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Abstract: Being socially connected is a universal human need, but a substantial number of 

older men and women are or become excluded from these connections in later life. Exclusion 

from social relations (ESR) is unwanted as it undermines people’s ability to lead a healthy, 

active, and independent life. Policies to reduce this form of exclusion have been limited in 

effectiveness, due in part to a broader lack of knowledge about the dynamics of social 

exclusion in older ages and the intersection of social exclusion with gender constructions. To 

advance our understanding of ESR in later life, we develop a heuristic model based on theories 

and previous empirical studies. Considering the gendered constructing forces of ESR in older 

age that can potentially lead to loneliness and reduced health and wellbeing, the model 

identifies individual drivers, such as biopsychosocial conditions, personal standards and life- 

-course transitions, and macro-level drivers, such as norms and welfare state provisions. This 

model can serve as a conceptual platform for further theoretical development and empirical 

study on the gendered construction of ESR in later life. While our focus is on drivers of ESR 

and its outcomes, potential reversed effects are also discussed.
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Social exclusion is a broad concept, and in the context of older men’s and women’s 

lives it can be understood as the process in which people are or become separated 

referred to those in poverty and who were excluded economically as a result of 

being unprotected by social insurance (e.g. homeless people, refugee and migrant 

populations). Despite research perspectives emphasising the multidimensionality 

of the phenomenon and incorporating material, social, civic, socio-cultural, and 

neighbourhood and community factors (e.g., Levitas, Pantazis, Fahmy, Gordon, 

understandings within European policy. The European Commission, for example, 

defines social exclusion as being at risk of poverty, severe material deprivation, and/or 

however, especially with respect to later-life experiences, is being directed at the social 

social relations (ESR) to create a significant social disadvantage for heterogeneous 

populations of older men and women. Not many studies have given comprehensive 

and multifaceted consideration to ESR in older age, but there are some notable 

as an unwanted situation for both individuals and society, leading to lower levels of 

physical and mental health and lower levels of well-being, increased societal costs, 

and reduced social cohesion. It is the broader concept of social exclusion, and its 

manifestation in and its influence on the lives of older men and women, that is the 

focus of this article.

Despite the valuable contributions of some recent work (Van Regenmortel et 

literature on ESR has been the limited attention devoted to the gendered construction 

of ESR and the influence of the gendered construction of ESR in older age. How 

the combined influence of individual (e.g. biopsychosocial conditions, life-course 

practices and values) operate through ESR to generate gender differences in loneliness, 

health, and wellbeing is also poorly understood. While some women can potentially 

possess all the major risk factors for ESR (e.g., being widowed, in poor health, with 

low income), there has been limited theoretical discussion of gender as an individual- 

-level characteristic and as a constructed social position in experiences of this form of 

disadvantage. Gender differences can often be more pronounced in older age, where 

the combined negative effects of being old and being female on social exclusion is 

greater than being old or female alone. This indicates a potential double jeopardy for 
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ESR may be different for heterogeneous groups of people, as well as across different 

and some older men can be particularly vulnerable to social disconnection. There are 

complex orders of advantage and disadvantage, oppression, and discrimination, which 

can bolster the role of gender in ESR based on the location of different individuals 

and groups at the intersection of age, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and economic 

background.

The aim of this paper marks an initial effort to further develop the framework 

pathways of ESR, and the outcomes for loneliness, health, and wellbeing in later life. 

Based on theory and previous empirical research, we will examine how individual- 

and macro-level drivers may create gender differences in ESR and use this model to 

emphasise factors that need to be considered when studying gendered aspects of 

ESR in later life. Our model also utilises aspects of the social convoy model of social 

convoy model is a framework for understanding the determinants and outcomes of 

supportive intimate relationships, called the ‘social convoy’, that surround individuals 

and develop with them throughout their life course. People move in and out of the 

social network over the life course, and those who are the least close can become 

intimates as people age. Our model differs from the convoy model in the sense that 

it focuses not only on intimate social relations but on the three ‘spheres of sociability’ 

society. Since we are interested in how drivers can contribute to the creation of ESR 

outcomes, and not vice versa, we do not focus on potential circular and reinforcing 

inter-relationships, where health and wellbeing can also serve as drivers of ESR, 

leading to changes in an individual’s conditions and transitions. Like the social convoy 

phases to be important factors for ESR, with their impact and influence depending 

on historical and contextual positioning and origins in time and place. Life transitions, 

such as moving from wife to widow or from worker to retiree, are an important aspect 

of this perspective and can be accompanied by a shrinkage/change in family and social 

