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Abstract

Across literature on loneliness and ageing, little attention is given to the intersection of
ageing, sexuality and masculinities, and how this shapes the social connections of older
men. We report findings from a qualitative study of older men’s experiences of loneliness
and social participation, focusing on perspectives from two groups who are single and/or
living alone: men identifying as (a) heterosexual and (b) gay (not bisexual). We present
findings generated from semi-structured interviews with 72 men residing in England
(65-95 years). We discuss three prominent themes: (a) loneliness, loss and social disloca-
tion; (b) diverging life-events that trigger loneliness; and (c) variations in visibility and
exclusion across social settings. Embedded within men’s descriptions of loneliness is a
running theme of social dislocation that speaks to a wider sense of social separation
and estrangement. Unique to gay men’s accounts are the ways in which experiences of
loneliness and social isolation are compounded by living in heteronormative social envir-
onments and their encounters with ageism in gay social settings. Older men’s accounts
convey anxieties about visibility and anticipated exclusion across social settings shared
with other men that vary according to sexual identity and context. We discuss how sexu-
ality and being single and/or living alone impact on older men’s social participation as we
seek to move beyond a heterocentric understanding of loneliness.

Keywords: older men; loneliness; social isolation; masculinities; social connections; social networks; gay;
sexuality

Introduction

Loneliness has been framed as a ‘pressing public health issue’ by policy makers in
the United Kingdom (UK) (HM Government, 2018) and rapidly become a phe-
nomenon of policy, practice and research concern. When accounting for gender-
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based differences in loneliness trends, women are more likely to report loneliness
than men (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2018). Reasons for this can be
partly explained by women’s higher likelihood of being unpartnered in later life
as well as men’s reluctance to speak about, seek help for or self-report loneliness
(Vozikaki et al, 2018; Victor et al, 2006). In contrast, a greater percentage of
older men in England report moderate to high levels of social isolation (Beach
and Bamford, 2013) and research from the UK and the Netherlands indicate
how older men without partners report higher levels of loneliness and isolation
than women without partners (Davidson et al, 2003; Dykstra and Fokkema,
2007; Milligan et al., 2015). Prior studies of loneliness in later life have neglected
to examine how lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) older individuals experience lone-
liness and social isolation (Fish and Weis, 2019), which generates a heterocentric
understanding of social connections in older age. This is further evident in contem-
porary policy making through the lack of recognition of LGB lives and identities in
policies seeking to tackle loneliness. For example, the 2020 Loneliness Annual
Report issued by the UK government does not make any mention of sexual orien-
tation or LGB identities (HM Government, 2020).

In this paper, we focus on the social participation of older men (identifying as
heterosexual and gay) who are single and/or living alone (65-95 years) and we
critically examine older men’s descriptions and experiences of loneliness across dif-
ferent social contexts. We concentrate on this cohort as, first, an increasing number
of adults are living alone in the UK, of whom older adults make up the largest
number of ‘one-person households’ (ONS, 2019), and second, the intersection
between masculinities, sexual identity and older age is rarely examined in current
approaches to understanding and addressing loneliness. Our aims are twofold:
(a) to examine how older men talk about loneliness and position themselves within
available discourse on these dimensions, and (b) to identify how differences across
sexual identity and social context shape their experiences and self-perceptions. We
ask: how do older heterosexual and gay men who are single and/or living alone
experience loneliness and maintain social connections with others? We argue
that anchored within men’s descriptions of loneliness is a running theme of social
dislocation that speaks to a profound sense of social separation and distancing from
others. Findings are presented from a qualitative study of older men’s experiences
of loneliness and isolation across seldom-heard groups in England (2016-2019).
First, we consider four key streams of literature informing this topic.

Background literature

There are four streams of literature informing the background terrain of this paper:
(a) conceptualising and understanding experiences of loneliness in later life, (b) the
social connections and networks of older men, (c) gay men’s experiences of lone-
liness in later life, and (d) belonging, masculinities and later life.

