological ageing and social changes offered new 
opportunities for personal liberation from rigid gender expectations of the 
past e.g. family activities, cross relationships activities 

• The ageing process and the accompanying propensity to develop illness, and 
the experience did reduced physical capacity in later life undeniably added 
another layer of complexity to these men’s feelings of social isolation.   
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Discussion regarding the services
• Services specifically designed to address the unique social integration this sub group of ageing men 

was highlighted eg mens groups  

• Services that extend social contacts and friendship helped achieved a more enduring sense of 
purpose in a post-work and post conflict context were particularly valued by the older men. 
Improvements in mental and physical health and cross community experiences were reported as 
positive outcomes. 

• The essential messages for social work with similar groups is the importance of promoting feelings of 
usefulness and purpose tougher with a critical awareness of how masculinity and ‘pride’, negatively 
impact on ‘seeking help’. 

• In relation to recruitment to support services, word-of-mouth was central, however, it is 
acknowledged that by definition, this excludes the most socially-isolated individuals. 
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Policy recommendations
•Our research put forward twelve proposals to help enhance the 

provision of services for socially isolated older men

1. Increase the capacity of voluntary and community organizations 

2. Participate in government consultations

3. Join relevant networks

4. Develop a clear and up to date directory of services for statutory and third sectors

5. Involve and train health and social care professionals

6. Think about how to engage with men

7. Consider intergenerational work

8. Recognize the legacy of the conflict

9. Acknowledge diversity of men

10. Think about the range and type of activities that are offered

11. Consider if men-only services are the most appropriate

12. Evaluate what works
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Conclusion

The legacy of the conflict caused tension for the specific cohort of men 

concerned suggesting that local service providers need to be sensitive as to the 

historical, political and cultural contexts that have shaped men’s lives which in 

turn influences how services are provided. 

For example for service providers in Belfast may want to consider whether their 

service environment should be ‘neutral’ (where discussion and sectarian 

symbolism are discouraged), or ‘shared’ (where all opinions can be openly 

discussed and respected). There is no correct approach, and obviously the 

chosen direction will depend on the aims, ethos, and skills of individual 

organisations, facilitators and members.
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