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INTRODUCTION  

 

Scientific research has produced substantial 

information about loneliness interventions. 

However, professionals (and volunteers) 

involved in the development and 

implementation of loneliness interventions 

have difficulty accessing this information. This 

is due to the vast number of scientific 

publications, the complexity of these 

documents and the fact that access to 

publications sometimes requires payment. In 

addition, professionals do not always know 

where to search, and do not have the time to 

read everything. Therefore, when they 

address loneliness, relevant information is 

often not applied. This is a missed 

opportunity.  

  

Applying scientific insights can increase the 

success of a loneliness intervention. 

Interventions with a theoretical foundation 

often have a greater effect than interventions 

without theoretical foundation1,2,3,4. 

 

This practical guide contains an overview of 

recent and available information on 

loneliness interventions. It is largely based on 

the article, Towards a more focused approach 

to loneliness: Seven active elements in 

loneliness interventions5. The authors studied 

21 reviews of loneliness interventions with a 

total of 119 unique loneliness interventions. 

Their study uncovered four sub-goals and 

seven active elements for loneliness 

interventions. An additional analysis was 

performed for this guide (see Appendix 1). 

This resulted in nine general active elements. 

 

This guide describes sub-goals, active 

elements and general active elements for 

loneliness interventions. In addition, a 

worksheet is presented that can be used in 

the development and evaluation of loneliness 

interventions. The aim is to challenge 

developers, owners and implementers of 

interventions to make interventions more 

focused and substantiated. Through 

continuous critical thinking, evaluation and 

adjustment, the quality of an intervention 

improves – and better suits – the complex 

issue of addressing loneliness. 

 

Parallel to writing this practical guide, the 

authors conducted a study that included two 

creative sessions with practitioners. Those 

practitioners were consulted about the 

content and form of this guide, the extent to 

which it is valuable in the development of 

loneliness interventions and the most 

appropriate way to transfer this knowledge. 

Their input has contributed to the design and 

content of this document. Sanne van 

Loosdrecht (Master’s candidate, Healthy 

Ageing, Fontys University of Applied Sciences) 

was involved in leading this study. 

 

LONELINESS 

Loneliness is defined as 'the subjective feeling 

of an unpleasant or intolerable lack of (quality 

of) certain social relationships6'. Loneliness is 

a complex problem, with many different 

manifestations and causes. This makes 

loneliness a difficult problem to address. 
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A prerequisite to knowledge about loneliness 

interventions is knowledge about what 

loneliness is. Several easily accessible 

publications have been written on this 

subject. For instance, the Campaign to End 

Loneliness website 

(www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/).  

  

http://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/
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GOALS  

 

A loneliness intervention is a targeted 

intervention, in which the main goal is to do 

'something' about loneliness. This 

'something' may relate to different things, 

such as reducing, combatting or preventing 

loneliness, breaking taboos about loneliness, 

or making the topic easier to discuss. In 

addition to those related to loneliness, 

interventions may have other primary goals. 

These are not addressed in this document.  

 

To achieve the primary goal with respect to 

loneliness, sub-goals can be formulated and 

pursued. Sub-goals are an intermediate goal 

towards the realisation of the primary goal. 

Bouwman and Van Tilburg name four sub-

goals in their work. 

 

PRIMARY OBJECTIVE  

For instance, reducing, tackling, combatting 

or coping with loneliness. 
 

 

 

SUB-GOALS  

Improving (or expanding) the social network 

Achieving pleasant and useful social contacts 

for the lonely person. This may involve 

entering into new relationships, maintaining 

existing relationships and/or coping with the 

loss of relationships. 

 

Increasing the sense of belonging 

Increasing the sense of (being) part of a 

group, of participating and/or of being a 

social being. People want to be embedded in 

social relationships. It is about experiencing 

the feeling that there is someone the lonely 

individual can count on when needed, and 

that it is natural for him or her to participate 

in joint activities.  

 

Increasing intimacy 

Enhancing the experience of 'attachment' and 

the feeling that someone has an intimate 

relationship with another person, and that 

this person is there specifically for them. 

 

 

Increasing the sense of significance 

Enabling the lonely individual to experience 

the feeling of having a purpose in life and 

providing a meaningful contribution to a 

social or societal connection. 

 

It is important to note that not every 

loneliness intervention needs to pursue all 

sub-goals. Pursuing multiple sub-goals is not 

necessarily better. Formulating sub-goals can 

help to make an intervention more focused 

and substantiated. 
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ACTIVE ELEMENTS FOR 

LONELINESS INTERVENTIONS  

 

In their research, Bouwman and Van Tilburg 

found that certain elements in loneliness 

interventions were used to try to achieve sub-

goals. They call these ‘active elements’. 