Conceptualising and understanding experiences of loneliness in later life

While the definition of loneliness varies across the literature, there is a unifying
theme of loneliness being a subjective and unpleasant emotional state: an individual
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experiences loneliness when they perceive a discrepancy between the number and/
or quality of relationships that they have, and the number/quality that they would
like to have (De Jong-Gierveld, 1987: 120). Loneliness is relational as it hinges on an
individual’s subjective awareness of what it means to experience meaningful and
rewarding relationships with others (Jylhd and Saarenheimo, 2010).

Loneliness is also understood to be multi-dimensional, encompassing emotional,
social and existential forms. Emotional loneliness is closely aligned with the loss of
meaningful relationships (such as being widowed or separated from partners) and a
desire for fulfilling relationships with others (Weiss, 1973; Tiilikainen and Seppanen,
2017). Social loneliness is the perceived absence of engagement with social groups
and dissatisfaction with one’s social network (Weiss, 1973; De Jong Gierveld and
Tilburg, 2006). Perlman and Peplau (1981: 32) point to the discrepancy between
‘one’s desired and achieved levels of social relations’ as generating feelings of social
loneliness. Alternatively, Cacioppo et al. (2015) classify emotional and social loneli-
ness as ‘intimate’ and ‘relational’, respectively, and note a third type, ‘collective lone-
liness’, in reference to the felt absence of contact with wider social groups and
affiliations. The concept of ‘existential loneliness’ captures the sense of social separ-
ation, alienation and disconnection older people experience from social life around
them (Bolmsjo et al., 2018). According to Mijuskovic (1979), loneliness is the basic
structure of consciousness, as such, it is a category of existence and inevitable part of
the human condition. Ettema et al. (2010: 151) situate existential loneliness as an
ontological state where ‘one is always and fundamentally separated from others’.
This experience is deeply subjective and as such it is a slippery concept to operation-
alise in empirical research (Ettema et al., 2010).

In parallel, social isolation is defined as an objective or factual state that infers
absence of contact with other people (Beach and Bamford, 2013; Jopling, 2015)
or separation from others (Ettema et al., 2010). Living alone is one criterion by
which it is measured (Gale et al., 2018). Periods of isolation can generate subjective
experiences of solitude or loneliness; the former being characterised as constructive
while the latter is recognised as disruptive to one’s social and emotional wellbeing
(Ettema et al., 2010). While isolation can trigger feelings of loneliness (Buffel et al.,
2015), social isolation is not synonymous with loneliness and loneliness can be
experienced irrespective of the size of an individual’s social network (Durcan
and Bell, 2015).

The social connections and networks of older men

The social constructs of gender and sexuality are important dimensions shaping
the ways in which older adults experience loneliness and social isolation. Our
discussion of the intersection between gender, sexuality and older age is informed
by an intersectional approach, as first discussed by Crenshaw (1991) and, in the
context of ageing and sexuality, by Hulko (2016) and King et al (2019).
Intersectionality provides a sociological lens for understanding the complex ways
in which social identity categories coalesce and compound experiences of social dis-
advantage and inequality. While there is a growing body of literature on men, mas-
culinities and loneliness, less attention has been given to gay, queer and bisexual
men’s experiences. Often sexuality is not recognised as an integral social dimension
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for developing approaches to addressing loneliness in later life. Furthermore, it is
often unclear within research literature on older adults, loneliness and gender-based
differences if studies are focusing on heterosexual participants solely as sexuality is
not discussed as a sample characteristic. This absence generates a heterocentric
understanding of loneliness that does not grapple with differences across gender
and sexual identity.