We also acknowledge that people’s current levels of ESR can be partly dependent on 

developments in other people’s lives, exposing the influence and relevance of ‘linked-

lives’ in the life-course analysis of social relations and resources.
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We begin by presenting the development of our definition of ESR in later life. Next, 

we describe potential individual- and macro-level drivers of ESR for older populations, 

followed by a discussion of theories on the intersection of these drivers with gender. 

We then present some methodological issues that may arise when measuring 

ESR. We conclude by presenting our heuristic model and a short discussion of the 

challenges involved in inferring and assessing causal relationships within this topic.

Towards a definition of exclusion from social relations

In using the term social relations, we refer to both interpersonal intimate connections 

with other individuals, and more general social relationships in the wider society 

that are valued by an older person. While all relationships may be important, social 

relations can have varying degrees of intimacy (e.g. partner, child, friend, neighbour, 

club members). A person’s collection of social relations can vary in structure (size, 

composition, or frequency of contact) and function (e.g. support provision, stress 

relations: the household, the social network, and the wider society. The household 

consists of relations that are generally the closest, in physical and emotional terms (e.g. 

a partner, children, siblings), with people whom a person typically feels the need to 

belong to and connect with. Household relations can often provide the vast majority 

of support in times of crises because of their level of intimacy and proximity. The social 

network refers to the collection of people from outside the household, with whom 

a person also feels closely connected and maintains interpersonal relations and from 

whom a person may receive support. Wider society is used here to incorporate the 

contacts and exchanges that, while they may be the least close, are still important for 

providing valuable opportunities to connect with mainstream society, such as through 

voluntary work or political participation.

Across these three spheres, we consider ESR for older men and women as an 

objective (e.g. number of relations), subjective (e.g. perceived quality), and continuous 

multidimensional concept. We focus on its continuous nature, as a person is not 

included or excluded in a binary form, but rather can be excluded from one or more 

dimensions to various degrees. The multidimensional construction of ESR is considered 

as it incorporates/implicates the relationships, networks, supports, and opportunities 

that the three relational spheres represent. On this basis, we define ESR for older men 

and women as a situation in which people are socially and emotionally disconnected 

from adequate levels of intimate relationships, social networks, social support, and/

or social opportunities.
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Drivers of ESR

In our discussion of drivers of ESR, we argue that ESR in later life arises from the 

direct effects on the individual and macro level, as well as from the intersection 

of processes and outcomes on these two levels. The function of this section is to 

provide a very brief overview of both sets of drivers. While their intersection with 

gender is highlighted where appropriate, this is primarily dealt with in a subsequent 

section.

Individual drivers
Individual aspects that we consider relevant for ESR and its outcomes are conditions, 

relationship standards, and life-course transitions. With conditions, we refer to the 

biopsychosocial conditions of an individual that shape their engagement with other 

people, such as gender, sexual orientation, income, socio-economic status, migration, 

to have more kinship relations in the network than men (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, 

expectancy. Older lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) adults more often 

live alone and are less likely to have children compared to people with a heterosexual 

as a result of the prejudicial attitudes of other people and service providers (ibidem). 

