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Why is prioritizing social connection amongst seniors so important? 
 
It is estimated that more than 1.3 million seniors in Canada suffer from chronic 
loneliness. Studies indicate that health deterioration is twice as high (24.8% vs. 
12.5%) when seniors are lonely.  As health deteriorates, there is an increased burden 
for health care services and an earlier onset of death (45% more likely) for those 
that suffer from loneliness.1 
 
If seniors live alone with limited mobility and/or chronic health issues, loneliness 
and a disconnect from their community is extremely common. Even with the 
benefits of modern technology, they may spend days at home without any 
meaningful contact with others. This disconnection can lead to further health 
issues, both mental and physical. 
 
Social relationships, or the relative lack thereof, constitute a major risk factor for 
health, rivalling the effects of well-established health risk factors such as smoking, 
high blood pressure, blood lipids, obesity, and physical activity. 
 
By neglecting the human need to connect with others, we put our health and our 
lives at risk. Social isolation has numerous physical and mental side effects, 
including hypersensitivity, paranoia, hallucinations, anxiety and panic attacks, 
mood disturbances such as anger and depression, sleep disturbances, difficulty 
concentrating, self-harm and suicide.2  

 
Everyone knows the expression, 
“laughter is the best medicine”. It’s 
possible then that conversation is the 
second best medicine. Research 
continually shows that engaging in daily 
conversation—whether it’s a simple chat 
about the weather or a deep and 
meaningful conversation, can help 
improve senior’s mental and physical 
health.  

 
1 https://www.closingthegap.ca/services/keeping-connected/ 
2 https://vytality.ca/2019/07/19/only-the-lonely-social-isolation-in-seniors-and-how-to-overcome-it 

https://www.closingthegap.ca/services/keeping-connected/
https://vytality.ca/2019/07/19/only-the-lonely-social-isolation-in-seniors-and-how-to-overcome-it


What are the benefits of social connection on brain health?3 
 
Staying socially connected reduces the effects of aging on our cognitive abilities. 
Just like doing crossword puzzles, having a conversation is like exercise for your 
brain. Over a 12-year period, researchers at the Rush Alzheimer’s Disease Centre in 
Chicago followed 1,100 seniors without dementia. They found that those with 
higher or frequent social activity levels had a rate of cognitive decline that was 70% 
less than people who had low social activity.4 
 
➢ Social connection can lower anxiety and depression 
➢ Helps to regulate our emotions 
➢ Leads to higher self-esteem and empathy 
➢ Improves our immune system 
➢ Can reduce risk of obesity and heart disease  
➢ Lowers blood pressure 
➢ Slows cognitive decline 

 
Activities:: 
 
Ask the senior about their past - Through storytelling, seniors are able to identify 
and understand the themes and goals that have driven their lives. This can often 
improve their overall self-esteem by granting them the choice and control they had 
in their youth. Research has also shown that in addition to helping people deal with 
negative feelings, reminiscing may also ignite parts of the brain that would 
otherwise remain dormant, ultimately boosting overall recall and memory.5 
Inquire if they have old photo albums and see if they are interested in looking 
through them with you. Ask them questions about the people and places. 
 
Meaningful activities - people of all ages experience increased mental health 
through activities that bring a sense of purpose, as opposed to simply filling time.  
➢ Mentoring - Does the senior have a skill or life experience they could 

volunteer to teach or share with others? Do they speak a second language? 
○ Look to Seniors for Valuable Mentoring 

➢ Do they love to cook? Cook a meal together and bring it to a neighbour 

 
3 https://cmha.ca/blogs/the-importance-of-human-connection 
4 https://www.closingthegap.ca/benefits-of-a-social-connection-among-seniors/ 
5 https://www.closingthegap.ca/benefits-of-a-social-connection-among-seniors/ 

https://www.seniorsmatter.com/value-seniors-mentoring/2491922/
https://cmha.ca/blogs/the-importance-of-human-connection
https://www.closingthegap.ca/benefits-of-a-social-connection-among-seniors/
https://www.closingthegap.ca/benefits-of-a-social-connection-among-seniors/


➢ Are there local volunteer opportunities appropriate for seniors? 
➢ Could they create and donate their arts and crafts to shelters or schools? 

 
 
How can social connection improve physical health?  
 
Staying connected socially improves your overall physical health, regardless of your 
age. A meta-analytic review of 148 studies investigated the connection between 
social relationships and mortality and found that those with good relationships had 
a 50 per cent increased likelihood of survival6 
 
Participating in even the most simple and gentle physical activities such as walking 
with a friend can improve overall well-being dramatically. Intentionally scheduling 
social time for the senior that incorporates movement will have many benefits 
mentally and physically. Exercising with others helps with motivation while also 
providing a source of fun, stress relief, and in some cases, the opportunity to meet 
new friends. 
 