Research from the UK and the Netherlands indicates that older heterosexual men
are more likely to be reliant on their (female) partner for maintaining their social life
and nourishing social connections with adult children, family and friends (Bennett
et al., 2003; Davidson, 2004; Dykstra and Fokkema, 2007). Women, including part-
ners and daughters, play a key role in the development and maintenance of the
social networks of heterosexual men. This resonates with trends identified in
Australia in which men in different-gender relationships look to spouses and female
partners for maintaining social ties with family and friends as a form of ‘kinship
work’ (Franklin et al, 2019). Divorce and widowhood are significant life-events
that impact on the size of men’s social networks. Divorced men are more likely
to experience emotional loneliness than divorced women in the Netherlands
(Dykstra and Fokkema, 2007), and older men in Australia are less likely to maintain
levels of social engagement in widowhood, including contact with children
(Isherwood et al, 2012). A more recent study of Australian men (70+ years)
found that men living alone experienced greater psychological distress and worse
physical health than men living with a spouse/partner (Byles et al., 2016).

From Davidson’s (2004) UK findings, never-married men were least likely to be
unhappy with their lone status in comparison to men in other relationship groups.
This resonates with Yetter’s (2010) findings from the United States of America
(USA) that living alone can be a positive experience for some older men. It also
highlights the heterogeneity of the lives of older men who are living alone, and
as Leontowitsch et al. (2019) argue, counteracts dominant narratives that frame
men in this group as being at risk and vulnerable to social isolation. While the
above scholarship illuminates important trends for older heterosexual men, there
is limited engagement with the implications for older gay men experiencing
loneliness.

Gay men’s experiences of loneliness in later life

Literature on the experience of loneliness and social isolation amongst older people
who identify as LGB rarely distinguishes findings specific to gay men only and
often bunches men’s and women’s experiences together. Several studies of older
LGB adults suggest that this group are at greater risk of loneliness than their het-
erosexual peers, which may be explained in part by their greater experiences of
identified risk factors for loneliness, including being single, living alone and having
less-frequent contact with biological family (Guasp, 2011; Fokkema and Kuyper,
2009; Hughes, 2016). Based on survey data from the Netherlands, Fokkema and
Kuyper (2009) found that older LGB individuals were lonelier than their heterosex-
ual peers, and that this difference was greater for men. Survey research from Great
Britain (Guasp, 2011) and other economically advantaged nations (Higgins et al,
2011; Lyons et al., 2012; Brennan-Ing et al., 2014) suggest that older LGB people
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are more likely to live alone than heterosexual peers. Partner status is predicated
as a protective factor against loneliness. USA survey results indicate that older
LGB adults living alone or with others report greater loneliness than those living
with a partner (Kim and Fredriksen-Goldsen, 2016).

There is less evidence that older LGB people as a population are more at risk of
social isolation. Arguably, older LGB people have weaker ties to biological kin than
heterosexual older adults and are more likely to look to non-related care-givers for
instrumental and emotional support, such as friends (Croghan et al, 2014;
Brennan-Ing et al., 2014). The term ‘chosen families’ has been applied to lesbian’s
and gay men’s lives to denote the ways in which individuals form strong ties with
friends as alternative kinship bonds to biological family, looking to friendships for
social support (Weston, 1997). A UK study of the social networks of older LGB
(and transgender) adults found that they had weaker familial networks, but also
had more friends and community contacts (Green, 2016). Findings vary on the
prominence of ‘chosen families’ within the social networks of older LGB adults
in the UK (Heaphy et al, 2004) and Australia (Hughes, 2016). Oswald and
Roulston (2018) explored the social lives of older gay men in New York City and
proposed a model of complex intimacy, reporting how the ageing body combined
with being a gay man in the 20th century resulted in enduring losses that older gay
men seek to manage by seeking out gay environments and connecting with younger
gay men. Pereira et al. (2017) identified these dimensions in their participants’
responses, which included different types of resources that older gay and bisexual
men in Portugal used to cope with ageing and make it more successful.

The psychological concept of minority stress is frequently turned to as an
explanatory theory for LGB adults” increased risk of loneliness in later life. First
defined by Meyer (2003) in the USA, minority stress is the excess stress to which
LGB individuals are routinely exposed to across heteronormative social environ-
ments. This can occur through stressful events such as experiences of hostility
and discrimination (e.g. homophobia), the anticipation of hostile responses from
others and the internalising of homonegative beliefs (Meyer, 2003). Meyer argued
that LGB individuals learn to anticipate stigmatising experiences based on previous
experiences of discrimination or exclusion coupled with the impact of living in a
negative social environment. Anticipated stigma is also discussed in the context
of how older men manage the stigma of living with HIV in later life; this is another
health factor associated with loneliness (Grov et al., 2010; Emlet et al., 2013).

