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Key Messages

Resilience, proactivity and coping were associated with both having a positive
outlook – whether learned or inherent – and with having already well
established social networks. This in turn was linked to life experiences gained
through careers, voluntary work or membership of communities with similar
interests. These things made it easier to stay in touch and be proactive in seeking out
activities during the pandemic, whether on or offline. Cultivating life skills in
resilience and encouraging engagement in activities within the community earlier in
life therefore appears to be key to making the transition to staying connected during
periods of isolation such as those experienced during the pandemic.

Not everyone wants to engage in big group activities or activities online, and
for these people it is important to have the opportunity to have impromptu or
incidental conversations with other people in the community. This perhaps further
highlights the need to create age friendly environments that enable older people to
feel comfortable within their local community and to provide spaces where these
conversations can happen naturally.

The ‘digital divide’ is not just about access to technology, but also about
having knowledge of different platforms, their benefits and how to use them.
Some people were resistant and stated they had no interest in learning how to use
online technology – or were simply indifferent to it - but it is worth considering
whether this would change if they were given appropriate sessions to show them the
potential of the internet and web applications for keeping them connected. Their
resistance may be simply associated with a fear of the unknown.

Although most people had found connecting with others online was no
replacement for face-to-face activities, many said that they had discovered
new ways of interacting that had allowed them to stay in touch with people and their
social networks in a positive way. Some activities were successfully delivered as a
hybrid between both face-to-face and online, with some joining live in-person
sessions such as church services over the phone or via Zoom. This indicates that
there may be a possibility to engage the very isolated in hybrid activities if they are
restricted from attending in person.
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Introduction

SARS-CoV-2 – otherwise referred to as Coronavirus, or Covid 19 – has changed the
lives of billions of people worldwide since the first case was identified in the Wuhan
province of China in December 2019. A respiratory virus, it can cause severe
symptoms in some individuals, and over time scientists have come to understand
that those with weaker immune systems are particularly susceptible to
hospitalisation – or even death – as a result of contracting the virus. Given that the
immune system naturally weakens over time, this risk of dying from Covid 19
therefore increases rapidly with age (Mahase, 2020).
As a result of the looming pandemic, in March 2020 the UK government took the
decision to lockdown the country, effectively shutting all but essential services and
requesting that citizens stay at home. In England, the rules were to change and flex
repeatedly over the coming months, resulting in three national lockdowns over a
period of just over a year, during which time people could only make essential
journeys or exercise outside of their homes for short periods of time. For some
members of the population shielding orders were also given outside of these
lockdown periods if they were deemed to be particularly vulnerable to the disease.
These unprecedented restrictions on movement and enforced periods of physical
distancing were a difficult time for the majority of people, but the impact was
perhaps most keenly felt by those who were already susceptible to loneliness or
isolation. Whilst anyone can experience these conditions, they are factors that are
known to particularly effect older people. Events that become more likely in later life such as the loss of loved ones, family moving away, retirement, physical impairments
or mobility issues – can all impact on an individual’s ability to make and maintain
social connections (Thomas, 2015).
In this report we bring together an account of the experiences of a small group of
older people living through the Covid 19 pandemic. Specifically we wanted to learn
about their efforts to keep socially connected throughout the various iterations of
restrictions to normal life between March 2020 and May 2021. Using in-depth
qualitative interviews we explored how older people’s social connections were
impacted by the virus, the extent to which they were able to mitigate feeling lonely or
isolated during this time and the differences that the various restrictions made to
their lives.
The study demonstrates strong themes of personal resilience, identity and other
protective factors that assisted the participants in weathering the pandemic storm to
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varying degrees. It highlights the benefits of establishing connections to friends,
family, organised groups and community prior to the onset of older age (or to crisis
events such as a pandemic) which can give older people both the physical tools and
mental resilience to enable them to maintain social connections, if desired. This
includes addressing issues associated with access to or fears about technology;
developing and maintaining a positive mind-set; establishing links to others; and
cultivating and maintaining identities associated with work, volunteering or faith
groups.