Below, seven active elements are named. 

‘Active' does not necessarily mean 'effective'. 

These active elements are not necessarily 

successful in tackling loneliness in all cases.  

 

Activities 

Here, people feel that they are contributing in 

an involved way to a productive activity or in 

leisure activities. They experience satisfaction 

or pleasure by being busy, so that loneliness 

is less emphasised or prominent. These 

activities can be social activities, but do not 

necessarily have to be. It can be group and/or 

individual activities. Indirectly, participating 

in activities can contribute to more or better 

social relationships with others. 

 

 

Meetups 

These provide people with the opportunity to 

interact with others, to establish new social 

contacts and thereby develop a sense of 

belonging. Initially, these contacts are often 

superficial, but they may become more 

intimate over time. 

 

Practical support 

When people are supported in practical 

matters, they get the feeling of being 

embedded in a larger, supportive context. 

When a person knows they can (easily) ask for 

help, this contributes to the feeling that they 

are not alone. The focus lies on support. It is 

not about developing close relationships. 

 

Meaningful contact 

This involves creating a relationship of trust. 

There is regular and long-term contact with a 

person who cares enough to invest time and 

effort into the relationship. The lonely person 

gets the feeling that the other is there for him 

or her, which provides a sense of belonging 

and security. 

 

Interpersonal skills 

Developing interpersonal skills makes it more 

likely that the lonely person will initiate 

conversations, keep these conversations 

going, and connect more easily to others. The 

lonely person learns to build intimacy in 

relationships, learns to listen well and learns 

how to overcome challenges in relationships. 

The lonely person is surer of him/herself, and 

feels more worthy as a friend or 

conversational partner. This provides him/her 

with tools to build a social network. 

 

Realistic expectations 

It is important to have realistic expectations 

about the social environment. People with 

unrealistic expectations about the frequency, 

depth or nature of (a certain) social contact 

can become disappointed if those 

expectations are not met. Lonely people 

sometimes have unrealistic views about what 

they can expect from another person. When 

lonely people have realistic expectations of 

their environment, it is more likely to lead to 

positive experiences in social situations. 
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Meaningful role  

People strive to mean something to others. 

This gives the feeling of being valued, of being 

relevant and/or of being part of a greater 

whole. This increases self-confidence, which 

makes it easier for people to deal with their 

own situation. It is important that the person 

feels that his/her efforts are seen and 

appreciated. 

 

It is important to note that not every 

loneliness intervention needs to use all active 

elements. Using multiple active elements is 

not necessarily better. Thinking about active 

elements can help to focus an intervention 

and make it more evidence-based. 
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GENERAL ACTIVE ELEMENTS  
 

In addition to active elements for loneliness 

interventions that may contribute to the 

realisation of sub-goals, some general active 

elements are important. These general active 

elements are not necessarily linked to specific 

sub-goals, but are basic conditions for 

successful loneliness interventions. 

 

For this practical guide, an overview has been 

made of nine, general active elements which 

emerged from review articles about 

loneliness interventions (see Appendix 1). In 

principle, they are also applicable to 

interventions with other objectives.  

 

Theoretical foundation 

Loneliness interventions that have a 

theoretical, methodical foundation 

concerning loneliness and possibly another 

(social) theory (for example social learning, 

attachment or group development) are more 

successful than interventions in which this is 

not the case. 

 

Investigative approach 

Loneliness interventions that are evaluated 

structurally, and in which some form of 

(process) evaluation is included, are more 

successful than interventions in which this is 

not the case.  

 

Participant selection 

Loneliness interventions in which participants 

have similar issues and therefore work with a 

homogeneous, specific group are more 

successful than interventions in which this is 

not the case. Loneliness interventions in 

which participants actively register for an 

activity aimed at loneliness (e.g., after 

referral) are more successful than 

interventions in which this is not the case. 

 

Participant contribution 

Loneliness interventions in which participants 

actively contribute to the proceedings 

(including planning, implementation and 

evaluation) are more successful than 

interventions in which this is not the case. 

Loneliness interventions in which participants 

are willing to invest time and effort in 

combatting their own loneliness are more 

successful than interventions in which this is 

not the case. 

