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ABSTRACT 

Loneliness has become a major social humanities problem linking demography, urban life, care systems, 

mental health, public policy, and democratic belonging. This article examines loneliness in aging societies 

through a comparative analysis of Japan and the United Kingdom. Both countries face demographic aging, 

household fragmentation, declining community participation, and growing policy concern over social 

isolation, yet they differ in family norms, welfare institutions, urban form, cultural expectations of 

independence, and public narratives of care. Drawing on sociology, human geography, aging studies, public 

policy, ethics of care, and cultural theory, this article argues that loneliness should not be understood 

primarily as an individual psychological deficit but as an institutional and spatial condition produced through 

weakened social infrastructure, changing family relations, precarious work, and uneven access to care. Japan 

illustrates loneliness through the phenomena of single-person aging, urban anonymity, community decline, 

and policy concern with social withdrawal and solitary death. The United Kingdom illustrates loneliness 

through austerity-era welfare pressures, fragmented local services, and policy institutionalization through 

national loneliness strategies. The article contributes to social humanities scholarship by developing a 

comparative framework linking social infrastructure, care ethics, urban belonging, and aging citizenship. 
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INTRODUCTION 

  Loneliness has emerged as one of the defining social problems of contemporary aging societies. 

Once treated largely as a private emotional condition, loneliness is now increasingly recognized as a 

structural issue shaped by demographic change, urban transformation, welfare retrenchment, family 

restructuring, digital mediation, and the erosion of everyday social infrastructures. Public health research 

links chronic loneliness and social isolation to adverse mental and physical health outcomes, while social 

humanities scholarship emphasizes that loneliness is also a condition of recognition, belonging, and social 

meaning (Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2018; Klinenberg, 2018). The issue therefore cannot be reduced to 

individual emotion; it reflects how societies organize care, public space, intergenerational relations, and civic 

life. 

  International organizations have increasingly identified social isolation as a governance concern. The 

World Health Organization has framed social connection as a global health priority, while the OECD has 

linked aging, care systems, and well-being to broader social cohesion challenges (OECD, 2023; WHO, 

2021). Demographic aging intensifies these concerns. Japan has one of the world’s oldest populations, with a 

high proportion of older adults living alone. The United Kingdom also faces significant aging, regional 

inequality, and pressures on health and social care systems. Both countries demonstrate that loneliness is not 

simply a matter of personal temperament; it is produced through the organization of housing, transport, 

welfare, neighborhood life, labor, and family obligation. 

  The social-humanistic problem addressed in this article is the institutional production of loneliness. 

Modern societies often celebrate autonomy, mobility, privacy, and individual choice, yet these ideals can 

become fragile when social institutions fail to sustain connection. Older people living alone may value 

independence but suffer when independence becomes abandonment. Urban residents may live amid dense 

populations yet lack meaningful relationships. Digital communication may increase contact while weakening 

embodied forms of mutual care. Loneliness therefore reveals a contradiction in late modern social life: 

individuals are expected to be self-managing, yet human flourishing depends on relational infrastructures. 

  This article compares Japan and the United Kingdom because both are aging, wealthy, urbanized 

societies with growing public concern over loneliness, but they differ in cultural norms, welfare 

arrangements, family structures, and policy responses. Japan’s experience is shaped by rapid aging, shrinking 

households, long working hours, community decline, and public concern over phenomena such as 

hikikomori and kodokushi, or solitary death (Allison, 2013; Kato et al., 2020). The United Kingdom’s 

experience is shaped by individualization, welfare austerity, local government funding pressures, and the 

institutionalization of loneliness policy through the creation of a Minister for Loneliness and national 

loneliness strategies (UK Government, 2018). 
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  The comparison is analytically significant because it avoids treating loneliness as culturally uniform. 

