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Scottish Forum on Isolation and Loneliness

16 September 2025 (Meeting 3)

Introduction

This was the third meeting of the Scottish Forum on Social Isolation and Loneliness
(The Forum). The Forum is coordinated by Befriending Networks and co-hosted
with Chest Heart and Stroke Scotland.

The Forum is about building a community of organisations and individuals who are
interested in the issue of social isolation and loneliness in Scotland. It has an open
and fluid membership. It aims to be a supportive space for those who wish to learn
more about the issue, a time to connect with peers and support collective action on
this issue.

This meeting of the Forum was attended by 59 individuals, representing 42
organisations from across the geography of Scotland, predominantly third sector
organisations, those working in specific places or with specific communities, as well
as others from national third sector groups, local authorities, health boards and
funders. A further 11 individuals booked but could not attend.

In addition to this Forum, we also have a strategic action group on loneliness. This is
a smaller grouping with a fixed membership that takes the learning from the Forum
to develop and represent strategic ideas and make wider connections. Many from
the strategic group are then members of the Scottish Government’s Ministerial
Group on Social Isolation and Loneliness. This group is convened by the Minister for
Equalities, Kaukab Stewart MSP. It will next meet on 4 November 2025.

The SIAL Forum and its relationship to other groups
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Update since the May Forum Meeting

At May's Forum, we focused on deepening our understanding and communication
of social isolation and loneliness as a public health issue. We had a keynote
presentation from Public Health Scotland.

Forum members strongly conveyed that more must be done to understand and
address inequalities in isolation and loneliness, and how this is experienced by
different groups in Scotland e.g. LGBTQI+, deaf/Deaf community, children and
young people, and unpaid carers. There was a clear message regarding the unequal
experiences of loneliness and isolation for those with low incomes and those living
in poverty.

Five asks were shared with the Scottish Government and the Minister in June at the
Ministerial Group Meeting.

e Leadership on tackling the root causes of social isolation: tackling poverty
and addressing discrimination.

e Develop a long-term vision for addressing chronic loneliness

e Resources and fair funding for early intervention and prevention activities.

e Protection of community infrastructure and universal public services.

e Culture change, to reduce stigma when talking about loneliness.

In response, the Minister highlighted the First Minister's mission on poverty, as well
as work she has undertaken in cross-portfolio meetings on the interconnections of
social isolation and loneliness with other policy areas.

Members of the Ministerial Group await a detailed report from the Scottish
Government on the progress of Recovering our Connection 2023-26; and a
response to specific questions regarding the future of the Social Isolation and
Loneliness Fund.

Internationally, since the Forum last met, the World Health Organisation
Commission on Social Connection has published its first report. The Forum co-
chairs brought the report to the attention of the Scottish Government officials, who
have confirmed that the Minister will be updated.

The full WHO Commission on Social Connection report is available online
WHO Commission on Social Connection

This forum is coordinated by:

P Chest Heart& Befriending
Stroke Scotland Networks


https://www.who.int/groups/commission-on-social-connection

SCOTTISH FORUM ON

Isolation and

Loneliness

All slides from the September Forum are available from the Resources section of
the Befriending Networks website. September 2025 SIAL Slide Deck

Keynote presentation 1: Localised Place-based Strategies to
Addressing Loneliness

Helayna Jenkins, Principal Loneliness Champion from the London Borough of
Bromley, was our keynote speaker. Sharing her experiences of place-based
leadership in addressing loneliness. In this instance, she presented how local
authorities can support and lead on the reduction of loneliness and isolation. The
approach is one of leadership and coordination. Thinking and looking through the
lenses of loneliness. The strategy does not come with any specific funding; instead,
they encourage partnership and collaboration. Existing community funding schemes
within the Borough include loneliness and isolation as funding priorities. Both
national and international groups have widely recognised the work of Bromley
Borough.

Strategic Priority 1: organisations and services

They raised the profile of local organisations and services that provide support for
the community. This improved the referral network and made people aware of
where they could turn if they were struggling. Simply Connect Bromley is a website
where people can find wellbeing advice and links to local social groups.

They also delivered training workshops to tackle stigma, raise awareness and enable
communities to connect with their social groups. This is free for all residents in the
Borough and has been delivered to schools, community leaders, and corporate
sector businesses.

Strategic Priority 2: community infrastructure that empowers social connection

One of the main actions was the creation of a guide about how to get out and about
and use public transport. Bromley also recognised that often communities struggle
to set up activities because finding a venue is difficult and costly, so they created a
list of free and low-cost spaces that community groups can access to put on
activities.

Strategic Priority 3: Building a culture that encourages strong social connections

Bromley aims to create a culture of strong social relationships. This would include
getting to know one’s neighbours, or running community events, no matter how
small the actions are. One example was a Christmas card appeal involving school-
aged children and older residents. Including social isolation and loneliness within the
school curriculum is also recognised as an achievement of the strategy.
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Q&A with Helayna

Question: In addition to addressing loneliness, have there been other positive
outcomes recorded as a result of improved community cohesion?

e Since the community is more aware of local events and organisations, those
services get more engagement and uptake of opportunities.