About the authors
This study was conducted by Amy Beardmore from the University of
the West of England (UWE) and a group of Community Researchers
(CRs) who had previously worked on the evaluation of the Bristol
Ageing Better (BAB) programme. The authors were therefore familiar
with issues associated with older people and SIL within the city at the
start of the project. Due to the research team’s prior knowledge of
the area of SIL and as a result of earlier work by Amy and colleagues
on the impact of community spirit during Covid 19 (Jones et al. 2020),
the team were moved to explore the experiences of older people
and their efforts to remain socially connected during the various
restrictions.
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Purpose of the study
To explore the lived experiences of older
people and their social connectivity within
the context of the Covid 19 pandemic.

Methods
Following our interest in the ‘lived experience’ of people, we used a
phenomenological methodology for this study. Phenomenology was chosen because
it focuses on exploring how different phenomena are experienced from the
perspective of the individual (Lester, 1999).
We conducted 13 in-depth interviews with a cohort of participants aged 60+ currently
living in the city of Bristol. Due to the ongoing pandemic restrictions at the time of
the interviews, all were conducted either over the telephone or via online video
conferencing platform Microsoft Teams, with the exception of one in-person and
socially distanced interview which was conducted by Jeremy.
Interviews lasted between 20 minutes to 63 minutes, with a mean duration of 42
minutes, and all were audio recorded and transcribed. Interview questions were
minimal in structure and designed to prompt in-depth responses. The topics covered
focused on 1) life and social connections before Covid 19 and 2) life and social
connections during Covid 19. The interviews also covered reflections on the
experience and the learning for other parties, including support agencies.
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Sampling and recruitment

Participants were purposively recruited using an advert placed on LinkAge’s Facebook
page, a bi-monthly newsletter and through the Friends Ageing Better (FAB) mailing list
and Facebook page. Amy also attended a meeting of the Virtual Activity Group in
order to promote participation, and the CRs distributed the advert to their contacts.
Table 1 - Participant sample
Participant
name*

Gender

Age bracket

Ethnicity

Marital status, if declared

Iris

Female

80-89

White

Single/Living Alone

Cath

Female

70-79

White

Married/Living with partner

Janet

Female

60-69

White

Single/Living Alone

Emma

Female

60-69

White

Married/Living with partner

Hazel

Female

60-69

White

Married/Living with partner

Vicky

Female

60-69

White

Single/Living Alone

Hannah

Female

60-69

White

Married/Living with partner

Lillian

Female

70-79

White

Married/Living with partner

Ivy

Female

90+

White

Single/Living Alone

Ian

Male

90+

White

Single/Living Alone

Keith

Male

60-69

White

Single/Living Alone

Bruce

Male

60-69

White

Not declared

Julian

Male

60-69

White

Single/Living Alone

*All names have been changed to ensure the anonymity of participants.
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Timing of the study within the context of
Covid 19 restrictions
Interviews for the study took place towards the end of restrictions, but whilst the
majority of the country remained in lockdown. Due to the timing of the study,
participants were able to reflect on how their lives had changed across the whole
course of the varying pandemic restrictions.
Table 2 - Timeline of restrictions and interviews
2020

March

First full lockdown comes into force.

April
May

2021

June

Lockdown eased, non-essential shops reopen; phased reopening of
schools.

July

More easing with the reopening of pubs, restaurants and hairdressers.

August

Restrictions eased further; reopening of indoor theatres and similar
venues.

September

‘Rule of six' introduced that limits social gatherings to six people or less.
Return of some restrictions such as working from home.

October

Three tier system for Covid 19 is introduced; second lockdown
announced for November.

November

Second national lockdown comes into force.

December

Second lockdown ends after four weeks and England returns to three
tier system.

January

England enters third national lockdown.

February

PM publishes roadmap for lifting lockdown.

March

Schools reopen; stay at home order remains in place.

