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ABSTRACT: During the coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19), several societies paid
special attention to the elderly, in terms of physical distance from society, as a means of
primary prevention, due to the vulnerability of this age group, in relation to the consequences
negative effects of Covid-19 on their health. The COVID-19 pandemic negatively affected the
mental health and social well-being of the elderly and favored the appearance of symptoms
of anxiety and depression, the experience of increased psychological stress, in response to
new, unpredictable, and uncontrollable stimuli. The measures of physical and social isolation
deepen the feeling of loneliness and produce significant changes within the social networks
of the elderly (distance from family members and the group of friends). Loneliness is strongly
associated with higher levels of depression for the elderly who were separated from support
groups during the pandemic.
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Introduction

The SARS-CoV-2 virus first appeared in
China, originally from Wuhan, in December
2019 and triggered the 2019 coronavirus
disease (COVID-19). It is currently known
that COVID-19 is a severe acute respiratory
syndrome with common symptoms of fever,
cough and shortness of breath. To date, no
vaccine or antiviral treatment is known.

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused
changes in many directions around the
world, especially in the way older people are
treated. All aspects of life have changed
dramatically. No one can estimate how long
the pandemic will last and what impact it
will have on the health of the world's
population and economy.

One of the defining characteristics of
COVID-19 is the predilection for the
infection of elderly adults and people with
chronic health conditions, which can lead to
an increase in the mortality rate for this age
group.

In studies conducted worldwide, it has
been established that COVID-19 fatally
affects the elderly [Guan et al., 2020],
especially those with pre-existing health

conditions. Therefore, it was encouraged that
this vulnerable age group limit their travel
and physical interactions, imposing the first
restrictive measures related to physical
isolation, as a preventive measure against the
transmission of the virus to the elderly.

The effects of physical distance on
the elderly in the Coronavirus

pandemic

Since the beginning of the pandemic,
various measures have been taken to reduce
the spread of the virus, which have changed
both the lifestyle of people and the
interpersonal relationships between them.
The first measures imposed were physical
distancing, isolation at home, quarantine,
traffic restrictions, etc.

The measure of maintaining a physical
distance of at least 2 meters from those
around, along with wearing protective
equipment, masks, surgical gloves was the
central objective of Romanian state
institutions to reduce the spread of
coronavirus.

At the beginning of the state of
emergency on the Romanian territory, in
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March 2020, restrictive measures were
imposed, by issuing military Ordinances,
regarding the right to movement in the
public space of the citizens. People over the
age of 65 were allowed access to the public
space between 11:00 and 13:00, for justified
reasons, for the purchase of essential goods,
food, medicine, emergency medical care.

Starting with April 27, 2020, based on
Military Ordinance no. 10, new directives
are introduced regarding the movement of
persons who have reached the age of 65,
outside the home, being allowed their access
to the public space between the hours of 7:
00-11: 00 and 19: 00-22.00, maintaining are
the justifying reasons for the military
ordinances previously issued.

During the state of emergency (March
16-May 15, 2020], the activities that
involved congestion in public spaces (parks,
theaters, meetings, etc.) were closed /
prohibited. Schools were closed and
homework was encouraged. Most health
services, performed in the outpatient clinic
(polyclinics) have been stopped, due to the
risk of infection in the medical institution,
and access to patients with chronic diseases
to medical services is limited. In this context,
the medical services provided within the
Emergency Reception Units within the
hospitals have become overcrowded, being
the only providers of medical care provided
to patients during the state of emergency.

The COVID-19 pandemic calls for
increased attention to issues of social
isolation and loneliness for all ages,
especially the elderly, who are the most
vulnerable segment of the population at risk.

There are skeptical opinions among
Romanian citizens regarding physical
distancing as a key factor in controlling the
COVID-19 outbreak. However, a continuous
effort is needed to understand the social
implications of this phenomenon on the
elderly, which can lead to a high level of
anxiety, but also anxiety and mental
suffering.

In studies by Bengtson and Putney

(2006), it is mentioned that physical
distancing should not produce an emotional
distance. When intergenerational contact
becomes individualized (eg in families,
personal contacts with elderly neighbors),
the negative effects of stigma, prejudice and
stereotypes are greatly reduced and replaced
by rules of solidarity and connection.
Encouraging this form of personal contact
between young and old is an important
means of overcoming intergenerational
tensions and the resulting ageism.

The elderly experienced a prolonged
period of isolation, and family and
intergenerational connections became
stronger, through a more frequent
communication relationship. 

People who live alone, find it more
difficult to isolate at home, unable to
maintain contact with loved ones: relatives,
friends, neighbors, etc.

The phenomenon of loneliness and
prolonged isolation represents for the elderly
an increased psychological stress, which can
degenerate into depression.

Social isolation is defined as the lack of
a social network, it refers to loneliness and
the lack of meaningful, supportive
relationships with family and friends
[Hernández-Ascanio et. Colab., 2020].