In Japan, loneliness often intersects with shame, family obligation, work-centered identity, and social 

withdrawal. In the United Kingdom, loneliness is frequently framed through public health, community 

volunteering, social prescribing, and local service provision. Both framings are partial. Japan’s cultural 

discourse may overemphasize personal or familial failure, while the UK’s policy discourse may risk 

medicalizing loneliness without fully addressing structural causes such as poverty, housing insecurity, and 

service cuts. 

  Existing scholarship provides important foundations for this analysis. Durkheim’s theory of social 

integration remains relevant for understanding how weak social bonds produce moral and existential 

vulnerability (Durkheim, 1897/2006). Simmel’s analysis of metropolitan life captures the paradox of urban 

density and social distance (Simmel, 1903/2002). Putnam (2000) argues that civic participation and social 

capital have declined in many modern societies. Bauman (2000) theorizes liquid modernity as a condition of 

unstable bonds and individualized insecurity. Klinenberg (2018) develops the concept of social infrastructure 

to describe the physical and institutional spaces that enable social connection. Tronto (1993) and Gilligan 

(1982) provide care ethics frameworks for understanding dependence, responsibility, and relational life.  

  More recent research on loneliness extends these theoretical traditions. Cacioppo and Cacioppo 

(2018) analyze loneliness as both psychological experience and social signal. Victor and Pikhart (2020) 

examine loneliness across the life course and emphasize social determinants. Bessaha et al. (2020) show that 

loneliness is shaped by neighborhood, family, and institutional support. Kato et al. (2020) analyze 

hikikomori as a complex social withdrawal phenomenon in Japan. Fancourt and Finn (2019) explore arts and 

cultural participation as resources for social connection. While previous studies emphasize health effects and 

social determinants, current literature remains limited in several respects. 

  First, loneliness research often privileges psychological measurement over historical and institutional 

interpretation. Second, public policy approaches frequently treat loneliness as a service-delivery problem 

rather than a crisis of social infrastructure and care ethics. Third, comparative analysis between East Asian 

and European aging societies remains underdeveloped in social humanities scholarship. Fourth, urban studies 

research often examines housing and public space without sufficiently connecting them to emotional life and 

aging citizenship. Fifth, debates on digital communication often ask whether technology connects or isolates 

people, but underanalyze how digital contact interacts with embodied care and neighborhood belonging. 

  This article addresses these gaps by developing a comparative social infrastructure framework for 

loneliness. It argues that loneliness emerges through the interaction of four mechanisms: household 

fragmentation, weakened community infrastructure, care-system strain, and cultural narratives of 

independence or obligation. Household fragmentation reduces routine companionship. Weak community 

infrastructure limits everyday interaction. Care-system strain leaves vulnerable individuals without sustained 

relational support. Cultural narratives shape whether loneliness is interpreted as personal failure, medical 

risk, social injustice, or collective responsibility. 
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  The novelty of this article lies in conceptualizing loneliness as a problem of aging citizenship. Older 

adults are not merely care recipients or health-risk subjects; they are citizens whose belonging depends on 

accessible public spaces, meaningful roles, intergenerational recognition, and institutional care. This 

perspective contributes to social humanities scholarship by linking sociology, public policy, human 

geography, care ethics, and cultural analysis. 

  The analytical framework developed here proposes the following relationship: demographic aging → 

household and community transformation → weakened social infrastructure → loneliness and social 

isolation → reduced well-being and civic belonging → demand for institutional care reform. This framework 

treats loneliness as an institutional and cultural outcome rather than a private emotional failure. 

  The research objective of this article is to explain how loneliness is socially produced and 

institutionally governed in aging societies, using Japan and the United Kingdom as comparative cases. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

  This study employs a comparative interpretive social humanities design integrating sociology of aging, 

human geography, public policy analysis, cultural studies, and ethics of care to examine loneliness in Japan and the 

United Kingdom. The cases are selected through a contrastive comparative logic: both are advanced, aging, 

urbanized societies with documented public concern over loneliness and social isolation, yet they differ in family 

norms, welfare-state organization, cultural narratives of obligation and independence, urban residential patterns, and 

policy institutionalization. Japan is analyzed as a super-aged society in which loneliness intersects with solitary 

living, work-centered social identity, family obligation, social withdrawal, and community decline. The United 

Kingdom is analyzed as a post-industrial welfare democracy in which loneliness is increasingly institutionalized as a 

public policy problem through national strategies, social prescribing, voluntary-sector partnerships, and local 

government intervention. The principal units of analysis are aging households, urban neighborhoods, care 

institutions, public policy frameworks, cultural narratives, and social infrastructure. 

