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Social isolation, loneliness 
and lone parents
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Social Isolation and Loneliness ςOperational 
definitions for Scotland

Å Social isolation: the quality and 
quantity of the social 
relationships a person has at 
individual, group, community 
and societal levels. 

Å Loneliness: a subjective feeling 
experienced when there is a 
difference between an 
ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŦŜƭǘ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ 
of social relationships.



Evidence has established that loneliness has 
an adverse effect on health and wellbeing

ÅSmoking and Obesity (Holt-Lunstad, 2010)

ÅLoneliness linked to an increase of mortality by 26 
percent (Campaign to end Loneliness, 2018)

ÅLinked to increased risk of dementia (Holwerda, 2012)

ÅMental health issues leading to depression (Mental 
Health Foundation, 2010)



[ƻƴŜƭƛƴŜǎǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨƻƭŘŜǊ 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΩΣbut research is now 
highlighting that lone parents are more likely to 
experience what we know are the social 
determinants of loneliness

ÅWomen 

ÅYounger mums

ÅStigmatised groups 

ÅPeople who have experienced divorce or living 
without a partner



A national sense of purpose ς
eradicating child poverty in 

Scotland
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Child Poverty (Scotland) Act

Å Sets out four statutory goals

Å Passed unanimously 

Å Annual report by Ministers

Å Reporting mechanisms / delivery 
plans for April 2018, 2021 and 
2026

Å Duties on Scottish Government, 
local authorities and health 
boards

Å Establishes a Poverty and 
Inequality Commission



Lone parents as a target group



About our study
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The study

ÅApplied and collaborative ςUndertaken independently by 
SPIRU, but working alongside OPFS

ÅMeans to an end ςThe goal of the broader project was to 
improve support services for lone parents in Scotland

ÅNationwide survey - Almost 900 responses, making it the 
largest ever bespoke survey of single parents in Scotland

ÅRepresentative sample ςAlthough unorthodox means of 
engaging, the results are weighted by XXX and YYY to be 
representative of single parents in Scotland

ÅSupplementary interviews - Twelve in-depth interviews 
across Scotland to explore the key issues in greater depth. 



Survey themes

ÅSocial isolation and loneliness
ÅONS Personal Well-being 

&

ÅResidential mobility
ÅCoping strategies
ÅUse of online advice and support
Å{ŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊƛǘȅΩ
Å Impact of transitioning to lone parenthood



Prevalence of poverty and 
adverse mental health among 

lone parents
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Perceptions of poverty
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Loneliness (de Jong scale)
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How often do they ñfeel downò?
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The difference that poverty 
makes
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Impact of poverty on ñfeeling downò

Never
Some of 
the time

Most / All 
of the time

Never experienced 57% 57% 18%

Only Previously 
experienced

51% 51% 24%

Only Currently 
experience

41% 41% 48%

Will experience in 
future

43% 43% 45%



Impact of poverty on ñsocial lonelinessò

0 
(Not)

1 
(little)

2
(lot)

3 
(intensely)

Never experienced 30% 13% 15% 43%

Only Previously 
experienced

21% 12% 16% 51%

Only Currently 
experience

7% 7% 15% 70%

Will experience in 
future

6% 12% 17% 65%



Impact of poverty on ñemotional lonelinessò

0 
(Not)

1 
(little)

2
(lot)

3 
(intensely)

Never experienced 28% 20% 28% 24%

Only Previously 
experienced

26% 21% 25% 29%

Only Currently 
experience

10% 11% 27% 52%

Will experience in 
future

12% 14% 18% 55%



Impact of poverty on wellbeing
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Never experienced

Only previously experience
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How happy yesterday Things done are worthwhile Satisfaction with life



.ŜȅƻƴŘ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΥ ƭƻƴŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 
of poverty in their own words

ÅStigma ïContributes to feelings of isolation

ÅBlame/Guilt - Isolation caused by self-criticism

ÅSocial Isolation/loneliness - disintegration of social 

networks (friends) lack of partner to sound things off, 

age stage of children

ÅConcern for children's mental health

Å IntersectionalityïAdditional pressure on mental 

health



Conclusion: Lessons to learn
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Lessons to learn

ÅUnderstanding lone parent lives in poverty ï

Impact extends beyond material circumstance

ÅAnti-poverty strategies should be conceived as 

public health strategies ïfurther support for an 

integrated social and health system

Å In the UK, the direction of policy is exacerbating, 

rather than tackling the mental wellbeing of lone 

parents ïshowing no regard or respect for 

circumstance