Poor mental and physical health impairs a person’s ability to maintain their preferred 

it can also lead to a reduction of helpers if the increased need arises from cognitive 

status has been linked to having a lower-quality network (in terms of intimacy and 

providing support), which in turn leads to poor health (Aartsen, Veenstra, Hansen 

wider community and compromise a person’s ability to optimise their social network 

that people have with respect to the level and nature of engagement with their network 

members. Relationship standards can act as motivators to maintain or enhance the 

quality and quantity of social relations people have, and those with high standards may 

work to replace social relations with new ones if they are lost. High standards may also 

induce loneliness if they are unrealistic, or simply not achievable given other personal, 

transitions in life, such as retirement, widowhood, divorce, or other forms of partnership 

dissolution, can function to shrink a person’s social network if the lost relationships 
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a country or across national boundaries can have a profoundly negative effect on social 

relations, as people who migrate are cut off from their primary contacts (Ajrouch et 

Macro-level drivers
With macro-level drivers, we refer to the forces at the local and societal level that 

construct or influence ESR, such as neighbourhood qualities, norms and values, 

population turnover, and welfare state provisions. Aspects of the neighbourhood 

that are relevant to ESR include social, cultural, and health facilities within the locality 

and the walkability of the streets or the community, all of which can mediate social 

which increases the risk of victimisation for older people, and decreases personal 

A sense of safety, which is not the same as objective measures of crime, can be 

related to a sense of belonging and place-based identity, which are important for 

fostering social interaction within the locality (Acierno, Rheinold, Resnick, Kilpatrick 

need of support, people often have larger networks than those in individualistic 

population turnover (such as that driven by immigration) at both the country-level and 

neighbourhood-level can reduce social cohesion, which undermines trust, reciprocity, 

and collective forms of socialisation, and that in turn increases the risk of ESR (Kearns, 

provisions can directly impact integration. For example, a study conducted in Israel 

found that well-developed and adequate services, facilitated by local associations, 

enabled older people to become more involved in the community and to experience 

level drivers may impact all three levels of ESR: the household, the social network, 

and the wider society.

 

Interrelations between individual and macro-level drivers of ESR

The impact that individual drivers have on ESR may not be independent from macro-

level drivers, and the risk of being socially excluded differs across European countries 
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welfare regimes may lower the negative impact of individual factors through processes 

of decommodification and defamilialisation. Decommodification is the degree to 

which an individual or family can uphold a socially acceptable standard of living 

refers to actions taken by the state to support professional care services for the 

purpose of facilitating greater participation of women in the work force, such as 

universal or subsidised childcare services and welfare support for part-time work 

when analysing drivers and outcomes of ESR.

Relational standards, previously discussed as motivators for social interaction, can be 

shaped by culturally defined gender norms linked to being alone and/or the provision 

of care and support. While people in southern collectivistic countries expect help from 

their family and friends when they are in need of care, people in individualistic Nordic 

countries have lower expectations as they can rely on professional organisations for 

with a little less support may be more likely to experience feelings of loneliness 

in collectivistic countries. This is supported by a growing number of cross-national 

studies that have observed that despite the higher number of people who are alone 

in the northwest of Europe, the prevalence of loneliness is lower than in the southeast 

state provisions, such as professional health care or social services, may compensate 

for the absence of social relations that are important for the individual (Broese van 

on the one hand, and loneliness health, and wellbeing, on the other.

understand how and why individual and macro-level drivers of ESR interact. Applied 

to exclusionary processes, it emphasises how an individual’s current level of ESR can 

be shaped by earlier conditions, opportunities, and decisions during their lives. It is 

also shaped by historical and temporal and geographical/spatial context as the choices 

people make in life are bounded by circumstances, such as those regulating gender-

based expectations, roles, and institutional support, which vary across time, place, 

levels are shaped by the family in which people are born including the household 

expectations regarding male and female children, and the opportunity structures 

provided by the welfare system to access education. This affects the ability of men 

and women to accumulate financial and social resources over the life course and the 

various ways in which social groups rewards the decisions of individuals.
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Exclusion from social relations and the impact on loneliness, health, 
and wellbeing

Although ESR and loneliness are highly correlated, they are not the same. Some 

people can feel lonely even if they are objectively well-embedded in a social network, 

and not all people who are excluded from social relations do feel lonely (De Jong 

unacceptable discrepancy between the quality and quantity of the social relations 

that an older man or woman has and what they would like to have (Perlman, Peplau 

outcome of ESR. Both ESR and loneliness can lead to adverse health and wellbeing 

outcomes.

