
 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

About the STUC 
  
The STUC is Scotland’s trade union centre.  Its purpose is to co-
ordinate, develop and articulate the views and policies of the trade 
union movement in Scotland; reflecting the aspirations of trade 
unionists as workers and citizens.            
 
The STUC represents over 540,000 working people and their families 
throughout Scotland. It speaks for trade union members in and out of 
work, in the community and in the workplace.  Our affiliated 
organisations have interests in all sectors of the economy and our 
representative structures are constructed to take account of the 
specific views of women members, young members, Black members, 
LGBT+ members, and members with a disability, as well as retired 
and unemployed workers 
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 A Connected Scotland: Tackling social isolation and loneliness 
and building stronger social connections 

 
STUC Consultation Response 

 
The STUC has been working on a three year government funded 
programme of work in collaboration with the Scottish Pensioners Forum 
(SPF) to highlight the issue of social isolation and loneliness.  The STUC 
also notes an increase in reported social isolation and loneliness 
amongst other demographics, in particular the ONS recently found that 
10% of 16-24 year olds in England reported that they “always or often” 
felt lonely.1  
 
Isolation and loneliness are two side-effects of austerity which trade 
unions began to predict as public sector cuts began. However, the wide 
age-range impacted and the severe levels of reported isolation and 
loneliness make it clear that the issue is now more pervasive and 
prevalent than could have been imagined. With over two-thirds of people 
in Glasgow reporting that they have experienced loneliness and 1.2 
million chronically lonely older people in the UK, the newly launched 
Campaign to End Loneliness2 calls loneliness ‘endemic’. An 
intersectional response is needed, with older LGBT+ people reporting 
even higher levels of loneliness and isolation due to many not having 
families and care homes not providing suitable accommodation.  
 
A short-term policy response will not cure this endemic, but a multi-
faceted and well-resourced strategy, which places the idea of community 
at the core, can mitigate against social isolation and loneliness, 
reversing the tide in favour of social cohesion.  
 
Austerity 
 
The STUC agrees with points made by SPF in their submission to this 
consultation that “changes to the built environment and the closure of 
community hubs and services, have led to a breakdown in daily social 
interactions for many people.” The SPF argue that in order to help tackle 
loneliness and isolation, community facilities must offer free space that 
can be used for communal pursuits and interests. Many of these spaces 
have closed across Scotland due to budget cuts. Although there has 

                                                      
1
 Loneliness - What characteristics and circumstances are associated with feeling lonely? April 2018 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/articles/lonelinesswhatcharacteristicsandcircumstancesareas
sociatedwithfeelinglonely/2018-04-10 
2
 https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/press-release/two-thirds-people-glasgow-experienced-loneliness-campaign-end-

loneliness-launches-scotland/ 
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been some uptake of communities taking over these spaces on a 
voluntary basis, the worry is that they are still liable to close if a strong 
community partnership is not forged. Whilst community education has 
been rolled back, both in courses offered at further and higher education 
level, and as job posts, it can be difficult to find the human resource to 
encourage communities to form and sustain partnerships. 
   
Well-funded public services and jobs, which facilitate communities 
coming together, would help to combat loneliness and isolation. They 
would also help forge intergenerational relationships between younger 
and older people, and between migrant and Scotland-born communities.  
Unite the Union note that rural isolation, exacerbated by public sector 
cuts, can also lead to loneliness. “Limited availability of local activities, 
lack of income and poor transport arrangements mean that many people 
(particularly pensioners and disabled people) spend their days at home. 
This increases fuel usage and costs, as well as isolation and 
loneliness.”3 
 
Technology and social media 
 
Although technology can benefit people by connecting them to family 
and friends around the world, it can also be a very false and distorted 
picture which is portrayed. An increase in eating disorders amongst 
young women is reported; as is online bullying and harassment leading 
to young people isolating themselves. A mental health report found that 
30% of 18-24 year olds say social media is driving them to feel socially 
isolated.4 Isolation and loneliness can lead to depression and we have 
seen an increase in young people, particularly young men, taking their 
own lives.  
 