 

Practitioner quality 

Loneliness interventions that focus on 

selecting, training and supporting 

practitioners (professionals and volunteers) 

are more successful than interventions in 

which this is not the case. There should be 

support for the intervention throughout 

different layers of the organisation. 

Loneliness interventions that involve 

professional input are more successful than 

those that do not. 

 

Tailor-made approach 

Loneliness interventions that focus on a 

specific cause of loneliness - and thus deliver 

tailored solutions - are more successful than 

interventions in which this is not the case. 

 

Duration and frequency 

Loneliness interventions that have a longer 

duration and involve more, and more 

frequent, contact moments are more 
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successful than interventions in which this is 

not the case. 

 

Multi-faceted approach 

An approach that uses a combination of 

loneliness interventions is more likely to be 

successful than a stand-alone intervention.  

 

Using technology as a tool 

Loneliness interventions that use (new) 

technology as a tool are more successful than 

interventions that do not. In contrast to the 

other active elements, technology is not a 

prerequisite, but a plus.  

 

General active elements are basic conditions 

for loneliness interventions. It is essential that 

these are in place. Reflecting on the 

application of common active elements can 

help to focus and substantiate an 

intervention. 
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LONELINESS INTERVENTIONS WORKSHEET  

 

The information provided in this guide helps to focus the intervention and make it more evidence-based. This is also the purpose of the following 

worksheet. Follow the instructions below and map out your intervention. Use this as a tool to reflect on your actions and to continuously improve your 

design where possible. This worksheet is designed to evaluate existing loneliness interventions, but can also be used to develop new loneliness 

interventions. 

 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Name your primary goal and enter this into the worksheet. 

2. Name one or more sub-goals that you (will) use to achieve the primary goal, and enter these in the worksheet.  

a. Ask yourself if the sub-goal is a good fit with the main goal. 

b. Take a critical look at whether the sub-goal is being met. 

c. Choose any additional sub-goals that you (will) use to achieve the main goal. 

d. Where appropriate, connect the sub-goals and the primary goal with arrows. 

3. Choose one or more active elements that you currently use to achieve the sub-goal. Enter these in the worksheet. 

a. Take a critical look at whether there is a good fit between the active element and the sub-goal. 

b. Ask yourself if there is anything you can do to improve the use of the active element. 

c. Choose any additional active elements that you (will) use to achieve the sub-goal and indicate how. 

d. Where appropriate, draw arrows between active elements and their sub-goals. 

4. List the concrete activities or actions that are linked to the active element in your intervention. Add these to the worksheet. 

a. Take a critical look at whether the activity fits well with the active element. 

b. Ask yourself if there is anything you can do to improve the activities or actions. 

c. If necessary, think of additional activities that you will use to improve the active element. 

d. Where appropriate, draw arrows between the activities and the corresponding active elements. 

5. Look at the general active elements and ask yourself critically if each element is present in the intervention, and if it can be improved. 
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LONELINESS INTERVENTIONS WORKSHEET  
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THE WORKSHEET: (PARTIAL) EXAMPLE  

 

Employees of a large social work organisation notice that many recently retired people feel lonely. The 

organisation wants to help reduce this feeling. The experienced loneliness is partly due to the fact that these 

people feel less useful without their former work, and partly because some of their network has disappeared.  

 

Primary goals: 

 Reduce social loneliness 

 Reduce existential loneliness 

The staff has developed an intervention for this group: recently retired people can expand their network with 

people in the same situation, namely other recent retirees.  

 

Sub-goal: 

 Improving (or expanding) the 

social network 

 

The staff organises activities in which retirees can meet each other. Active element: 

 Meetups 

 

They organise a fortnightly meeting, during which two recent retirees talk about their hobby or passion. There 

is also time for coffee and a chat. 

 

Activities: 

 Presenting about hobbies 

 Coffee and a chat 

 

By thinking critically about their activity, the staff realises that their solution also makes use of another active 

element, namely 'activities'.  

 

Active element: 

 Activities 
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In their search for ways to reinforce this active element, the staff realises that this activity is now a one-off 

activity for the retirees who are presenting. They see this as a missed opportunity, so they start looking for 

activities to make 'being busy' more sustainable. They do not know exactly how they will do this yet, but they 

consider it valuable to involve the participants in this. Moreover, they realise that part of their activity will not 

suit everyone. Some participants are very keen to present, others come mainly to listen and for the coffee. The 

activities aimed at the active element require an appropriate participant selection. 

