
 

  
  

 
   

 
  

 

SeneddCommunities@senedd.wales 

John.Griffiths@senedd.wales 

10th November 2020 

Dear John Griffiths MS, 

Please see our latest report, ‘Lonely and Left Behind: Tackling Loneliness at a Time of 
Crisis’. 

I am writing to you in your capacity as chair of the Equality, Local Government and 
Communities Committee to share our latest report ‘Lonely and Left Behind: Tackling 
Loneliness at a Time of Crisis’. 

Last week the committee kindly asked me to give evidence about the impact of Covid-19 
on the voluntary sector and this report expands the answers I provided and will give the 
committee a greater understand of the significant impact of loneliness.  

This report provides rich insight into how some of the people most affected by the 
pandemic are coping, and how they’re not. Its findings make the case for more action to 
tackle loneliness as we head into an inevitably difficult winter.  

Key findings: 

• The pandemic is making loneliness worse: isolation, financial insecurity and

increased stress are making more people feel lonely. People living alone, living

with a disability and younger people are particularly at risk.

• Too many people lack strong support networks: Thirty-nine per cent of UK

adults say they haven’t had a meaningful conversation with someone in a fortnight

and a third worry something will happen to them and no one will notice.

• Some people have never stopped shielding or isolating: Despite restrictions

easing over the summer, some people have not felt comfortable leaving their

homes. Watching others resume their social lives has made these people feel ‘left

behind’.

• People who are lonely feel less able to cope: There’s been a sharp rise in the

number of people who say they are too lonely to cope with the COVID-19 crisis

since May, and two in five people say loneliness is having a negative impact on

their mental health.

• People often don’t know how to help themselves and others: the pandemic

and lockdown restrictions have had a significant impact on people’s strategies for

managing loneliness and many find it too difficult to talk to others about their

feelings.

• Further lockdowns and winter risk entrenching feelings of loneliness:

People are concerned that more lockdowns will bring them back to ‘square one’

and are worried about their ability to cope.

In Wales: 
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• A quarter of people (26%) worry something will happen to them and no one will

notice.

• 27% say often feel alone and have no one to turn to.

• 26% of adults say their neighbours are like strangers to them.

• 29% say they haven’t had a meaningful conversation with someone in a fortnight.

• 37% say loneliness is having a negative impact on their mental health.

• 31% of adults are concerned that their loneliness will get worse.

To ensure no one is left behind and feels alone: 

• Civil society organisations should continue to tackle loneliness, share learning and

prioritise those most at risk.

• Government should launch a plan to tackle loneliness during the winter; engaging

people with lived experience in developing this.

• Government should ensure those most at risk of loneliness are able to access the

mental health and emotional support they need to cope and recover from COVID-

19.

• In the medium to longer term, tackling loneliness should be built into local and

national COVID-19 recovery plans.

Our operational insights and research have repeatedly shown us that there is a need for 
long-term sustainable funding for social prescribing schemes across Wales to help 
prevent loneliness and support those most vulnerable to its affects.  

If you have any questions about the report then please do not hesitate to contact me. 

Yours sincerely, 

Kate Griffiths  

Wales Director for Independent Living and Crisis Response 
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It was only a few months ago that people started venturing out again. 
While physical intimacy was still mostly off limits, people across the  
country began seeing their friends, families and colleagues in person.  
After an unprecedented period of lockdown and isolation, many felt  
anxious but ultimately relieved to be able to do this again. However,  
for others, socialising in person still didn’t feel like an option – and, for 
some, shielding never really ended.

Earlier this year, just as the initial lockdown began to ease, the British  
Red Cross warned the COVID-19 crisis had made loneliness worse, 
with 41 per cent of UK adults saying they felt lonelier than before the 
pandemic. ‘Life After Lockdown: Tackling loneliness among those left 
behind’ 1 identified a series of factors making loneliness worse during 
the initial lockdown period, from a lack of meaningful contact to  
increased anxiety. While everyone experienced this to an extent,  
it was clear the crisis was affecting some communities more than  
others and ultimately exacerbating inequalities.