For older gay men experiencing young adulthood in the 1950s and 1960s, their
life-stories are marked by periods of criminalisation of sex between men (before par-
tial decriminalisation in 1967 in England and Wales) and medical pathologisation
through the diagnosis and treatment of homosexuality as mental disorder (see
Willis et al., 2018). The concept of heteronormativity brings attention to the social
configuration of heterosexuality as a normative marker of socio-sexual relationships
and the unique stressors this generates for LGB individuals whose relationships and
identities do not fit this normative mould. As described by Kitzinger (2005: 478), het-
eronormativity captures the ‘myriad ways in which heterosexuality is produced as a
natural, unproblematic, taken-for-granted, ordinary phenomenon’. This constant
reproduction can render older LGB adults’ relationships invisible to service providers
or inform assumptions that all older clients are heterosexual (Almack, 2019).
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Belonging, masculinities and later life

Writing from an Australian context, Franklin et al. (2019) have argued the need to
understand loneliness from a sociological perspective and put forward the notion of
‘belongingness’ as a lens for understanding how men experience loneliness differ-
ently from women in contemporary society. The gendered environments and cul-
tures within which men have traditionally formed close ties and bonds, inclusive of
work and public spaces, have undergone significant social and economic change
over the last century. This is due to neoliberal trends in the organisation of work
and public life, and associated patterns of increasing individualisation. The social
bonds men have previously maintained with other men across organisations and
institutions have become fragmented or diminished (Franklin et al., 2019).

Belongingness in later life is also disrupted by other social processes associated
with old age. Functionalist theories of ageing, such as disengagement theory, posit
that withdrawal from social roles and norms is inevitably bound with growing older
(Markson, 1975). In contrast, critical perspectives on ageing point to a cultural pro-
cess of ‘othering’ experienced by individuals in later life where ‘old age is repre-
sented as another country’ and defined as a separate social void of decline and
detachment (Higgs and Gilleard, 2020). The othering of old age generates further
social voids between younger and older adults and between older people. Within
scholarship on men and old age, social gerontologists seek to examine how older
men are positioned as ‘the other’ and attributed lower social status in later life
when compared to the hegemonic ideal of masculinity (Calasanti, 2004).
Dominant images of disengagement accompany older men’s lives, whether through
entering retirement, experiencing changes to family roles or being positioned as the
antithesis to male youth (Hearn, 1995). Connell’s (1995) sociological work on gen-
der relations has been key to this body of literature.

Connell’s writing on masculinity, or the now preferred term of masculinities,
points to ways in which normative ideas about ‘being a man’ within and throughout
all aspects of life are culturally reproduced and enacted. Through Connell’s (1995:
71) sociological lens, gender is a social process (or ‘configuring practice’) through
which social life is organised and ‘not a fixed set of biological determinants’.
Masculinities are enacted and embodied within a wider social system of gender rela-
tions. The notion of hegemonic masculinity captures dominant, cultural ideals about
masculine behaviour and identity linked with the institutional power conferred to
(some) men in patriarchal social structures. Connell and Messerschmidt (2005:
836) propose that a relational perspective is integral to understanding how hege-
monic masculinities are enacted as masculinities represent ‘configurations of prac-
tice’ that can differ ‘according to the gender relations in a particular social setting’.