  The empirical basis consists of OECD and WHO reports on aging, well-being, and social connection; 

Japanese and UK demographic and policy documents; peer-reviewed scholarship on loneliness, hikikomori, aging, 

care, social capital, and urban sociology; and international social indicators. The study does not fabricate interviews, 

ethnographic observations, or survey data; instead, it triangulates established institutional sources, demographic 

evidence, and published academic research. Analytical techniques include comparative historical interpretation, 

policy discourse analysis, thematic synthesis, and critical hermeneutic analysis of cultural meanings of loneliness. 

Core variables include household composition, public space, care accessibility, community infrastructure, welfare 

provision, cultural expectations, digital mediation, and civic belonging. Ethical considerations include avoiding 

stigmatizing older adults, socially withdrawn persons, or single-person households, and refusing explanations that 

individualize structurally produced isolation. Limitations include internal diversity within both societies, 

measurement differences between loneliness and social isolation, and the difficulty of comparing culturally specific 

emotional vocabularies. Nevertheless, the design provides strong analytical leverage for theorizing loneliness as a 
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relational and institutional condition of contemporary aging societies. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

1. Household Fragmentation and the Changing Moral Economy of Family 

  The first major finding is that loneliness in both Japan and the United Kingdom is linked to household 

fragmentation, but the cultural meaning of this fragmentation differs. In Japan, demographic aging, low fertility, 

delayed marriage, non-marriage, widowhood, and urban migration have increased single-person households among 

older adults. The decline of multigenerational co-residence has weakened traditional expectations that families will 

provide care. This transformation creates anxiety because older cultural norms still attach moral significance to 

familial responsibility. 

  In the United Kingdom, single-person living among older adults is also common, but it is more frequently 

interpreted through independence, privacy, and later-life autonomy. However, independence becomes precarious 

when social care systems, transport, neighborhood networks, and voluntary services are insufficient. The UK case 

reveals how liberal ideals of independence can mask unequal capacities to live alone safely and meaningfully. 

  The comparative evidence indicates that living alone is not equivalent to loneliness. Many individuals value 

solitude and autonomy. Loneliness emerges when social relations become involuntarily thin, unpredictable, or 

inaccessible. The crucial issue is not household form itself but whether institutions support relational life beyond the 

household. 

  This finding extends Durkheim’s concern with social integration and moral regulation. Family change is not 

inherently pathological, but when new forms of household life are not matched by social infrastructure, individuals 

become vulnerable to isolation. The moral economy of family is therefore changing faster than care institutions. 

  The societal implication is that policies should not nostalgically attempt to restore traditional family 

structures. Instead, governments must build non-familial infrastructures of care: community centers, accessible 

transport, neighborhood programs, public libraries, intergenerational housing, home visits, and locally embedded 

care networks. 

2. Urban Anonymity, Public Space, and Social Infrastructure 

  The second finding concerns the urban production of loneliness. Japan and the United Kingdom both 

contain dense urban environments where individuals may live physically close but socially distant. Simmel’s classic 

insight remains relevant: metropolitan life produces forms of reserve and anonymity that protect individuality while 

weakening intimacy. 

  In Japan, urban anonymity is visible in the lives of older people living alone in apartment complexes, 

suburban estates, or depopulating regional towns. Community associations that once organized neighborhood 
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belonging have weakened in many places. Rural depopulation and urban concentration produce different forms of 

isolation: older residents in shrinking towns may lack services, while urban residents may lack social recognition. 