The extent to which health outcomes should be attributed to ESR, to loneliness, 

Some studies associate ESR with an increased mortality risk that is comparable to 

long-standing risk behaviours, such as smoking, obesity, or lack of physical activity 

(Alcaraz et al. 

observed for loneliness (Luo et al. ). ESR was also found to be related to an 

increase in general health problems in older age, such as higher blood pressure and 

), 

who are experiencing loneliness tend to have more physical-health consultations 

typically significantly worse than people who are not experiencing loneliness (Coyle, 

Dugan ).

ESR and loneliness are also associated with a number of wellbeing aspects. Higher 

Longitudinal studies on loneliness point to how mental health outcomes of loneliness 

people experience the greatest cumulative exposure. In sum, there is solid evidence 

that ESR leads to increased loneliness, and ESR and loneliness may have independent 

and combined negative effects on health and wellbeing.
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The role of gender

Up to this point, we have only referenced gender differences, as they pertain in a cursory 

way to drivers and outcomes. In this section, we focus on the specific role that gender 

can play in relation to ESR. With gender, we refer to the roles and responsibilities of 

people as constructed by families, societies, and cultures, which are generally distinct 

for men and women. A social role can be seen as a set of social relations between 

a person and a social circle involving negotiated duties obligations, rights, and privileges 

importance of social roles and socialisation in constructing gender differences. Based 

and public sphere have different opportunities to create or maintain relations in the 

three spheres of sociability. As men most often occupy roles in the public sphere and 

roles may lead to gender inequalities in ESR and loneliness. For example, women are 

typically the primary caregivers for children in married or partnered households, and it 

is also often women who have children in their care after a divorce (McLanahan, Kelly 

outside the home, which can potentially lead to an accumulation of disadvantages and 

increased gender inequalities with respect to the different facets of economic and social 

to be excluded from social relations and more likely to be lonely. However, it is also 

observed that divorce in midlife leads to a higher increase in loneliness among men, 

compared to women, which can sometimes be due to women possessing alternative 

Gender theories that emphasise a macro-structural perspective may further help to 

illuminate gender inequalities in ESR. A relevant example that uses this perspective is 

the feminisation of poverty, and poverty increases the risk of ESR and loneliness (Scharf, 

structures (e.g. first marriages occurring at a later age and an increase in divorce rates) 

and the meagre welfare benefits that certain groups of women sometimes receive, 

women tend to have lower levels of education and this has ramifications for a range of 

different exclusionary outcomes throughout the life course. This includes earning not 

only less than their male counterparts, but often experiencing more disrupted working 

careers because of their role in family care. As a result, older women are likely to receive 

 An 

increasing proportion of single people, therefore, have to rely on their own economic 

resources, and these resources are generally lower for women than for men. Gender 
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thus creates the basis for women to end up in a more disadvantaged position than 

men, and although differences between men and women may not be that clear-cut, 

it is a cross-cutting and overarching factor in our model.

Theoretical perspectives on ESR-changes over time

While we discussed ESR mainly as a static situation of exclusion, we acknowledge 

its dynamic nature, as people can move in and out of a situation in which they are 

transitions and changes in resources affect a person’s risk of being excluded, and 

experiencing one form of exclusion can raise the odds of experiencing exclusion in 

have increased the number of homeless and poor people, and homelessness and 

poverty can in turn make it more difficult to maintain and improve social relations, at 

least during a crisis. The social distancing that was introduced to reduce the spread of 

people from their social networks and has reduced their opportunities to participate in 

the wider society. The fact that ESR can change over time is relevant for our theoretical 

understanding, it is also important that empirical research acknowledge that the state 

of ESR can change over the life course.

A number of theories can be helpful in order to better understand ESR changes. The 

changes in the composition of a social network as a consequence of changing 

motivations for particular types of social relations. SST is based on the notion that it 

is not age but rather people’s perceived time horizon that determines their motivation 

to choose certain types of relations. As long as an individual’s time horizon is perceived 

as open-ended, knowledge-related goals are prioritised. When time is perceived to 

be limited, emotional goals become more important. Consequently, when life unfolds 

and people become older, their preference for social relations change from relations 

that provide knowledge to social relations that provide intimacy and emotional 

support. This is likely to be true for men and women, albeit to different degrees.