Within a social hierarchy of masculinities, both ‘gayness’ and ‘old age’ represent
subordinate masculine identities (Slevin and Linneman, 2010). Old age is habitually
associated with a loss of strength, autonomy, and physical and mental resiliencies
(Bennett, 2007), all of which can conflict with standards of hegemonic masculinity.
Older men embody subordinate masculinities through cultural invisibility and asso-
ciations with ageing, declining bodies. ‘Ageing overshadows gender’ and men in
later life can be homogenised as ‘older’ (Thompson, 2006: 633). For older gay
men, the ageing body can represent an embodied site of struggle and stigma as
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‘gay male culture puts a very specific body on a pedestal’ (Slevin and Linneman,
2010: 503), namely youthful, virile and athletic. Slevin and Linneman (2010) sug-
gest that older gay men struggle to live up to hegemonic masculine ideals while
seeking to hold back the physical and sexual decline associated with ageing.

This struggle also manifests in older men’s experiences of gay commercial and social
environments where they encounter a lack of age-friendly social spaces and report feel-
ing excluded from a social world that places higher value on youthful identities and
socio-sexual bonds (Jones and Pugh, 2005). The stereotype of ‘accelerated ageing’ in
gay male cultures infers the subjective experience of ‘becoming’ middle-aged and
older earlier in life in comparison to heterosexual men, although evidence to support
this notion is contested (Bennett and Thompson, 2008). These expressions of ageism
do not inhibit middle-aged and older gay men from enacting what Simpson (2012)
terms as ‘ageing capital’ - the accumulation of knowledge, self-awareness and strength
in recognising age-based boundaries and norms operating within gay social spaces, and
capacity to challenge homophobic and ageist attitudes present in heterocentric spaces.
Having laid out the empirical and theoretical roots of this paper, we now outline the
study design before presenting key thematic findings.

Research design and methods

The findings we discuss below are from a cross-sectional study of older men’s experi-
ences of loneliness, social isolation and participation across seldom heard groups in
England (2016-2019). The study was conducted in partnership with Age UK as a vol-
untary organisation championing the rights of older people. Ethical approval was
received from the NHS England Social Care Research Ethics Committee (Ref. 17/
IEC08/0004). One hundred and eleven men (65-95 years) from the following groups
took part in semi-structured interviews: men who were single and living alone in urban
(N =22) and rural areas (N = 22); men who identified as gay and were single or living
alone (N =21); men who were caring for a significant other (N =25); and men with
hearing loss (N =21). In this paper, we focus on the accounts of 72 older men who
were single and/or living alone at the time of interview and residing in urban and
rural settings. This includes both heterosexual and gay-identifying men (see Table 1).

Sampling and interview methods

Men were recruited through purposive sampling and we relied on the assistance of
relevant organisations and services targeted at older people, particularly older
adults belonging to the groups identified above. We created a recruitment list of
public, third-sector and voluntary organisations, as well as social clubs and soci-
eties, compromised of mostly older members and based in South-West and West
England, and invited key stakeholders from organisations/groups to advertise the
study to men 65+ years who accessed their service or programme. In excess of
200 organisations and groups were contacted. We deployed this method as we
sought to learn more about older men’s experiences of engaging with and partici-
pating in groups (whether run through organisations or community networks).
All men took part in interviews that ran for 1.5-2 hours in duration, typically
taking place in participants’ homes. Written informed consent was gained prior
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Table 1. Numbers of participants who were single and/or living alone across sub-groups

Ethnic background

Number per Age Mean White
Sample group group range age British Asian
Men identifying as 51 65-95 76 49 2
heterosexual
Men identifying as gay 217 65-85 76 20 2

Notes: N = 72. 1. Twenty-eight were widowers. 2. Nineteen identified as single while two additional men had partners but
lived alone and were therefore included in the study.

to interview with ongoing consent sought verbally throughout. At completion of
interviews, each participant was provided with a list of older people’s support ser-
vices in their local area and offered a £20 high-street store voucher as a token of
appreciation. Participants were asked about the membership of their current social
networks and levels of social engagement with network members, their experiences
of loneliness and isolation (both in current and earlier life), and their participation
in group interventions and social activities. When seeking to initiate discussion
about loneliness as a highly sensitive topic, questions from the UCLA three-item
loneliness scale (Hughes et al., 2004) were used: ‘How often do you feel that you
lack companionship?’, ‘How often do you feel left out?” and ‘How often do you
feel isolated from others?” Gay male participants were asked additional questions
about their experiences of identifying as gay in contemporary society and earlier
decades, and their experiences of previous same-sex relationships and contact
with gay and LGB groups and networks.