This research explores what happened next through an in-depth  
exploration of the experiences of 16 people who had recently been,  
or were continuing to shield and isolate, as well as through nationally 
representative polling. These stories provide rich insight into how  
some of the people most affected by the pandemic are coping –  
and how they’re not. Most importantly, these findings offer a  
glimpse of what might work to tackle loneliness as we head into  
new COVID-19 lockdowns, and an inevitably difficult winter. 

It found that the temporary easing of lockdown in parts of the country  
this summer brought new challenges, which exacerbated loneliness.  
Some people had to confront the reality of losing their jobs. Those still 
isolating felt particularly alone - two fifths of UK adults told us that avoiding 
socialising has made them feel left behind. And people who had been 
shielding or isolating felt uncomfortable and conflicted about being out of 
the house again. In some cases, they also felt resentment watching others 
return to a normality they didn’t yet feel comfortable with. As the rules 
became complicated, so did our relationships. 

But this research also presents a worrying picture of what’s to come, 
particularly as COVID-19 restrictions are being tightened again. Thirty-five  
per cent of UK adults are concerned their loneliness will continue to get 
worse – with some communities, such as disabled and younger people, 
feeling particularly despondent. Some of the people we’re supporting at 
the British Red Cross have not left their house or had visitors since the 
start of the pandemic. Some of these people might continue to live this  
way for another seven months. While isolation doesn’t always lead to 
loneliness, and indeed is not always a bad thing, prolonged and unwanted 
isolation isn’t good for us, and increases our risk of early mortality.   

Even for those who have started to venture out, indoor activities have 
often felt out of bounds. With winter fast approaching, outdoor activities 
are already feeling less attainable, and with cases of COVID-19  
increasing again, feelings of uncertainty, fear and hopelessness  
are starting to increase. 

1 �British Red Cross, Life after lockdown: Tackling loneliness among those left behind: 
redcross.org.uk/about-us/what-we-do/we-speak-up-for-change/life-after-lockdown-tackling-loneliness/recommendations

1. Foreword
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2 British Red Cross and Co-op, Barriers to Belonging: An exploration of loneliness among people from 
Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic backgrounds (2019) redcross.org.uk/about-us/what-we-do/ 
we-speak-up-for-change/barriers-to-belonging
3 British Red Cross, Life after lockdown: Tackling loneliness among those left behind redcross.org.uk/
about-us/what-we-do/we-speak-up-for-change/life-after-lockdown-tackling-loneliness

Previous British Red Cross research has found people in the  
UK generally don’t know what to do when they feel lonely, and 
often lack the confidence needed to reach out for support.2 

Yet, the limited coping mechanisms people once had, such as 
seeing friends or going to work, have felt largely unavailable 
since lockdown began in March. The people interviewed in this 
research spoke about trying to distract themselves by reading or 
watching television but reflected that after such a long period of 
isolation and uncertainty, these are now mostly ineffective. Others 
tried to latch onto events or occasions they were excited about, 
only to be left disappointed and even lonelier when COVID-19 
restrictions meant that these didn’t materialise. 

The British Red Cross knows all too well that the impacts of 
loneliness can be devastating – for people, their networks and 
our public services. From worsened physical and mental health 
outcomes to reduced resilience, its effects can run deep and 
be long-lasting. People who are always or often lonely are now 
three times more likely to feel they can’t cope with the impacts 
of the pandemic compared to the general public. A figure that 
has significantly increased since the last time we carried out 
polling 3 just a few months ago..4 But, as this research unpicks, 
we also know the solutions to loneliness are often surprisingly 
simple – feeling able to talk about it, knowing how to reach out 
for support, being kind to your neighbour. Doing everything we 
can to implement these solutions is essential - not just in getting 
us through the next phases of the COVID-19 response, but in 
building back better and leaving no one behind.

4 In our May 2020 polling, 19 per of those who said they were always or often lonely disagreed that  
they would be able to cope​ with changes to their life that may be caused by the COVID-19 crisis, and  
that they would be able to recover afterwards. In October 2020, this figure has increased to 39 per cent.
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Summary of key findings

1.	 Many participants in this research were feeling lonely or  
isolated before the pandemic, often due to experiencing 
a degree of turbulence in their lives, and this has been 
compounded by the impacts of the pandemic and being less 
able to utilise previous coping strategies during lockdown.  
Not having as much contact with other people, particularly face-to- 
face contact, in comparison to before the pandemic was very front of 
mind. Some participants described the combination of circumstances 
as ‘pushing them over the edge’.  