Activities: 
 

● Walking is a perfect way to start exercising. The caregiver can schedule time 
in their day for a short walk with the senior, or schedule a walk on behalf of 
the senior with a friend or loved one 
 

● Find local senior sports clubs, fitness classes and call local yoga studios to 
inquire about classes appropriate for seniors 

 
● Tai chi and qi gong are also popular with seniors 

 
● Try online classes at home. Invite a friend or family member to come over, 

and choose a fun exercise video they could do together. The YMCA Home is a 
virtual platform with videos of their programs and activities that you can 
participate in from home. Their Gentle Fit exercise videos are low impact 
workouts for those with reduced mobility.  
 

 
6https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1000316 

https://www.ymcahome.ca/about
https://www.ymcahome.ca/gentle-fit
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1000316


● There are even Nintendo Wii games that can be played with friends! With its 
intuitive controls, the Wii is a good choice for people who don't normally 
play video games, such as seniors. It has seen success in assisted living 
homes, where it encourages seniors to be more active: Good Wii Games for 
Seniors 
 

 
How does the Caregiver discover the social circles surrounding the senior? 
 

● Engage in conversation with the senior and learn about their friends, family 
and health care team (ie. GPs, nurses and other caregivers)  
 

● What are their hobbies? Do they belong to any clubs or community or 
cultural centres? (ie. Royal Canadian Legion, clubs, senior community 
centres, YMCA) 
 

● How long have they lived in their house/apartment/community? If they’ve 
lived in the same place for years they could be very friendly with their 
neighbours 
 

● Do they belong to a religious organization? 
 
How does the Caregiver facilitate social meetings? 
 
Always check-in with the senior’s primary caregiver(s) to get their confirmation 
that an activity is ok. Communicate why you are suggesting the activity and how 
you think it will benefit the senior. 
 

● Gather the names and contact information for their close friends, family, 
clubs, religious centres and healthcare providers. Inquire with each 
regarding their schedules, availability and if they’d be open to meeting with 
the senior for an activity (coffee, game night, zoom call, a walk etc) 
 

● Ask the senior directly about their favourite activities and match them with a 
local group or loved one that has the same interests.  
 

https://itstillworks.com/12284736/good-wii-games-for-seniors
https://itstillworks.com/12284736/good-wii-games-for-seniors


● Be present if they have a Zoom call. Be sure 
they know how to set it up (or do it for them) and 
make sure there are no technical problems (once 
the call is running smoothly you can leave the 
room to give them privacy if needed) 
 
● Accompany them to public places such as 
shopping centres, parks, farmer’s markets, coffee 
shops, or group meetups or other scheduled 
events. This removes common barriers to social 
connection that many seniors experience, such as 
lack of transportation, disorientation, social 
anxiety, physical mobility issues, and geographic 
remoteness. 
Resources For Seniors: 
 
Keeping Connected - The Keeping Connected 
Program is a service that addresses loneliness 
among older adults through companionship over 
the telephone. Client well-being is monitored 
while working to ensure that the program has a 
continuous, positive impact. Their goal is to keep 
seniors safe, supported, and living at home. 
 
Connected Canadians - A nonprofit organization 
that promotes digital literacy skills amongst older 
adults by providing free technology training and 
support. 
 
The LIFE Institute - LIFE Institute enables adults 
aged 50+ to pursue their passion for life-long 
learning through a wide range of educational 
courses, activities and related opportunities to 
volunteer. 
 
Ontario Society of Senior Citizens Organizations 
 
Watch the following videos to learn more: 

https://www.closingthegap.ca/services/keeping-connected/
https://www.connectedcanadians.ca/
https://thelifeinstitute.ca/page/aboutus
https://www.ossco.org/


 
The Power & Science of Social Connection: Emma Seppälä TEDx 

 
Connectedness & Health: The Science Of  
 
Social Connection Infographic 
 

Social Isolation in Older Adults 
 
What Does it Feel Like to be Old and Alone? 
 
Social Isolation and Loneliness 
 
Alone And Lonely - Combating Social Isolation In Seniors 
AGE-WELL Webinar: 
Serious games: How digital games can help older adults combat social isolation 
 
Canadians are looking to technology-based solutions to keep them stimulated, 
engaged and connected to others. AGE-WELL researchers have developed a suite 
of ‘serious games’ for older adults to encourage social connectedness and help 
reduce loneliness. In the webinar linked below you can learn: 

● How digital games can help older adults maintain health and wellbeing and 
combat cognitive decline. 

● Discover how ‘serious games’ are designed and evaluated for older adults. 
● Explore the different ‘serious games’ available and the research behind them 

 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WZvUppaDfNs
https://emmaseppala.com/connect-thrive-infographic/
https://emmaseppala.com/connect-thrive-infographic/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6j8L7ghNmiE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V5EsxU84ay4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fNyJmYGMhXA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xTENvUXrdKc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pzGo9totddU

	Social Connection Cover
	Keeping Seniors Healthy at Home - Social Connection