 

General active elements: 

 Duration and frequency 

 Participant contribution 

 Participant selection 

By critically reflecting on the formulated sub-goal, the staff notes that they only focus on developing new 

relationships. They do not work on maintaining existing relationships, especially with former colleagues, and 

to learning to cope with the loss of relationships. They consider maintaining existing relationships to be 

particularly interesting, and want to focus more on this in the future. Because many participants indicate they 

especially miss existing contacts, the idea is that the sub-goal can be realised more easily. 

 

Sub-goal: 

 Improving (or expanding) the 

social network 

 

Active element: 

 Meetups 

 

The staff decides to open up the activity to people who are not the primary target group, so that the ex-

colleagues who are still working can participate. They reschedule the activity outside of working hours.  

 

Activity: 

 Presenting about hobbies outside 

working hours 

 

In addition, they are exploring whether the activity can take place on location at the participants’ former 

employers a few times a year, during a work break. By doing so, they hope to facilitate the maintenance of 

existing contacts. They plan to start a pilot to test this and to evaluate it afterwards, preferably together with 

the participants. 

 

Activity: 

 Presenting about hobbies on 

location 
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As a critical note, the staff wonders whether ex-colleagues who are still working are interested in this activity. 

After all, they are in a different phase of life and do not recognise the (cause of the) retirees’ loneliness. There 

might be a risk that the activity does not fulfil retirees’ needs. They may be hesitant to join, which may lead to 

a stronger feeling of loneliness among the retirees. The staff intends to dig deeper into this issue to make a 

good choice. 

 

General active elements: 

 Investigative approach 

 Theoretical foundation 

 

During the evaluation, staff members note that participants also indicate that they do not feel useful and that 

the current activity does not help to reduce this feeling. In the future, staff also wants to contribute to the 

participants' feeling of being useful.  

 

Sub-goal: 

 Increasing the sense of 

significance 

 

The staff is seeking collaboration with a secondary school. Retirees' passions and hobbies are often interesting 

and educational for young people.  

 

Active element: 

 Meaningful role 

 

They are talking with a local high school about how the retirees' experiences connect with interests of students. 

The idea is to give the retirees a role in the high school's vocational orientation week. 

Activity: 

 Presenting for secondary school 

students 

 

For this activity, it is important that the retirees know how to effectively convey their story to the students. 

This is not everyone's cup of tea. Volunteers from the social work organisation train the retirees on how to 

present their story well. 

  

General active element: 

 Practitioner quality 

 

Perhaps most importantly, the social work organisation cannot assess whether the existing and new ideas 

actually contribute to a reduction in loneliness or whether the participants find the activity simply to be 'fun', 

but no more than that. Therefore, volunteers are trained to discuss loneliness with the participants to examine 

if they are lonely, to discuss if loneliness decreases with the activities carried out, and to discuss the cause(s) 

of this change (or the lack of it). 

General active elements: 

 Investigative approach 

 Practitioner quality 

 Participant selection 
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APPENDIX 1: RESEARCH INTO GENERAL ACTIVE ELEMENTS  

 

The overview of general active elements described in this guide (pages 9-10) is based on factors identified in several review studies. The review studies 

were selected as follows: 

 

1. The selection of review articles used by Bouwman and van Tilburg (Bouwman & Van Tilburg, 2020) was the starting point. 

2. One article from 2007 has been added. This is not a review, but an original study in which eighteen interventions were tested for the first time. 

Due to the high number of interventions, the article is relevant to include. 

3. One review article from 2003 has been added that deals with social isolation and was not included Bouwman and Van Tilburg’s work. 

4. Reviews published after Bouwman and Van Tilburg’s work were included (indicated with an *; N = 3). 

5. Articles that did not specifically mention loneliness or social isolation in the title and abstract were excluded (N = 6). 

6. Articles with an exclusive focus on technological interventions were excluded (N = 7). 

7. Articles with an exclusive focus on a particular form of therapy were excluded (N = 3). 
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Selection of included studies: 

1. Bessaha et al., 2020*: (Bessaha et al., 2020) 

2. Cattan et al., 2005: (Cattan et al., 2005) 

3. Cohen-Mansfield & Perach, 2015:  (Cohen-Mansfield & Perach, 2015) 

4. Dickens et al., 2011:  (Dickens et al., 2011) 

5. Eccles and Qualter, 2021*:  (Eccles & Qualter, 2021) 

6. Franck, Molyneux & Parkinson, 2016: (Franck, Molyneux & Parkinson, 2016) 

7. Gardiner et al, 2016:  (Gardiner, Geldenhuys & Gott, 2018) 

8. Hagan et al., 2014: (Hagan et al., 2014) 

9. Masi et al., 2011: (Masi et al., 2011) 

10. Poscia et al., 2019: (Poscia et al., 2018) 

11. Williams et al., 2021*: (Williams et al., 2021) 

 