Analysis

All interviews were recorded and transcribed. The data were categorised across a
matrix created in NVivo 11, following the framework approach for qualitative
analysis and data management (Gale et al., 2013). Three members of the team
read a small sample of transcripts to develop the initial coding framework which
incorporated a priori categories identified in the literature, topics from the inter-
view schedule and categories arising inductively. Once the analytical framework
was confirmed it was populated with data charted from the transcripts by two of
the authors. Categorical data were thematically analysed using an iterative
process of moving between initial coding line-by-line and defining and naming
recurrent themes across the data-set (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Three core themes
are presented below (Table 2 gives a breakdown of themes and sub-themes).
Participants have been allocated numerical codes to protect anonymity.

Key findings
Loneliness, loss and social dislocation

Elements of social and emotional/intimate loneliness were present across men’s
descriptions of loneliness. Some men described lacking a close companion/partner
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Table 2. Outline of core themes and sub-themes

Core themes Sub-themes

Intimate loneliness: widowhood and
bereavement

Loneliness and living alone

Social dislocation and disconnection
in later life

Loneliness, loss and social dislocation

.

Identifying triggers for loneliness: differences Loneliness and isolation in a
across social context and sexual identity heteronormative social world
Lifelong problems forming social
connections

Visibility and exclusion across social environments

Being visible in a sea of couples
Invisibility within gay social settings

to share day-to-day life with (emotional/intimate), while other men described their
preferences for increased social contact with others (social), with some men refer-
ring to both types when reflecting on past and current experiences. Both forms of
loneliness were accompanied by a broader narrative of social dislocation experi-
enced in later life.

Intimate loneliness: widowhood and bereavement

Men from both groups, heterosexual and gay, had experienced bereavements from
the death of an intimate partner and associated feelings of intimate loneliness.
This theme was more prominent amongst heterosexual men due to the higher
number of these men in the sample. Twenty-eight heterosexual men (living in
urban and rural areas) were widowers and for most of these men there was con-
siderable crossover in their experiences of grief, bereavement and loneliness. Men
missed no longer being able to share everyday activities and conversations with
their spouse/partner:

The hardest thing I found was not being able to talk it over with your wife. We
were not just my wife, she was my friend as well. If we weren’t sure about anything,
she always backed me up, she was always very good that way. (M14, 84,
heterosexual)

Following the death of a partner or spouse, older men find it difficult to maintain
contact and companionship with others and experience a decrease in social rela-
tionships (Davidson, 2004; Bergland et al., 2016). This pattern is also reflected in
our data as heterosexual men described their current lack of companionship and
the social networks and routines their spouses had maintained:

...we had a lot of interests together, my wife and I. We’d go out together, I'd take
her to the doctor, I'd take her to have her hairdo, we’d go for a coffee together,
we’d go down and see my daughter because she’s just five minutes down the
road from here. Once a month it would be somebody’s birthday, we used to go
out for dinner at night, there was always things to do. That’s all come to an end
now. (M9, 78, heterosexual)
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Loneliness has long been framed as a dimension of widowhood and as part of the
mourning process; it signals an emotionally charged transition to adjusting to living
on one’s own without the companionship of a long-term spouse/partner (Victor
and Bennet, 2012; Bergland et al., 2016). Victor and Bennet (2012) identify absence
as a prominent feature in older people’s talk about loneliness and widowhood.
Similarly, in our findings men identified the poignant and recurring absence of
their spouse/partner in their daily and weekly routines. Like Victor and Bennet’s
(2012) participants, evenings were noted as an acutely difficult time when the
absence was felt more intensely.