  In the United Kingdom, loneliness is shaped by uneven urban and regional development, housing 

insecurity, declining high streets, reduced public services, and weakened local meeting places. Libraries, parks, 

community centers, religious institutions, and voluntary organizations function as social infrastructure. When these 

spaces decline, opportunities for everyday low-intensity interaction also decline. 

  The comparative evidence supports Klinenberg’s argument that social infrastructure matters because 

connection often depends on ordinary places rather than formal therapeutic interventions. A neighborhood café, 

library, bus route, park bench, or community hall can be an institution of belonging. 

  The analytical interpretation is that loneliness is spatially organized. Built environments that prioritize 

private consumption, car dependency, inaccessible housing, or age-segregated living can intensify isolation. 

Conversely, walkable neighborhoods, mixed-use spaces, inclusive design, and community facilities can support 

connection. 

  The policy implication is that loneliness strategies must involve urban planning, transport policy, housing 

design, and public investment. Social connection is not produced by awareness campaigns alone; it requires places 

where relationships can form and recur. 

3. Care Systems, Welfare Capacity, and Institutional Responsibility 

  The third finding is that loneliness becomes more severe when care systems are strained. In both societies, 

aging populations place pressure on health and social care institutions. However, the organization of care differs. 

  Japan has developed a long-term care insurance system to address aging and reduce reliance on family care. 

This represents a major institutional response to demographic transformation. Yet care labor shortages, regional 

inequality, and the limits of formal service provision remain significant. Formal care can provide assistance, but it 

may not fully replace the relational depth of social belonging. 

  The United Kingdom faces major pressures in adult social care, including funding constraints, workforce 

shortages, fragmented provision, and regional inequality. Loneliness policy has been institutionalized through 

national strategies and social prescribing, but these interventions operate within broader welfare pressures. Social 

prescribing can connect individuals to community activities, but its effectiveness depends on whether community 

resources actually exist. 

  The comparative evidence indicates that loneliness policy can fail if it treats connection as an individual 

referral problem rather than an institutional capacity problem. Referring an isolated person to community activity is 

meaningful only when affordable, accessible, culturally appropriate, and sustained opportunities are available. 

  This finding reflects care ethics. Tronto argues that care is a political practice involving attentiveness, 

responsibility, competence, and responsiveness. Loneliness reveals failures in collective care because individuals 
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become disconnected not only from people but from institutions that should recognize their vulnerability. 

  The societal implication is that aging policy must integrate social care and social connection. Home care 

workers, community nurses, postal workers, librarians, religious groups, local councils, and voluntary organizations 

may all become part of care infrastructures. However, this requires funding, coordination, and ethical recognition of 

care labor. 

4. Cultural Narratives: Independence, Shame, Obligation, and Belonging 

  The fourth finding concerns cultural narratives. Loneliness is shaped by how societies interpret dependence 

and connection. In Japan, loneliness may be intertwined with shame, failure to meet social expectations, or 

withdrawal from demanding social roles. Phenomena such as hikikomori and kodokushi have become culturally 

powerful because they condense fears about social disconnection, family breakdown, and institutional neglect. 

  In the United Kingdom, loneliness is often framed as a public health issue. This framing has advantages 

because it legitimizes policy intervention and reduces stigma. Yet it can also medicalize loneliness, focusing on 

individual risk rather than social transformation. The language of “tackling loneliness” may obscure deeper questions 

about austerity, inequality, urban design, and the weakening of social institutions. 

  The comparative evidence reveals that cultural narratives influence whether lonely individuals seek help. If 

loneliness is associated with shame, people may hide it. If it is framed as illness, people may seek services but also be 

pathologized. If it is understood as social injustice, policy may address structural causes more directly. 

  This finding contributes to social humanities scholarship by emphasizing the interpretive dimension of 

loneliness. Emotional suffering is socially named, narrated, and governed. Loneliness is both felt and classified. 

  The theoretical implication is that policy must attend to meaning. Effective interventions require cultural 

sensitivity and dignity. Older adults should not be represented as passive victims of isolation, nor should socially 

withdrawn persons be treated as failures of self-management. 