Added extra: 

12. Findlay, 2003:  (Findlay, 2003) 

13. Fokkema & Van Tilburg, 2007:  (Fokkema & Van Tilburg, 2007) 

 

Not included based on title 

1. Coll-Planas et al., 2017 (Coll-Planas et al., 2017) 

2. Pool, Agyemang & Smalbrugge, 2017 (Pool, Agyemang & Smalbrugge, 2017) 

3. Siette, Cassidy & Priebe, 2017 (Siette, Cassidy & Priebe, 2017) 

4. Sims-Gould et al., 2017 (Sims-Gould et al., 2017) 

5. Snowden et al., 2015 (Snowden et al., 2015) 

6. Van der Aa et al., 2016 (Van Der Aa et al., 2016) 
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Not included due to focus on technology: 

7. Bemelmans et al., 2012 (Bemelmans et al., 2012) 

8. Chen & Schultz, 2016 (Chen & Schulz, 2016) 

9. Chipps, Jarvis & Ramlall, 2017 (Chipps, Jarvis & Ramlall, 2017) 

10. Choi, Kong & Jung, 2012 (Choi, Kong & Jung, 2012) 

11. Khosravi, Rezvani & Wiewiora, 2016 (Khosravi, Rezvani & Wiewiora, 2016) 

12. Morris et al., 2014 (Morris et al., 2014) 

13. Pu et al., 2019 (Pu et al., 2019) 

 

Not included due to focus on specific form of therapy:  

14. Elias, Neville & Scott, 2015 (Elias, Neville & Scott, 2015) 

15. Gilbey & Taney, 2015 (Gilbey & Tani, 2015) 

16. Virues-Ortega, 2012 (Virues-Ortega et al., 2012) 

 

In the selected twelve review studies, various success and failure factors were identified. These have been listed in an Excel file. Failure factors have 

been reformulated into success factors. Factors that can generally be applied to (loneliness) interventions were selected. Hereby it was considered 

whether the factor was relevant for the type of intervention and whether the factor was relevant for the active element. These factors are excluded 

because they are not general in nature. Forty remaining success factors were grouped into twelve categories of general active elements. Three of these 

categories were each mentioned only in one review, i.e. 'dwelling on possible negative outcomes', 'goal-orientedness of the intervention' and 'focus on 

the outcomes of loneliness rather than loneliness'. These three are not included. The remaining nine general active elements are described on pages 9-

10 of this practical guide. Below is an overview of the names of each general active element and the review studies in which it was mentioned. It should 

be noted that each author uses different terms for success and failure factors. The overview is therefore an interpretation of these factors by the first 

author of this document. 
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Table: General active elements and studies naming them 

General operating element Study in which it is named 

Theoretical foundation  Besaha et al., 2020 

 Dickens et al., 2011 

 Findlay, 2003 

 Gardiner et al., 2016 

 Poscia et al, 2018 

Duration and frequency of the intervention  Cattan et al., 2005 

 Cohen-Mansfield et al., 2015 

 Fokkema & Van Tilburg, 2007 

 Poscia et al, 2018 

Participant contribution to the activity  Besaha et al., 2020 

 Cattan et al., 2005 

 Dickens et al., 2011 

 Findlay, 2003 

The use of technology as a tool  Besaha et al., 2020 

 Eccles & Qualter, 2021 

 Hagan et al., 2013 

 Williams et al, 2021: 

Investigative approach  Cattan et al., 2005 

 Findlay, 2003 

 Gardiner et al., 2016 
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Practitioner quality  Findlay, 2003 

 Fokkema & Van Tilburg, 2007 

 Franck, Molyneux & Parkinson, 2015 

Participant selection  Cattan et al., 2005 

 Fokkema & Van Tilburg, 2007 

 Masi et al., 2011 

Tailor-made approach  Besaha et al., 2020 

 Fokkema & Van Tilburg, 2007 

Multi-faceted approach  Fokkema & Van Tilburg, 2007 

 Poscia et al, 2018 

Mentioned once 

Consideration of possible negative outcomes   Fokkema & Van Tilburg, 2007 

 

Goal-orientedness of the intervention  Gardiner et al., 2016 

 

Focus on outcomes of loneliness (rather than on loneliness itself)  Hagan et al., 2013 
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