April

Non-essential retail, hairdressers and public buildings
reopen.

May

Limit of 30 people allowed to mix outdoors.

June

All legal limits on social contact are removed and the entire economy
reopens.

Interviews
take place
between
March and
May 2021

Adapted from: https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/charts/uk-governmentcoronavirus-lockdowns
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Analysis

The findings were analysed in three stages (Pietkiewicz and Smith, 2014). First, the
research team read and re-read the transcripts, noting what appeared to be
interesting themes or important quotes. Second, the team then met to discuss each
transcript in detail and agree on the key emergent themes. AB then returned to the
transcripts, this time using NVivo 12 software to code them in accordance with the
themes identified during the team meetings, whilst noting any new additional themes
along the way.
In the third and final stage relationships between themes were identified and themes
clustered where appropriate. During this stage sub-themes were merged, deleted or
reorganised into three broad categories – life before the pandemic; life during the
pandemic restrictions and life beyond pandemic restrictions. There were also two
additional themes of health, physical impairment and mobility and personality,
identity and resilience which were overarching and tended to be inherent
characteristics or life events that pre-dated the pandemic.
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Overview of findings
Life before the pandemic
Just under half of the participants had been regular volunteers and active citizens
prior to the pandemic. This included telephone befriending, running lunch clubs and
setting up and running regular group activities.
Many said they had enjoyed active social lives that included having coffee with
friends, going to the cinema, learning foreign languages, book clubs, walking,
gardening, attending church, going out for meals or to the pub, entertaining and
reading plays. Exercise was a popular activity and many participants enjoyed
attending in-person classes such as Zumba, Pilates and Aqua Fit. Only one person –
Ian - stated that he did not previously participate in any social activities at all, but this
appeared to be mostly through choice. Two others reported having a small social
circle prior to the pandemic.
Family was really important to participants and many stated that they enjoyed visiting
relatives as part of their regular activities. Although one person had previously been
an active user of Skype when staying in touch with her children, no one had ever
heard of or used Zoom before the pandemic.

Life during the pandemic
Being locked down or housebound
Unsurprisingly people found being locked down in their homes particularly difficult.
Lots of people talked about the frustration of being ‘stuck in their front rooms’, a
problem which was worse for those with small houses or flats. Ian was again the only
exception here, as he stated that his life had not changed at all since the pandemic
began due to his already relatively solitary lifestyle.

You know, it's no different at all. It hasn't
altered my life one bit...you know, I just
go out for a walk every day. That's it.
- Ian
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Volunteering and helping others
Those who had previously engaged in voluntary work had continued their active
citizenship and focused their energies on helping others as part of activities during
Covid. One participant had not previously volunteered but had decided to actively
contact people she felt might be lonely by calling them or writing letters and emails.
She had even gone as far as teaching someone embroidery via email using only
written instructions and illustrations.

Offline activities and socialising
Many people continued to enjoy activities offline, including arts and crafts and
dancing to music at home. When restrictions eased after the first lockdown, some
managed to continue in-person activities and were even able to meet in small groups
outside. Some went for walks whilst others enjoyed trips out with family and friends,
and two participants enjoyed fishing and were members of the same fishing club.
Nature and the outdoors were common themes, with others enjoying gardening or
growing their own vegetables.
The easing of restrictions had also allowed people to again have incidental
conversations with strangers, and Ian – the self-described loner – had recently made
some new acquaintances whilst standing at a bus stop.

