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Introductions

Martin R White, Health and Wellbeing Programme Manager, PHE SW: 

• Introduction 

• Evidence of need, prevalence of loneliness

• Relationship between loneliness and social isolation with mental health and wellbeing

Alex Coulter, Director Arts & Health South West Chair Culture, Health and 

Wellbeing Alliance Arts and Health South West:

• Evidence of effectiveness of arts-based practice on loneliness 

• Assets based approach and Social Prescribing

Jayne Howard, Director of Arts Well CIC:

• Case study

• Social Prescribing
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The UK public health system
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PHE Centres
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Loneliness, social isolation and 

public mental health



Key Concepts - Loneliness
Social loneliness

refers to the perceived lack of quantity as well as quality of relationships.

Emotional loneliness

describes the absence or loss of meaningful relationships that meet a deeply 

felt need to be recognised and ‘belong’.

Existential loneliness

refers to an experience of feeling entirely separate from other people, often 

when confronted with traumatic experiences or mortality.

In practice, people experience a mix of the above. The three concepts are not 

mutually exclusive and there are overlaps between them.
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https://whatworkswellbeing.org/product/loneliness-conceptual-review/

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/product/loneliness-conceptual-review/


Key Concepts
Isolation

is about the number and type of social connections we have, not about how 

we feel those relationships are going

Aloneness

objective state of having no one around or being by oneself (often for long 

periods of time)

Solitude

a state of voluntary aloneness, during which personal growth and 

development may take place.
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https://whatworkswellbeing.org/product/loneliness-conceptual-review/



Evidence of need, prevalence of loneliness
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At population level:

• Reducing social isolation is a priority for social care and public health

• Public Health Outcomes Framework and the Adult Social Care Outcomes 

Framework. 

• The current measure draws on self-reported levels of social isolation (using 

social contact as a proxy) for both users of social care and carers. 

• These indicators assist local authorities in focusing on some of the more 

vulnerable people in their community

“the percentage of adult carers who have as much social contact as they would 

like” 



Public Health Outcomes Framework 

Indicators

• Social Isolation: percentage of adult social care users who have as much 

social contact as they would like (18+ yrs)

• Social Isolation: percentage of adult social care users who have as much 

social contact as they would like (65+ yrs)

• Social Isolation: percentage of adult carers who have as much social 

contact as they would like (18+ yrs)

• Social Isolation: percentage of adult carers who have as much social 

contact as they would like (65+ yrs)

• Older people living alone, % of people aged 65 and over who are living 

alone
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Social Isolation: percentage of adult social care users 

who have as much social contact as they would like (18+ 

yrs) 2017/18
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Social Isolation: percentage of adult social care users 

who have as much social contact as they would like (65+ 

yrs) 2017/18
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Social Isolation: percentage of adult carers who have as 

much social contact as they would like (18+ yrs) 2016/17
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Social Isolation: percentage of adult carers who have as 

much social contact as they would like (65+ yrs)  2016/17
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Older people living alone, % of people aged 65 and over 

who are living alone   2011
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Public Health Outcomes Framework
Consultation on the Public Health Outcomes Framework changes 2019-2020, 

Closed 17th February 2019

Proposal to include the new loneliness measure, 4 indicators:

• How often do you feel that you lack companionship? 

• How often do you feel left out? 

• How often do you feel isolated from others? 

• How often do you feel lonely? 

The data source for these indicators are still being scoped. It will be a 

national survey. Inequality breakdowns will be dependent on the sample 

size of the survey. If the preferred data source ‘Active Lives Survey’ is used, 

then inequality breakdowns are likely to be possible.
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/822149/Government_

response_to_proposed_changes_to_PHOF_2019_to_2020.pdf



18 PHE SW webinar series 2019-20            Loneliness, Arts and Health (1)                                                        1.10.19

Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport. Community Life Survey 16-17. Available from: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/community-life-survey-2016-17.