Question: What are the gaps in provision? Are there any groups who don‘t get as
much support as they would need?

e There are lots of services focused on children and the elderly, but adults
between 18 and 50 don’t get enough support through existing services in the
borough.

Question: How was the content developed for the loneliness workshops?
e |t was based on the UK Government’s national strategy.
Learn more about Bromley's strategy and work on loneliness

Bromley's tackling loneliness strateqgy - Tackling loneliness

Keynote presentation 2: Oor Big Braw Community — Age Scotland and
The Sunday Post

Age Scotland and The Sunday Post are working together to share stories about
people affected by loneliness and isolation, including the positive changes that can
happen in these communities. The project has several aims, including

e Motivating people to take action in their communities through volunteering
or neighbourliness

e Pushing for long-term political commitment to reduce chronic loneliness

e Motivating businesses to create opportunities for engagement

e Sharing inspiring and creative ways of tackling loneliness and isolation from
across Scotland

Since this is a long-term campaign, organisations are encouraged to get in touch
with Marion Scott at The Sunday Post and share their stories.
Marion Scott: mascott@sundaypost.com
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Updates for the Co-Chairs

Social Connection a Global Health Concern — sharing the recommendations of the
World Health Organisation

The World Health Organisation Commission on Social Connection published its first
report on 30 June 2025. The report aims to ‘chart a path to healthier societies’. Their
work recognises Social Health as the missing health pillar (the others being mental
and physical health). Findings showed that loneliness is a global problem,
experienced most by young people and those with less money. Loneliness is
harmful to physical and mental health and costs society significant amounts of
money is health care, education and employment. WHO identify four solutions
which strengthen social connections:

e Advocacy, campaigns, networks and coalitions
Policies

Community strategies

Individual and relationship strategies

The WHO way forward is to focus on five areas of action — PRIME.
Policy. Research. Interventions. Measurement and Data. Engagement.

The report concludes that the cost of inaction is high. The benefits of connection
are far-reaching. The time to prioritise social connection is now.

Developing a Manifesto for SIAL in Scotland 2026-2036

Ahead of the 2026 Scottish Parliament election, it is proposed to the Forum that a
Manifesto be developed which makes asks of the next Scottish Government on
social connection and loneliness. It is suggested that the Manifesto take the same
format as WHO have used to map the way forward, using the PRIME acronym. The
Manifesto will be prepared by the Strategic group in SIAL, and all Forum members
will be invited to sign and support the asks during October 2025.
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Forum Discussion: Tackling Stigma, Asking about Loneliness

Forum members, in four discussion groups, had the opportunity to discuss their
experiences of asking about loneliness and how to tackle the stigma associated
with loneliness. The experiences were diverse, and views are not always in
consensus.

Use the word lonely and loneliness — don't shy away from it, as using the
word helps to destigmatise it.

Loneliness is a reason for referrals into services, but we are not always
capturing this or open to asking or recording loneliness as the reason.
Speaking about loneliness can make people feel vulnerable; there can be a
sense of shame or failure, a sign of weakness. Important that conversations
about loneliness are supportive and meaningful. Using language sensitively to
understand how people feel. For example, do they participate in, and feel like
part of the community?

Within supportive communities, people may be more open about their
feelings of loneliness if they assume that others in the community are also
lonely — this was shared in the context of support groups for unpaid carers.
When asking or trying to measure loneliness, should take account of its
frequency ‘how often do you feel lonely’ and try to capture if it is situational,
transient, or chronic loneliness.

Concern that people under-report feelings on loneliness if they feel
embarrassed, lack confidence, an anxious, or too proud to say they feel
lonely.

Potentially missing people who are experiencing loneliness, if it is a
secondary issue to their current health or economic situation. People are not
always making the connection to isolation and loneliness: underlying issues
that we don't always understand.

Organisations are using indicators which, when used collectively, can give a
sense of progress on social connection, reduced loneliness e.g. by asking
about feelings of hopefulness, stress level, quality and strength of friendships
and connections. “Important to think about how we can ask, without actually
asking.”

Importance to focus not only on the quantity of relationships and
connections, but also on the quality of them. How reliable, regular, trusting
are the relationships within a community?

Individuals may require support to develop and build skills for friendship
making.