I do a lot of reading of course. I do a lot of Sudoku
to keep the mind active – Sudoku and crosswords,
Sudoku for preference. You have to find plenty of
things to do, different things to do during the day.
- Iris
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Technology, phones and the internet
Most found using technology was fairly unavoidable, and Zoom was mentioned
frequently in conversations. Whilst for most this had enabled them to stay in touch
with family and friends, this mode of communication had taken on a particular
significance for one participant whose son had lost his wife to Covid during the
pandemic. She had found that Zoom offered something that the telephone could not,
and had allowed them to simply ‘sit and be together’ in their grief.
Many people found that the pandemic had reignited old friendships and that they
were able to meet online on a regular basis, partly due to the discovery of Zoom, but
also because everyone suddenly had time to meet without the complication of
competing schedules.
Lots of participants had tried participating in online group activities, or had used the
internet to participate in pre-recorded exercise sessions on YouTube or to attend
webinars or online events. Online group activities were often in-person activities that
had moved online, such as church services, exercise classes, book groups and choirs
(although choirs were unanimously found to be very problematic in this format).
WhatsApp was also a common mode of staying in touch with group members, or with
other residents in the local area.
Seven participants had participated in online activities to varying degrees, and the
remaining six either had limited involvement (either just attending online church
services or sending emails), didn’t use it at all, or were simply indifferent. For some
there was active resistance to Zoom and other platforms, whilst others just preferred
face to face activities. Even active users of Zoom noted that it had its limitations, and
many said that in most circumstances it was no replacement for seeing people in the
flesh. One participant was severely restricted by the technology he had access to
which had put him off trying to get online.

You know, you're enjoying nature. And
catching fish. It was really, really good
for me and it's sort of given me quite a
good impetus.
- Keith
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Companionship, loneliness and physical distance
Those who were single or widowed found that there were often periods of loneliness
which they found difficult (although interestingly one participant felt that being single
and having experienced loneliness before had prepared her well for the pandemic.
Keeping busy was important, but even the most proactive people found that living
alone was difficult at times. Being physically distanced from loved ones – especially
grandchildren – was particularly hard.

I sorely miss touch and again, living on my own and even
without […] so much as a dog in the house, I so miss
touch, you know? And can’t hug my grandchildren, can’t
hug anybody. That’s so important you know, we need
that as human beings…I think, you know, that’s
universal and not having that has been a real issue for
me really. I mean, […] I’ve got three children. My
youngest son, he hasn’t been coming over very much but
when I saw him a couple of weeks ago I said ‘please can
we hug?’ [and] we both turned our faces away and gave
each other a hug…and that was magical, it was lovely.
- Vicky

Resilience, coping and identity
Coping during the pandemic
A number of participants had experienced a significant life event or major health
issue during the pandemic. These included sudden and significant sight loss; mobility
problems that had stopped the participant from driving; a recent heart attack for
which the participant had had a pacemaker fitted; and managing the mental health of
a loved one. Three participants had also been bereaved during the pandemic, and
two of those bereavements were as a direct result of Covid 19. Despite these difficult
experiences, two participants felt that the pandemic had acted as a buffer during
which they were able to process and deal with very difficult situations away from
others and without having to explain themselves.

I think it’s actually not having to go out has probably
helped me with my own grief and my own, you know,
sort of sadness for my son and all that kind of thing…I
probably needed this time anyway.
- Hannah
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Personal outlook and resilience
Remaining positive, being proactive and setting meaningful goals were all things that
helped people survive the pandemic. Lots of people in the sample talked about how
they didn’t like negativity or stated that they themselves generally had a positive
outlook. Coping and resilience was also associated with identity or just a person’s
general demeanour, and those who had previously been active citizens or who had a
strong work identity tended to talk of being proactive and innovative in entertaining
themselves.

The importance of pre-existing social and faith networks
Having connections prior to the pandemic was the biggest facilitator to staying in
contact with others during those difficult months. This included some activities that
people had previously attended in-person moving online, even if reluctantly. This
worked best for those who had a social connection with the group that transcended
the activity itself. Seven participants mentioned being part of a faith group, and it was
clear that this constituted a significant part of their identities and provided a sense of
belonging to a community.

Looking to the future
Most participants had mixed feelings about the future, and many felt the world had
changed forever. Whilst everyone was looking forward to a return to normality, many
felt that they would continue using Zoom to stay in touch with friends and family.
Others had been introduced to online events they didn’t know existed before, and
again they felt they might continue with those. One participant was apprehensive
about whether she would be able to easily return to her old life and feared she might
have become too comfortable with being at home.