Table 1. Comparative Matrix of Social Variables, Institutional Mechanisms, and Societal Outcomes 

Variable Japan United 

Kingdom 

Empirical/Interp

retive Evidence 

Analytical 

Interpret

ation 

Demogra

phic 

Aging 

Super-aged 

society with 

high old-age 

dependency 

Aging 

society 

with 

regional 

variation 

OECD and 

national 

demographic 

reports 

Aging 

intensifies 

demand 

for 

relational 

and care 

infrastruct

ure 

Househol

d 

Structure 

Rising 

single-

person 

aging, 

declining 

High older 

single-

person 

households

, 

Demographic and 

aging studies 

Living 

alone 

becomes 

risky when 

social 
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multigenerat

ional co-

residence 

independen

ce-oriented 

living 

infrastruct

ure is 

weak 

Cultural 

Narrative 

Shame, 

obligation, 

withdrawal, 

solitary 

death 

Public 

health 

framing, 

independen

ce, social 

prescribing 

Cultural and 

policy discourse 

Meanings 

of 

loneliness 

shape 

help-

seeking 

and policy 

design 

Urban 

Form 

Dense cities, 

shrinking 

regions, 

weakening 

neighborhoo

d 

associations 

Regional 

inequality, 

declining 

local 

services, 

fragmented 

public 

spaces 

Urban sociology 

and human 

geography 

literature 

Loneliness 

is spatially 

produced 

Care 

System 

Long-term 

care 

insurance 

with 

workforce 

and regional 

pressures 

Social care 

pressures, 

voluntary-

sector 

reliance, 

social 

prescribing 

Policy and 

welfare research 

Care 

systems 

mediate 

loneliness 

but cannot 

replace 

social 

belonging 

Social 

Infrastruc

ture 

Community 

centers, 

neighborhoo

d 

associations, 

elder 

services 

unevenly 

distributed 

Libraries, 

parks, 

community 

groups, 

local 

councils 

under 

pressure 

Social 

infrastructure 

scholarship 

Everyday 

public 

spaces 

sustain 

relational 

life 

Digital 

Mediation 

Technologie

s used for 

monitoring 

and 

connection, 

but risk 

substituting 

for 

embodied 

care 

Digital 

inclusion 

initiatives, 

but 

unequal 

access 

among 

older 

adults 

Digital aging 

studies 

Technolog

y supports 

connection 

only when 

embedded 

in care 

relations 

Societal 

Outcome 

Loneliness 

linked to 

aging 

anxiety, 

social 

withdrawal, 

and solitary 

death 

concerns 

Loneliness 

institutiona

lized as 

public 

policy but 

constrained 

by 

inequality 

Comparative 

interpretive 

synthesis 

Loneliness 

reflects 

institution

al and 

cultural 

organizati

on of care 

  The table demonstrates that loneliness is produced through the interaction of demographic, spatial, cultural, 
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and institutional mechanisms. Japan and the United Kingdom both face aging-related isolation, but they govern and 

narrate the issue differently. Japan’s loneliness discourse reflects anxieties over family obligation, withdrawal, and 

solitary death. The United Kingdom’s discourse reflects public health governance, voluntary-sector partnerships, and 

social prescribing. Both approaches offer insights and limitations. The Japanese case highlights the cultural depth of 

relational obligation, while the UK case highlights the possibilities and risks of policy institutionalization. 

  The deeper analytical implication is that loneliness should be treated as a failure of social infrastructure 

rather than an individual deficiency. Societies produce loneliness when they organize housing, work, public space, 

care, and citizenship in ways that weaken durable relations. 

5. Digital Technologies and the Ambivalence of Mediated Connection 

  The fifth finding concerns digital mediation. Technologies such as video calls, messaging platforms, 

monitoring devices, companion robots, telehealth systems, and online community platforms are increasingly 

proposed as solutions to loneliness. Japan has been especially prominent in developing robotic and technological 

responses to aging, while the United Kingdom has expanded digital inclusion and remote care initiatives. 