The Covid-19 pandemic has triggered a
physical barrier between people and their
families, making them more vulnerable than
ever. During this period, older people share
a basic need to feel connected to other
people. Moreover, physical distancing has
led to the experience of social isolation
among some people, especially those living
alone and lacking web-based electronic
devices that could help them stay in touch
with friends and loved ones. The pandemic
has a strong psychological impact on people,
due to the change in lifestyle, by forcibly
interrupting daily routines and restricting
daily activities due to the pandemic, which
include visits to friends, children and
grandchildren.

Through the close communication of the
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elderly with people from their social and
family support network, their emotional
well-being increases and the relationship
between loneliness and depression can be
alleviated (English & Carstensen, 2014].

Given these changes, Flett and Zangeneh
(2020) emphasized the importance of
socialization as an essential resource for
dealing with the pandemic. It has been
argued that everyone needs a sense of
belonging, of being important to others, and
this is especially true in crisis situations,
which can cause anxiety or separation from
others.

Older people need to be treated in ways
that appreciate their importance, roles, rather
than being resource-consuming and useless
to society. Based on numerous researches, it
has been established that social contacts
between different members are possible,
respecting the rules of physical distance, by
using online devices to interact remotely,
such as Zoom, Skype, FaceTime, etc.,
allowing users to interact virtually. 

Although the use of technology has
proven to be a useful solution, unfortunately,
many older people either do not have access
to modern remote communication systems
and do not have the necessary devices or do
not have the necessary skills to use such
devices [Klein, 2020]. 

In the opinion of Holt et. al. (2015),
loneliness is a serious problem that many
elderly people face and can contribute to the
aggravation of existing health problems or
even a causal factor in early mortality.

In the case of institutionalized elderly
people with mental disabilities, compliance
with the measure of physical and social
distance is a difficult task, due to the
diminished ability of older people to cope
with stress or in situations where they have
adjustment disorders.

Adopting the measure on the physical
isolation of the elderly cannot be a long-term
strategy, due to the negative effects arising
from the absence of social interactions with
family and friends. Among the elderly, social

isolation and loneliness are associated with
increased reactivity to stressors, anxiety,
depression, cognitive decline.

Efforts to reduce the negative effects of
the COVID-19 pandemic need to include
specific interventions to reduce isolation and
loneliness and to encourage increased social
engagement (eg psychological interventions
to reduce psychological distress).

In studies by Hughes et al. (2013), it is
considered that social involvement is
associated with decreased risk of cognitive
decline, interventions aimed at increasing
social commitment resulting in decreased
depression and loneliness. Through the
benefits obtained during the interventions
carried out to reduce social isolation and
loneliness, we can highlight the role that
these interventions play, by identifying
means of connecting the elderly with other
people, such as: by phone or video
conversation, platforms online socialization.

Older people also consider traditional
communication (e.g. telephone) to be
important compared to the use of social
networks, being far too advanced and unable
to replace tr aditional modes of
communication.

During the COVID-19 pandemic,
institutionalized elderly people experienced
psychological stress, not only because of
isolation and loneliness, but also due to a
high degree of concern, caused by their
exclusion from personal contact with other
people.

These behavioral changes will
undoubtedly affect the social ties of older
people and their quality of life. Taken as a
whole, physical distancing measures limit
social engagement among people living in
both residential and community centers.
Visitors' access to residential institutions was
limited, including family, volunteers,
friends. Thus, in the absence of the elderly's
relationship with the people in their support
group, they require continuous care and
assistance in carrying out daily activities, due
to chronic diseases or cognitive decline.
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The role of social workers in
assisting the elderly in the

Coronavirus Pandemic

Social workers are the specialists who
have the necessary skills to help people in
the current crisis, in maintaining permanent
contact with the elderly, who are part of the
most vulnerable in Covid-19, facilitating
their access to resources, implementing
long-term strategies, socio-medical services
at home in safe conditions (wearing
protective equipment’s).

The elderly has become a group protected
by government institutions, in view of the
imminent risk of becoming infected with a
more severe form of COVID-19. 

In the research of behavioral scientists of
aging it is necessary to give a significant role
to address the pandemic situation, in ways
that can benefit the health and well-being of
individuals.

The crisis situation caused by the
Coronavirus Pandemic has led social
specialists to reflect on the main difficulties
encountered in assisting the elderly and to
reorganize their future professional practices
taking into account key issues related to:
needs assessment and risk factors in among
the elderly due to loneliness and social
isolation, the development and adaptation of
evidence-based interventions to address
loneliness and social isolation, learning new
skills - technology, importance, training and
how to interact with people in
non-traditional ways can become part of
social assistance practices, as well as the
implementation and development of
strategies to effectively address loneliness
and social isolation among older adults.

Social workers together with specialists
in the field of gerontology expressed concern
about loneliness, as a perception of lack of
meaningful relationships) and isolation
(social commitments and contacts) among
the elderly [Lubben et. Al., 2015].

As we look to the future and analyze the
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, we are

aware of an increase in poverty among the
population, in the situation where at least
50% of Romanian citizens faced poverty
before the current crisis. This situation is
triggered as a result of the devastating
impact of the economy, from various fields of
activity (tourism and services, hotel industry
and culture), job losses for citizens working
in the unskilled sector and can no longer
provide financial support to families. . Social
needs are diversifying and the demands for
social support of people facing losses among
family members, mental stress due to
isolation and quarantine measures, as well as
insufficient or lack of resources to overcome
these traumatic situations on their own are
increasing.