I have reconnected with some of my uni mates,
and they’re all over the world. There’s one in
America, one in Australia, one in Gibraltar, one in
France and about three or four of us in the UK and
[we] all meet regularly and have a chat and a quiz.
- Vicky
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Reflections and learning
Drawing upon the findings from the interviews and the reflections of the research
team we developed a number of points for learning from the study. Whilst these
primarily relate to coping, resilience and staying connected during the pandemic, the
learning also applies to those who may be at risk of loneliness or isolation in older
age in non-pandemic times.

Outreach for those who are housebound
Active outreach for those who are housebound to ensure they have access to things
like craft and other hobby materials to keep busy, as well as access to appropriate
technology to get online if they want to.

Encourage volunteering and active citizenship
Volunteering and active citizenship provides meaning and purpose for people,
particularly for those who are retired or semi-retired. Volunteering was an enabler for
having a sense of purpose during the pandemic and older people should continue to
be actively recruited and encouraged to be volunteers.

Ensure that opportunities for informal encounters are
encouraged through Age Friendly Communities
The importance of incidental and informal encounters within the community should
not be underestimated – for those who are less sociable these can be very important.
Places to sit or meet others outdoors are vital, but so is the need for age friendly
spaces and businesses within communities – these might be the only social
encounters a person has during the day and a friendly face and informal chat can
make a big difference to people’s lives.

Technology, skills and confidence for all older people –
bridging the digital divide
Ensuring that older people have access to not just the technology, but also the skills
and confidence to get online is crucial. Older people who regularly used computers in
their paid work were more likely to have gained this confidence and these skills over
time, but even they may still need a refresher course as technologies change rapidly.
The rapid adoption of Zoom is a case in point here.
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Introduce older people to the world of technology, even if
they are reluctant
Some participants were indifferent to the technology, but it should not be assumed
that they wouldn’t want to use it if shown how. Their resistance may come from
simply not knowing what is available or how it can be used to enhance their social
connections.

Consider hybrid activities that can be delivered online and
face-to-face at the same time
Being able to access social activities remotely was helpful to some during the
pandemic as they didn’t feel able to see people face to face whilst they were
experiencing emotional difficulties or personal upset. Providing people with the
option to take part in ‘live’ activities online instead of joining in-person could be an
option for some people, and the possibility of hybrid events should be explored. This
worked particularly well for faith groups in our sample but could be applied
elsewhere.

Introduce strategies for boosting resilience – for all ages
Being naturally positive, proactive and resilient was a protective factor for many
participants. Whilst it is difficult to know the extent to which this might simply be a
natural disposition, strategies to improve these life skills and teaching ways to cope in
stressful situations should be taught (and at any age – the younger the better).

Help older people foster a sense of belonging
The earlier people can establish social connections the better, as these are more
easily maintained when people are forced to physically distance from others. Again,
age friendly communities will assist with this, as will the co-production of activities
with older people and their inclusion in the design of local communities.
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Study limitations
As the project progressed, it became clear that both men and participants from nonWhite backgrounds were not coming forward to participate in the study, so direct
emails were subsequently sent out to specific men’s groups, repair cafes and leaders
of community activities for local Somali and South Asian communities. Despite these
efforts there was still very limited uptake from these communities, and everyone who
came forward to participate was from a White ethnic background (although we were
ultimately successful in recruiting four men to the study).
Many participants described themselves as comfortable financially (although they
weren’t asked a direct question about this), and a few lived within the same area of
the city and clearly had access to multiple opportunities to participate in activities
within their communities.
Although having a relatively homogeneous sample is encouraged in
phenomenological studies such as this, it should be noted that it is likely that the
views expressed in the study are not typical of the wider Bristol population. Wider
research that is able to recruit a more heterogeneous sample is therefore
encouraged.
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