Relationship between loneliness and social 

isolation with mental health and wellbeing
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Psychosocial pathways
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/psychosocial-pathways-and-health-outcomes
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Social Isolation, Loneliness, and Health Behaviors at Older Ages: Longitudinal Cohort Study (2018) 

https://academic.oup.com/abm/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/abm/kax033/4825275
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Holt-Lunstad, J, Smith TB, Baker M, Harris T, Stephenson D. Loneliness and social isolation as risk factors for 

mortality: a meta-analytic review. Perspectives on Psychological Science. 2015;10(2):227-237.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-health-and-wellbeing-community-centred-approaches

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-matters-health-and-wellbeing-community-centred-approaches
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-and-wellbeing-a-guide-to-community-centred-approaches 
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Emerging themes on whole systems approaches 

to community-centred public health

Integrated
commissioning 
of community-

centred 
approaches

Building 
community 

capacity

Building VCS 
capacity

Co-
production
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Removing 

barriers to 

participation

Commissioning 

for social value

Insight from 

communities

Addressing 

the social 

determinants 

of health

Workforce 

development

Social prescribing

Peer support

Health champions

Community hubs

Time-banking

Volunteering

Shared vision and narrative 

Long-term strategy

Leadership & champions

Placed-based, hyper-local working

Community-informed outcomes
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Summary

1. Social connectedness is a key determinant of health.

2. A complex systems approach is needed to understand 

and address the many factors influencing loneliness

3. Community-centred approaches are effective in reducing 

health inequalities through building connected and 

empowered communities. 
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Thanks to :Jude Stansfield, PHE National Adviser: Public Mental Health; Professor Jane South, PHE National Adviser: 

Healthy communities; Nuzhat Ali, PHE National Lead, MSK & wellbeing 



Martin R White

Health and Wellbeing Programme Manager

Public Health England South West

martin.r.white@phe.gov.uk



Can the arts help with 
loneliness?

Alex Coulter, Director of Arts & Health South West

alex@ahsw.org.uk

www.ahsw.org.uk

mailto:alex@ahsw.org.uk
http://www.ahsw.org.uk/


The Context

• National Loneliness Strategy 2018
• Survey data: 3 out of 4 GPs said 1-5 people a day are experiencing 

loneliness

• Social Prescribing
• All GPs will be able to refer people experiencing loneliness to 

community activities and services by 2023

• Arts Council England
• Supported by the organisations it funds, ACE will work with public 

health providers to provide arts and cultural activities as part of 

expansion of social prescribing.

• National Loneliness Measure
• ACE will utilise the national loneliness measure across relevant 

projects and programmes

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/blog/measuring-loneliness-new-

guidance/

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/blog/measuring-loneliness-new-guidance/


“I came to the museum today alone, riddled with anxiety. It's been a 

bad week. Some pieces in this exhibition have brought me great 

comfort and have made me feel connected to humanity again, at 

least for a while.”

Audience feedback from Alternative Visions exhibition

“The creative arts have an almost unparalleled ability to engage us,

activate us and ultimately, connect us. The arts give us permission to

pause and reflect and take a step back from our hectic and

distracted lives. Through the arts, we can be “in the moment” as we

experience thoughts and feelings that are then shared with others in

transformative ways.”

Jeremy Nobel MD, Director of the Unlonely Project (USA)

How can the arts help?



• Victor, C., Mansfield, L., Kay, T., Daykin, N., Lane, J., et al. 

(October 2018). An overview of reviews: the effectiveness of 

interventions to address loneliness at all stages of the life-course. 

London: What Works Centre for Wellbeing: 

whatworkswellbeing.org/product/tackling-loneliness-full-review/

• ‘Not So Cut Off. A Case Study Evidence to Illustrate the Impact of 

the Arts and Older People’s Programme in Alleviating Isolation 

and Loneliness’, (The Arts Council of Northern Ireland 2016) 

What is the evidence?



• Ada Hui, Theodore Stickley, Michelle Stubley and Francesca Baker 

(2019) Project eARTh; participatory arts and mental health 

recovery, a qualitative study, Perspectives in Public Health

• Pearce E, Launay J, Dunbar RIM. 2015 The ice-breaker effect: 

singing mediates fast social bonding. R. Soc. open sci. 2: 150221. 