Communication is more pervasive than ever, but in many ways people 
are prevented from actually communicating. Whilst there is a constant 
demand to be immediately open to online communication, people have 
reported that they find it more difficult to express themselves verbally 
without the ability to self-censor which online communication allows. 
 
Whilst apps and social media are very useful tools, the STUC and 
affiliate trade unions do not think that they should ever replace face to 
face communication. The STUC consistently stresses the importance of 
physically organising communities, not least of all in that it brings people 
together in a way which social media cannot.  

                                                      
3
 Strategy for Rural Scotland, Unite the Union, June 2013 

4
 https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/news/research-reveals-over-half-young-scots-who-feel-lonely-also-experience-depression 
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In a joint report by the STUC and Scottish Government this year,5 it was 
identified that “automation and digitisation could enhance feelings of 
isolation in the workplace, as workers were less required to report in 
person, could receive instruction remotely and had less of a fixed work 
location. The impact of this on working cultures was already being felt in 
a number of workplaces and could grow as automation develops. This 
issue of isolation often went hand in hand with benefits in efficiency or 
remote working and was a feature of new automated processes. For 
example the ability to receive jobs on handheld units allows workers in 
the social care sector to go straight to their first appointment benefiting 
the worker by reducing time spent going to and from a central location to 
receive appointments or pick-up notes. Often workers appreciate this 
change as it allows them to manage their workload more effectively but it 
also reduces their contact with co-workers and their feeling of being part 
of a workplace. There were many examples raised of how automation 
and digitisation change the nature of work, and there are both positive 
and negative elements to this change.” 
 
From surveying a modest number of workers, there was a sense that 
some found elements of flexibility that came from automated processes 
and use of technology as it facilitated a degree of work life balance (i.e. 
they got more done during working hours, before eating into home life 
time) but this came with a big downside of feeling more isolated and 
alone while actually at work.  
 
The overall impact on health and wellbeing of this change is likely to be 
different for different types of workers. Young workers, who might be 
more likely to live alone, may be more likely to feel isolated and lonely in 
general if work is not acting as a social enabler. 
 
Precarious work, precarious lives 
 
Employment is becoming increasingly precarious for too many workers 
in Scotland. Low pay and under-employment are rife. Stress and anxiety 
is becoming a normal feature of our lives. And life outside of work is 
increasingly precarious too, with soaring rents in the private sector, 
spikes in the cost of living, and mounting levels of personal debt. 
  
Trade union reps across Scotland, in a variety of workplaces and 
sectors, are reporting that they are supporting more and more members 
with mental health issues. Our Equality Committees' each identified 
mental health as a key priority for 2018/19. We know that services are 
                                                      
5
 Technological Change and the Scottish Labour Market, April 2018 
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stretched to breaking point due to years of cuts. And we also know there 
are deep structural and cultural problems that lead to workers from 
under-represented communities being disproportionately impacted by 
poor mental well-being, and have greater barriers put in the way of 
treatment and support. 
 
All of these issues can lead to isolation and loneliness. 
 
A rise in self-employment and precarious work can bring further feelings 
of alienation and anxiety caused by competition between individuals on 
a scale not previously seen. It’s no longer just on Wall Street or Fleet 
Street that this level of competitive self-interest and extreme 
individualism exists; but also in hospitality, care and construction, and 
simply to make ends meet. Competition for hours, for wages, for 
bonuses, for days off all lead workers to report feelings of exhaustion 
which perpetuate self-imposed isolation and increasing loneliness.  
 