  However, the comparative evidence indicates that digital connection is ambivalent. Technologies can help 

older adults maintain family contact, access services, and participate in remote communities. Yet they may also 

become substitutes for human care when institutions seek cost-efficient solutions to social problems. A monitoring 

sensor may detect inactivity, but it cannot provide recognition. A robot may simulate interaction, but it cannot fully 

replace reciprocal social relation. 

  This does not mean digital tools are irrelevant. Rather, their value depends on whether they are embedded in 

human-centered care systems. Digital technologies can support connection when they enhance existing relationships, 

reduce barriers, and empower users. They become problematic when they individualize responsibility or justify 

reductions in embodied care. 

   The scholarly implication is that digital aging research should move beyond the question of 

adoption and examine the moral quality of mediated connection. Social humanities analysis can ask what kinds of 

relationships are being produced, replaced, or devalued. 

6. Loneliness, Citizenship, and Democratic Belonging 

  The sixth finding is that loneliness affects citizenship. People who feel socially disconnected may withdraw 

from civic participation, lose trust in institutions, and experience themselves as socially invisible. Older adults who 

lack accessible public spaces, transportation, care, and recognition may formally possess citizenship rights while 

lacking meaningful participation in public life. 

  In Japan, aging citizens in depopulating regions may experience abandonment as services disappear and 

younger populations migrate. In the United Kingdom, older adults in deprived communities may experience 

loneliness alongside austerity, declining local institutions, and weakened collective life. In both cases, loneliness 



Copyright © 2025 by Author/s. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution License which permits unrestricted use, distribution, 

and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 
61 

   

 

becomes a democratic issue because it concerns whether citizens are recognized as part of a shared social world. 

  The comparative evidence suggests that social connection is a democratic good. Public institutions should 

not treat loneliness only as a health risk but as a condition of civic exclusion. A society that allows large numbers of 

people to become socially invisible weakens its democratic fabric. 

  The implication is that aging citizenship requires relational rights: access to care, public space, mobility, 

communication, and meaningful participation. These are not luxuries but conditions of democratic membership. 

 

Scholarly Propositions 

Proposition 1: Loneliness is socially produced through weakened relational infrastructures rather than 

merely experienced as individual emotional deficit. 

  Loneliness emerges when household change, urban design, care-system strain, and community decline 

reduce opportunities for sustained recognition and mutual support. 

Proposition 2: Aging societies require social infrastructure as much as medical and financial support. 

  Community centers, libraries, public transport, accessible housing, parks, and local associations are essential 

institutions of care because they enable everyday interaction. 

Proposition 3: Cultural narratives shape how loneliness is experienced, disclosed, and governed. 

  Shame, independence, obligation, and public health framing influence whether loneliness is hidden, 

medicalized, politicized, or treated as collective responsibility. 

Proposition 4: Digital technologies can support but cannot substitute for relational care. 

  Technological mediation reduces isolation only when embedded in human-centered care networks and 

democratic social infrastructure. 

 

RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

This section comprises the research results and discussion. Each finding must be supported by adequate data. 

Furthermore, the research findings should address the research questions or hypotheses through rigorous and 

in-depth analysis. 
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Tabel 1. (Contoh Tabel yang di beri nomor urut dan mencantumkan sumber rujukan) 

 

Sumber: Sartori, Giovanni. (2005). Parties and Party Systems: A Framework for Analysis 

  

Gambar 1. (Contoh Tabel yang di beri nomor urut dan mencantumkan sumber rujukan) 

                     

 

Sumber: Peneliti, 2020 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

The conclusion should present the answer to the hypothesis and/or the research objectives, or summarize the key 

scientific findings. It is not a repetition of the results and discussion; rather, it articulates the implications of the 

findings in relation to the stated objectives or hypotheses. Where appropriate, the conclusion may also end with 

directions or recommendations for future research. 
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