Under the current conditions, the voices
of social workers propose a series of
measures to develop and finance sustainable
community social services that are essential
to support vulnerable people in the crisis we
are going through. At the same time, it is
necessary to invest in the purchase of
protective equipment for social workers and
staff working in social services (public and
private centers, alike).

Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic has
overwhelmed global health systems. We all
know that situations have already arisen in
which the resources were not sufficient for
all individuals in need, and it is necessary to
take immediate decisions related to the
prioritization of cases in the provision of
health care. Sorting cases has become a
difficult task for health professionals, who
are under a high degree of pressure in
assisting and treating large numbers of
patients.

As the global COVID-19 pandemic
continues to advance at a rapid pace, the
need for older people to feel valued and to
wonder how much it really matters is a very
important issue now, when anxiety is
heightened due to concerns. on personal
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safety and uncertainty about how and when
the pandemic will be resolved. Loneliness is
already a public health problem, especially
among the elderly, and physical isolation is
exponentially added to social isolation,
which is characterized by loneliness.

The COVID-19 pandemic has
substantially changed our daily lives, and our
sense of security. First, the mental health of
the elderly has been adversely affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic. They experienced
acute feelings of loneliness and depression
only before the pandemic. Second,
interpersonal relationships in the support
network (perceived closeness to network
members), but not social engagement,
moderated the relationship between
loneliness and depression.

However, some psychological stress
events have a high level of interpersonal
dependence and controllability. 

For example, the SARS-Cov2 virus is
extremely infectious. In the case of people
infected with the virus if immediate isolation
measures are not taken, they pose a threat to
the health of others. In this context,
individual health and safety depend on the
health of others, which strengthens
dependencies between people. 

At the same time, the COVID-19
epidemic is controllable [Wang et al., 2020]
because people can take precautions to avoid
infection, for example, effective hand
washing, keeping a social distance, wearing
masks.

References:

  1. Bengtson, V. L. & Putney, N. M. (2006), Future ‘conflicts’ across generations and
cohorts ?, in J. A. Vincent, C. R. Phillipson, &M. Downs (Eds.), The futures of old age
(pp. 20–29). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

  2. English, T. & Carstensen, L. L. (2014), Selective narrowing of social networks across
adulthood is associated with improved emotional experience in daily life, International
Journal of Behavioral Development, 38(2), 195–202. doi:10.1177/0165025413515404.

  3. Flett, G. L. & Zangeneh, M. (2020), Mattering as a vital support for people during the
COVID-19 pandemic: the benefits of feeling and knowing that someone cares during
times of crisis, Journal of Concurrent Disorders, 2(1), 106–123, https://
concurrentdisorders.ca/2020/03/31/mattering-as-a-vital-support-for-people-duringthe-
covid-19-pandemic/.

  4. Guan, W. J.; Ni, Z. Y.; Hu, Y.; Liang, W. H;, Ou, C. Q.; He, J. X. ... & Du, B (2020),
Clinical characteristics of coronavirus disease 2019 in China, New England journal of
medicine, 382(18), 1708-1720.

  5. Hernández-Ascanio, J.; Pérula-de Torres, L. Á.; Roldán-Villalobos, A.; Pérula-de Torres,
J. C. & Rich-Ruiz, M.; Collaborative Group Asys Proyect. (2020), Effectiveness of a
multicomponent intervention to reduce social isolation and loneliness in
community-dwelling elders: A randomized clinical trial, study protocol, Journal of
Advanced Nursing, 76(1), 337–346. https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.14230.

  6. Holt-Lunstad, J.; Smith, T. B.; Baker, M.; Harris, T. & Stephenson, D. (2015),
Loneliness and social isolation as risk factors for mortality: a meta-analytic review.
Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10, 227–237. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1745691614568352.

  7. Hughes, T. F.; Flatt, J. D.; Fu, B.; Chang, C.-C. H. & Ganguli, M. (2013), Engagement
in social activities and progression from mild to severe cognitive impairment: The
MYHAT study. International Psychogeriatrics, 25(4), 587–595. https://doi.org/
10.1017/S1041610212002086.



Anca Iulia Bugnariu118

  8. Klein, E. (2020), How social distancing for coronavirus could cause a loneliness
epidemic? Vox.

  9. Lubben, J.; Gironda, M.; Sabbath, E; Kong, J.; Johnson, C. (2015), Social isolation
presents Grand Challenge for social work, Working Paper No. 7, American Academy
of Social Work and Social Welfare Grand Challenges for Social Work Initiative. 2015.
Retrieved from https://aaswsw.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Social-Isolation-
3.24.15.pdf.

10. Wang, C.; Pan, R.; Wan, X.; Tan, Y.; Xu, L.; Ho, C. S. & Ho, R. C. (2020), Immediate
psychological responses and associated factors during the initial stage of the 2019
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) epidemic among the general population in China.
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 17(5), 1729.
doi:10.3390/ijerph17051729.