2.	 All participants reported experiencing loneliness more often 
as a result of the pandemic and lockdown, and reasons 
participants pointed to for this can be split into two themes: a 
lack of face-to-face contact with others and struggling to keep 
busy. The majority of participants said they experienced loneliness at 
some point every day, in contrast to sometimes or rarely feeling lonely 
prior to the pandemic. Within this, experiences of loneliness also vary 
by factors including living situation and level of social contact prior to 
the pandemic.  

3.	 As lockdown restrictions eased and government guidance 
on shielding was relaxed, over the summer in most parts of 
the country several participants chose to continue to shield 
completely or for the most part. Their feelings of loneliness 
either stayed the same or worsened as they watched others 
resume their social lives, and they reported feeling ‘left behind’. 
A third of participants fell into this group, and by contrast around two 
thirds had begun trying to resume parts of their ‘normal’ lives,  
including social contact. 

4.	 The COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown restrictions have had 
a significant impact on participants’ strategies for managing 
loneliness. Participants pointed to the heightened importance 
of technology and entertainment to try to cope with loneliness, 
rather than the physical social interactions that they would 
have been able to turn to prior to the pandemic. All participants 
also described finding it difficult to talk to others about loneliness and 
isolation. This was largely the result of not wanting to ‘worry’ or  
‘burden’ friends and family or feeling too embarrassed to talk about 
experiencing loneliness.

5.	 Of the policy and practice solutions tested with participants, the 
most popular solution was investing in remote mental health 
and emotional support. It was felt any type of support would 
need to be delivered remotely, due to fear of COVID-19 and 
reluctance to access options that would require physical travel 
or mixing with others in person. There was a strong sense of many 
people’s mental health having worsened during the period and there 
being a demand for this support. By contrast, participants felt, for the 
moment, improving local transport, improving public spaces, activities 
in the community and support from the voluntary and community 
sector would have limited effectiveness in the context of the pandemic 
when most people are avoiding public transport and group gatherings.
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Conclusions

The findings from the research also point to some broader conclusions:

1.	 Despite the shielding period being over and lockdown 
measures easing in most parts of the country at the time of 
fieldwork, not all felt able to take advantage of this. Several 
research participants were continuing to shield or isolate despite  
no longer being advised to. These participants felt at risk of being 
left behind and of their feelings of loneliness and isolation  
deepening further. 

2.	 There is significant discomfort over talking about loneliness 
with friends and family – despite a perception that everyone 
has been negatively affected by the lockdown measures and a 
lack of face-to-face contact during this period. This discomfort 
was increasing for those being left behind, as they witnessed others 
around them resuming their normal lives and felt that these friends and 
family members now had less time to spend on keeping in touch with 
them. 

3.	 Solutions to loneliness and isolation need to feel applicable to 
the current context. Participants struggled to get beyond the need to 
socially distance when they considered many of the potential solutions 
and were often of the view that the pandemic is likely to continue for a 
significant period of time, so felt any solutions must be ‘COVID proof’. 
By contrast, several spontaneously talked about how valuable they had 
found the process of participating in the research – including having 
an extended telephone conversation with someone outside of their 
network of family and friends, and keeping a diary of their emotions 
each day. Many participants felt having access to mental health and 
emotional support would benefit them for similar reasons. 

4.	 Changes to someone’s employment status can impact on their 
routine, sense of purpose, social interactions and their ability 
to afford to socialise and access services that will help them 
cope. Participants in this sample who had been made redundant 
due to the pandemic reported real struggles in these areas, which in 
turn impacted their feelings of loneliness and isolation. A significant 
proportion of the UK population’s employment status has been, or will 
be, altered as a result of the pandemic. 

5.	 Further lockdowns could have a significant role in worsening 
and entrenching feelings of loneliness and isolation. For 
participants who had recently started leaving their homes more, going 
to work or seeing friends and family, there was real concern that a 
second lockdown in their area would bring them back to ‘square one’ 
and they were worried about their ability to cope with the impacts 
of this. One participant in this sample from Manchester who had 
experienced local lockdown measures during the time of fieldwork had 
found this an extremely upsetting experience. 
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