Asking yourself, self-reflection can be helpful in understanding how we
should talk about the topic with people. What would you feel comfortable
with?
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e Asking about loneliness can help to focus on what a person wants to achieve
e.g. goals/benefits over time. Meeting new people etc.

e The marketing/messaging around service provision is important to balance
loneliness and social connection.

e Honesty about their feelings/answers can take time/trust.

e The space to reflect, connect and seek additional support is available. The
attention and space and time to ask is important

e Stigma comes from a possible perception that loneliness is linked to poor
mental health.

e Sensitivities around the use of language and approach. Danger of
interventions being counterproductive when conversations are not handled
sensitively.

e It's not what we ask, but how we ask and when we ask it. Recognising the
need for a sensitive person-centred approach. When is the best time to ask
the question? Probably not in a survey, more supportive in a one to one.

e Currently have different measures for children and adults in Scotland for data
on loneliness. Do we need different framing for different populations? Or
would it be better to have one measure in national data sets.

e Examples included the sharing of stories, interventions/conversation around
non-subject specific activities etc. Another examples was the use of non-
timebound interviews (conversations).

e In terms of measuring impact, the use of a ‘transformative evaluation’
process, coding conversations and stories rather than surveys or direct
questioning.

e Use of staff/volunteer observations/reflections of change (also noted that
progress might not be linear and should be measured over an extended
period).

e Also recognising that a one size doesn't fit all and that a variety of
approaches might be needed.

e Vital that staff and volunteers involved should have the necessary training to
undertake those conversations and have the ability to recognise and record
impact.

Keep the conversation going by joining the Scottish Forum on Social Isolation and
Loneliness online, at the Tackling Loneliness Hub.
https://tacklinglonelinesshub.org/

Once registered, search for “Scottish Forum” and join our group.
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Signposting to Resources and Developments in SIAL

The following resources were highlighted for Forum attendees and links shared for
further reading, dissemination or application.

February SIAL Forum Report
https://befriending.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Final.-February-13-2025-
SIAL-Forum-Report.pdf

May SIAL Forum Report
May-2025-Scottish-Forum-on-Social-Isolation-and-Loneliness-Report.pdf

World Health Organisation Resolution on Social Connection
Fostering social connection for global health: the essential role of social connection
in combating loneliness, social isolation and inequities in health

World Health Organisation Commission on Social Connection
Report of the WHO Commission on Social Connection

Ending Loneliness: A Guide to Measuring Loneliness for Community Organisations
(Australian)
https://endingloneliness.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/A-Guide-to-
Measuring-Loneliness-for-Community-Organisations_Ending-Loneliness-

Together.pdf

Tackling Loneliness Hub Registration
Create an Account — Tackling Loneliness Hub

Contact

Susan Hunter, CEO, Befriending Networks susan@befriending.co.uk

Paul Okroj, Director of External Engagement and Service Development, CHSS
paul.okroj@chss.org.uk

Date of Future Forums: To be confirmed
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Appendix 1: Forum Agenda
Tuesday 16 September 2025 14:00 — 16:00 on Zoom

14:00

14:20

14:45

15:05

15:25

15:50

16:00

Introductions, updates and networking

e Welcome from Susan Hunter, CEO of Befriending Networks and co-
chair of the Scottish Forum on Isolation and Loneliness.

e Updates since the May forum

e Breakout room: Say hello and share how your work is helping those
experiencing chronic loneliness or social isolation?

Presentation 1: Localised Place-based Strategies to Addressing Loneliness

e Helayna Jenkins, Principal Loneliness Champion, London Borough of
Bromley

e Questions for Helayna- facilitated by Paul Okroj, co-chair of the
Scottish Forum on Isolation and Loneliness

Presentation 2: Oor Big Braw Community

e Increasing public and political awareness of social isolation and
loneliness through storytelling and community building
e Adam Stachura, Age Scotland and Marion Scott, The Sunday Post

Updates from the co-chairs

e Social Connection a Global Health Concern — sharing the
recommendations of the World Health Organisation
e Developing a Manifesto for SIAL in Scotland 2026-2036

Discussion Groups: Tackling Stigma, Asking about Loneliness

e Are we reluctant to ask about loneliness? If we don’t ask how can we
help? If we don't ask how can we measure? Thoughts and experiences
on talking about loneliness in your community; and tackling stigma.

e Facilitated by break out room hosts from the Strategic Group.

e Plenary

Tackling Loneliness Hub - Online Community for the Scottish Forum on
Social Isolation and Loneliness

Close
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Appendix 2: Organisational Attendance — 16 September 2025

Aberlour

Age Scotland

A Listening Ear

BHA BeFriend

Befriending Caithness
Befriending Lewis and Harris
Befriending Networks

London Borough of Bromley
CACE

Caraidean Uibhist

Carers Support Service

Central Carers

Chest Heart and Stroke Scotland
Coastal Communities Connected
Community InfoSource

Cope Scotland

Dementia UK

Dochas Carers Centre

Dundee Volunteer and Voluntary
Action

ECAS
Fife Women'’s Aid

Freedom of Mind Choir
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Generations Working Together

Glasgow Association for Mental
Health

Glasgow Life
Good Morning Service
Impact Funding Partners

Kincardine and Deeside
Befriending

Marmalade Trust
Maryhill Integration Network

Mearns and Coastal Healthy
Living Network

NHS Grampian
NHS Orkney / VAO
Re-engage

SupportED — The Linda Tremble
Foundation

The Eden Project

No.1 Befriending Agency
Vintage Vibes

Visiting Friends SCIO
Voluntary Health Scotland
Weekday Wow Factor

YouthLink Scotland

Befriending
Networks