• Dr Daisy Fancourt will be speaking at AHSW’s Annual Conference 

on 1st November on: "Using the arts to tackle loneliness and 

mental illness: findings from UK research and global policy 

implications” https://www.ahsw.org.uk/news-events/ahsw-

conference/

https://www.ahsw.org.uk/news-events/ahsw-conference/


improve the health
and wellbeing

of people and

communities

by helping

    a
rts and cultural

 practitioners and organisations 

  align with

    and contrib
ute to 

   health and wellbeing priorities in

   so
uth west England

A Regional Perspective

A collaborative regional 

strategy is being developed 

to support and encourage 

arts and cultural providers to 

engage with health and 

wellbeing priorities.

https://www.ahsw.org.uk/regi

onal-strategy/

https://www.ahsw.org.uk/regional-strategy/


https://www.ahsw.org.uk/regional-strategy/loneliness/

https://www.ahsw.org.uk/regional-strategy/loneliness/


Learning Points

• In a poll of over 1000 GPs, over ¾ said they were seeing between 1 and 5 lonely people 

a day and one in ten doctors see between 6 and 10 lonely people a day.

• In the national Loneliness Strategy, social prescribing is seen as the best way for GPs to 

respond to people who are attending their surgeries due to loneliness.

• The arts and culture can be part of the solution, both through social prescribing and in 

helping people to stay well and preventing the need to attend the GP in the first place.

• The arts can be effective in helping us to express ourselves and make meaning from our 

lives, and can help us to forge connections with others through shared experiences. 

They build on individual and community assets.

• Arts and cultural organisations are keen to collaborate with healthcare providers and 

others to broaden access to quality experiences of the arts for health and wellbeing. 

Alex Coulter, Director of Arts & Health South West
alex@ahsw.org.uk

mailto:alex@ahsw.org.uk


Jayne Howard, Founder and 
Director, Arts Well UK CIC

Can the arts help with loneliness? 
A case study



Where? Helston – small town in rural Cornwall
Who? Isolated people, particularly older people living alone
When? Autumn 2017 – Summer 2018



• Responding to identified needs
• High proportion of lone households, 

unpaid carers, DLA and Attendance 
Allowance, no car

• Limited community provision beyond 
statutory services

• GPs reporting loneliness as an issue for 
their patients



What? Weekly craft activities



• Collage, clay, willow, printmaking, textiles
• Individual and collaborative opportunities
• Designed for early success but also stretch 

and challenge
• Emphasis on learning and practicing new 

skills and techniques



‘With this course we have been stretched out of our 
comfort zones and been shown and made so many new 
things’ 



• Highlighting transferable skills and 
knowledge
• Overcoming problems
• Being present
• Staying with ‘mess’ and trusting it 

will get better
• Exercising choice and control
• Trying something new
• Persistence



‘Having had a serious 
illness (now recovered) 
since retiring, I felt in need 
of something to get me 
going and meeting people 
– and this has been ideal’



• Carefully facilitated to encourage
• Connections
• Self-reliance and autonomy
• Managing group and self

• Observed closer connections between group 
members

• Self-reported improvements in social 
connectedness

• Some members continued with a self-
facilitated group



‘This group has given me a chance to socialise with a variety of 
people and get out of the house and into the community. I think 
projects like this are important for people experiencing difficulties’



Discussion points
• Low take-up by men
• Challenges of scaling up
• Referrals only (social prescribing) vs self-

referrals
• Place and asset-based approach in an area 

with limited assets
• Role of cultural organisations



‘I have learned a lot of new crafts that I never thought I would be 
doing in my seventies. I especially enjoyed the camaraderie with 
the other members’



‘I have made new things, 
new friends and realised 
that I can achieve so much 
more than I thought I could’



Jayne Howard
Director, Arts Well UK CIC

Jayne@arts-well.com

07875 221944

www.arts-well.com

mailto:Jayne@arts-well.com
http://www.arts-well.com/

