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Social Isolation in Seniors: A Volunteer’s Perspective  

By Jawad Saleem, undergraduate student, University of Kentucky 

 

A primary duty of our society is to care for the children and older adults among us. These are the 

most vulnerable segments of our population. Our children deserve attention, support, and engagement, 

and older adults merit all those and more. We can address the needs of older adults by showing empathy 

through their aging and retirement. 

 As we age, chronic medical problems become more common.  These may include osteoarthritis, 

coronary artery disease, and cancer. Older adults are at an increased risk of falls, weight loss, and psycho-

logical stress due to loss. Similarly, neurological, and psychiatric problems such as cerebrovascular acci-

dents, cognitive impairment, anxiety, and depression become common. Social isolation is likely to aggra-

vate many of these conditions. Research shows that loneliness and isolation correlate with poor cognitive 

function in older adults; thus, interventions to foster social connections may be particularly beneficial. 

The pandemic proved most burdensome for older adults residing in congregate settings, posing a 

unique challenge. The COVID-19 pandemic requires infection control measures like wearing a mask, 

hand hygiene, and social distancing. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, com-

pared to 18- to 29-year-olds, older individuals 75-84 years old have a higher probability of hospitalization 

and death, by 8 and 220 times, respectively. In the 85-and-older age group, these numbers rise to 13 and 

630 times, respectively. 

Most nursing homes and assisted living facilities have dedicated life-enrichment staff. They main-

tain residents’ engagement through diverse activities such as bingo, arts and crafts, reading, exercises, 

music, animal-assisted interventions, social hours, restaurant outings, and so much more. In residents with 

dementia, life enrichment activities help decrease the prevalence of depression. Volunteers are always 

welcome to help coordinate these activities and residents enjoy socialization with staff and family mem-

bers.  

Personally, I became inspired to volunteer at nursing homes through a desire to help people. I had 

always put forth my best effort to help my fellow students and wanted to extend my reach within the 

community towards a population in need. I wanted to make a difference, and the long-term care setting 

proved a perfect avenue. My interest in health care grew through the premature death of my grandfather, 

with whom I was remarkably close. His demise from cancer made me think about the essential role that 

physicians play in the prevention, early detection, and treatment of cancer and other diseases. Additional-

ly, it showed me the crucial role of nursing homes in the care of older adults, contributing to my overall 

interest. Volunteering in the nursing home was rewarding. I was involved in various activities, such as 

delivering mail to patients, helping in dining room services, assisting with nutritional and spiritual (i.e., 

church services) needs, interactive discussions, painting, holiday fun, games (i.e., bingo/checkers), gar-

dening, and reading the newspaper.  

One instance proved the most fulfilling for me. I met a 90-year-old veteran, who was using a 

wheelchair and had several chronic medical problems. One day, he asked me if I could play a game of 

checkers with him. I considered myself a decent checkers player and was quite confident in my ability; to 

my surprise, he won all three games. Not only did he beat me, but he also made sure everyone knew about 

it. We had a great laugh about it, and the staff still mentions the incident to this date. Instead of worrying 
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about why I got beat, I realized that does not matter as much as learning from this individual and cherish-

ing the special bond created. The little things — words, quotes, and life lessons — became more apparent. 

The idea of compassion toward others yielded immense gratification. All in all, my volunteering experi-

ence in the nursing home was enriching through interactions and community contributions.  

During the pandemic, however, these circumstances changed. Volunteering within the community’s 

nursing homes became impossible, which increased loneliness and isolation of their residents. In fact, in 

congregate settings, most states currently restrict visitation, with limited or no communal dining room 

policies and reduced volunteer engagement. As a volunteer, I enjoyed visiting nursing facilities and being 

with residents. After discussions with life-enrichment staff, we outlined several methods to remain con-

nected to loved ones without being physically inside the building.  

 

Here are some helpful ideas:  

1. Window visits 

In a long-term care facility, visiting residents outside their windows shows them that they are not alone 

during this pandemic. For instance, simply greeting someone with a smile makes their day brighter and 

taking time out of your day to make a special visit to their facility means that much more.  

2. Pen pals and writing letters to the facility residents 

In the age of electronic communications, pen and paper yield a desired refuge from a fast-paced world. As 

a snapshot of life, a letter may contain questions regarding daily routines, fun activities, hobbies, and 

more. 

3. Cheerful signs for the windows 

Uplifting words and pictures can rejuvenate the spirit of another human being. When a resident looks out 

the window, a sign of encouragement reminds them that someone deeply cares.  

4. Sending poems of inspiration by mail 

Like the letters, a well-written poem can bring joy to a resident. The hope can give a message: the days of 

social distancing will be over soon, and we will safely meet again.  

5. Playing music outside the windows 

For those with the ability to play an instrument, this provides a great opportunity to showcase their talent. 

A great audience, the residents truly value singing and music.   

6. Placing flowers outside the windows 

The power of nature's beauty brings happiness into one's life. Small flowerpots or even planting seasonal 

flowers displays kindness towards others.   

7. Bringing pets for the window visits 

During this pandemic, pets are mostly not allowed in the facilities. Animals have beneficial and therapeu-

tic effects towards humans, such as improved mental health, research demonstrates. Bringing them for a 

window visit can inspire the residents.  
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8. Filling up the bird feeders outside the windows 

Bird feeders are quite common in nursing facilities. Bird watching conveniently allows appreciation of 

nature’s beauty. The seniors derive considerable pleasure from nature, which, in turn, has a positive im-

pact on well-being. Maintenance of clean and filled bird feeders will ensure steady flights of birds in the 

backyards of residents.  

9. Chalk drawings on the sidewalks 

Throughout the pandemic, chalk drawings serve as a method of expression and resilience. Similar mes-

sages of hope can benefit residents in long-term care facilities.   
 

The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated our society’s vulnerabilities; however, it also has in-

creased resilience and compassion towards others. As the most at-risk population, older adults need atten-

tion. It is our responsibility to ensure engagement and prevent isolation in these unprecedented times. 

 After the pandemic, I would like to encourage others — my fellow college students or  retired 

individuals — to volunteer in nursing homes. In one study volunteers were enrolled in the Retired and 

Senior Volunteer Program (RSVP), in which a survey analyzed volunteer experiences and their effects on 

health and quality of life. The results suggested an association between volunteering and improvement in 

health and quality of life in many groups. These benefits were particularly great for women, current 

volunteers, and older adults. Now, I truly realize my appreciation for the opportunity to help  residents in 

the nursing home. I sincerely hope the COVID-19 pandemic ends soon, allowing us to visit our loved 

ones in long-term care facilities. For me, that day cannot come soon enough.  
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