A scholarly debate in family research that is relevant for changes in household 

relations has centred on the conceptualisation of intergenerational relationships 

and the solidarity–conflict ambivalence model

The premise of the solidarity–conflict model is that levels of cohesion and conflict 

predict parent–child relations and their outcomes in later life. The ambivalence 

model states that adult intergenerational relations revolve around sociological and 

psychological contradictions. This is important because of the profound increase in 

average life expectancy, meaning that more people spend more years within family 
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structures, while these structures are constantly changing. Moreover, population 

ageing and globalisation have increased the diversity and complexity of family lives 

and intergenerational bonds.

Methodological considerations in the assessment of ESR

Before presenting our heuristic model, we address some methodological considerations 

related to the key concept of ESR. In our approach to ESR, we distinguish between three 

different levels of social relations: the household, the social network, and wider society. 

Being excluded from household relations implies a situation in which a person may live 

without a partner and/or children in the same household. This includes people who are 

divorced or widowed but not remarried, as well as people who never married or have 

a partner outside the household. Measuring the social network entails assessing the 

network in terms of both quality and quantity. While a large network may potentially 

have more support capacity than a small network, this is not necessarily true. Relevant 

aspects of the social network with respect to ESR include the structure of the network 

(e.g. number of people in the network, contact frequency, and the composition of the 

network) and its function (e.g. support provision, the quality of social relations, network 

satisfaction). There is a dynamic interplay between network size and the amount of 

support provided by the social network, as network members may be less ready to 

provide support if the network is large and other people are available to provide support 

typology that combines the structural and functional aspects of the social network is 

necessary when studying the construction and outcomes of the social network (Wenger 

to defining network type, one of the first of which was the qualitative approach by 

Inspired by these ideas, quantitative studies have attempted to develop a network 

typology, often based on a person-centred approach. The goal of a person-centred 

approach – as opposed to variable-centred approaches – is to group people in smaller 

homogeneous subgroups of individuals who have the same structural and functional 

characteristics of their social network, which is different from other subgroups (Muthén, 

same social network type based on a number of observed variables that are indicative 

of the quality (support exchange, network satisfaction) and the quantity (network size, 

composition, contact frequency) of the social network. This method of creating network 
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with people in the wider society include a variety of relations that are more distant 

but are still important to the individual and are with individuals with whom they are 

in regular contact. Voluntary work, participation in social, leisure, or political activities, 

or providing help to people outside the household or social network are examples of 

social opportunities that connect people to others with whom they are the least close 

and connect them to mainstream society.

Towards a heuristic model of gendered ESR

and overarching factor that influences experiences of ESR in later life. We defined 

ESR as a situation in which people are socially and emotionally disconnected from 

adequate levels of intimate relationships, social networks, social support, and/or social 

opportunities. We incorporated relevant aspects of feminist theory, understandings 

of social exclusion in later life, socio-emotional selectivity theory, and the conceptual 

interrelationship between solidarity, conflict, and ambivalence. We further argued 

that ESR is driven by individual and macro-level factors and the interaction between 

the two. We also discussed that ESR leads to increased feelings of loneliness and 

diminished health and wellbeing and that individual and macro-level drivers may 

relations
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Although we present the model mainly in terms of drivers of ESR and its outcomes, 

the model does not exclude feedback loops and reversed causation. For example, the 

health and wellbeing outcomes in our model may in turn lead to ESR, which was also 

acknowledged when discussing the individual drivers of ESR. In addition, it is argued 

that loneliness can also motivate people to reconnect or maintain social relations in 

the same way that hunger and thirst motivate people to feed the body (Hawkley, 

take into account potential reversed effects.

To conclude, the heuristic model may provide a useful framework for analysing 

the origins of gender differences in the prevalence and generation of ESR across 

European countries and for identifying the consequences of this exclusion for health 

and wellbeing. A next step would be to validate the model, and to do this cross-

national and longitudinal studies are needed. Findings from such studies would be 

highly relevant for the scientific debate about gender inequalities in ESR and would 

help inform policies for the reduction of the levels of exclusion from social relations 

amongst older men and women.
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