The Jo Cox Commission on Loneliness found that 11 percent of men 
feel lonely on a daily basis, and more than one third felt lonely every 
week. Around 35 percent said loneliness made them depressed and 
almost 40 percent said being lonely made them isolated. There are 
many reasons for this, and for women’s reported loneliness being less 
than men’s, but alongside the decrease in industrial workplaces which 
were often at the heart of the community, has come further attacks on 
trade union organising which often gave people a sense of community, 
purpose and involvement. The Jo Cox research chimes with a Ucatt 
(now part of Unite the Union) survey of 600 construction workers, where 
nearly 20 percent said they did not have any close friends. One 63 year 
old respondent said loneliness became a fact of life after he was 
blacklisted in the early 1990s for daring to stand up to his then employer 
for underpaying workers. He struggled to find work and also struggled 
for understanding. 
 
“People who I took for granted – my workmates and colleagues – drifted 
away and began to blank me once it was obvious I was blacklisted. 
Some of the attitudes outside of work also shocked me. I stopped going 
into my local pub because there were people whose attitude was ‘you 
deserved it, you should be grateful for any work you get’. It was a very 
lonely place to be. 
 
“If it wasn’t for the union I probably would have had a nervous 
breakdown because of the isolation. My union colleagues gave me the 
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encouragement and support to carry on and I knew there were other 
guys who’d had it worse than me.”6 
 
NHS Health Scotland recently published a rapid evidence review which 
identified studies that suggest the potential contribution of collective 
formal employee voice mechanisms to positive employee mental 
wellbeing.  “Giving employees the chance to have a say in work 
activities and decision-making issues within the organisation in which 
they work (termed effective employee voice) and ensuring workers’ 
rights can be important contributors to achieving fair work and for 
addressing health inequalities.”7 
 
Trade Unions are a clear example of where people can form bonds 
through collective activity. In many of the pockets of society and the 
economy where there is isolation, there are barriers to unions building 
strong networks, such as the transience and insecurity of contracts. 
However, initiatives to develop regional union hubs for precarious 
workers can provide solidarity and support for people in this situation. 
Unions, and the Better than Zero campaign, are developing these hubs 
to include people whose work-related pressures often induce isolation 
and helplessness. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Lonely Society, a 2010 report commissioned by The Mental Health 
Foundation, noted a link between our "individualistic society" and an 
increase in mental health issues over the past 50 years. It also drew on 
research showing that mental health problems occur more frequently in 
unequal societies where vulnerable people are often undervalued and 
socially neglected.  
 
Our wellbeing is inextricably linked to the lives of others, therefore the 
STUC believes that the only way to combat isolation and loneliness is to 
eradicate the causes of the high increases in anxiety, depression, 
physical isolation, and breakdown in social cohesion.  
 
Organisations which put co-operation and emulation above competition 
require to be resourced and allowed to flourish. Trade unions, which 
remain the largest organisation of people in the UK, are well placed to 
encourage this and to provide a sense of belonging and identity. 

                                                      
6
 Epidemic of Loneliness, UniteLive, May 2017 http://unitelive.org/epidemic-of-loneliness/ 

7
 www.healthscotland.scot/media/1725/employee-voice-and-mental-wellbeing-a-rapid-evidence-review.pdf 
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However, whilst unions are hindered and hampered via the Trade Union 
Act or through attacks on facility time, or through employers blocking 
union organising, it is increasingly difficult for union organisers to ensure 
a whole-community approach to collectivism.  
 
Education courses in community venues can give people in isolation, 
especially older people or disabled people, the opportunity to work and 
develop knowledge as well as a shared purpose.  In particular, the study 
of social history allows for people to recollect times when they had more 
companions, colleagues, and sense of community. These education 
programmes should be supported with isolation in mind. 
 
Scottish Union Learning and the Scottish labour movement can use the 
Fair Work Framework to provide a channel through which trade unions 
can ensure better dialogue with employers, but the Scottish Government 
must also ensure that the ethos of fair work is at the heart of any 
strategy which looks to alleviate causes of ill health, mental health 
problems, or isolation and loneliness.  
 
STUC 
May 2018 