Other men discussed intimate loneliness in the context of yearning for a long-
term partner — this was more tangible in gay men’s reflections on loneliness and
intimate relationships:

It’s not just the physical thing of being physically alone, it’s the emotional thing
that is important ... I miss that opportunity for intimacy, for ordinary everyday
affectionate gestures and acts and the lack of opportunity to do something spon-
taneous and enjoy it with someone else. (M21, 68, gay)

A long-term partner was perceived to bring everyday affection, consistent compan-
ionship and a sense of security as men grew older. For one gay man, however, the
separation from, and subsequent death of his same-gender partner, had been a cata-
lyst for his social life expanding:

My life could’ve become quite isolated when I split with my partner, and when he
died, but it didn’t. It actually expanded, if anything, because I went out there and
joined things. I decided that was the way to go. For a person of my age at that time.
(M73, 65, gay)

In contrast, other men (heterosexual and gay) situated loneliness in the context of
having a social network they could turn to on a frequent basis, emphasising the
security of having a consistent group of people around them in later life.

Loneliness and living alone

Loneliness was sometimes equated with being isolated from others, reinforced by
living alone and desiring increased social contact with others. Some participants
expressed resignation to living on their own in ‘an empty house’. For mostly het-
erosexual men who were widowed, this reflected a sharp contrast from having
lived long term with a spouse/partner:

I'm on my own a lot. Most evenings I'm on my own. It’s quite difficult at times,
but there you go. 'm quite resigned to it I think. (M61, 75, heterosexual)

A small group of gay men emphasised the advantages of living alone, such as the
independence it brings, or identified this as a long-term living situation they had
grown accustomed to:
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...I'm a very independent person. I quite like my own space and the freedom it
gives me. But, the other side of the coin is there isn’t that automatic companion-
ship. Hence why I have to go out and look for it. (M3, 67, gay)

M3’s comments suggest some ambivalence about living alone - it brings freedom
and independence but equally the lack of companionship requires more active
efforts to seek company outside the home. Another participant enjoyed living
alone but worried about the future, particularly if needing care and support from
others:

...living on my own, yes. I enjoy it, I don’t think I could share it with anyone any-
more, because I've become quite selfish about it. But, I have to think - that’s okay
right now, but if I become more dependent as time goes on, then that is a concern.
(M21, 68, gay)

Similarly, from Yetter’s (2010) qualitative study older men reported finding ele-
ments of living alone satisfying, including the freedoms it affords and opportunities
for self-growth. For some men in our study, living alone is not synonymous with
loneliness but brings with it the desire to connect more with others outside the
home and to consider how to prepare for the future should their health and well-
being decline.

Social dislocation and disconnection in later life

Across the interviews, men’s talk on loneliness evoked a theme of social dislocation
as they communicated a sense of social estrangement and separation from others
and perceived a growing divide between themselves and wider society as they
grew older. This thread ran across gay and heterosexual men’s accounts. Some
men used evocative metaphors such as ‘being in a bottomless pit’ to signify their
sense of separation from others, while other men described the lived experience
of loneliness as a ‘cold ache’ or a dark form that visited them, particularly at night-
time. M38 described feeling estranged from social and community life:

Estranged. You're estranged from what goes on out there. And the more you sit at
home, with or without daytime TV, the more you’re estranged from what’s going
on out there. You feel as though youre in a different world. (M38, 74,
heterosexual)

M10 described loneliness as an associated perception that nobody wants to talk to him:

Loneliness to me means I'm entirely on my own, nobody is with me. To me, that’s
what loneliness is. And I feel that there is nobody around me, nobody sitting with
me, there is nobody to talk to me. You know. I feel discarded, I feel left by human
society and things like that. That’s my feeling, how I feel. (M10, 74, heterosexual)

His comments also suggest a social divide between himself and wider society as he

perceives himself as being ‘discarded’ and ‘left by human society’. Reflecting on his
isolation from others, M52 perceived himself as becoming increasingly ‘irrelevant’:
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You're just sat here, and in fact, last week I stayed in for, I think it was three days. I
hardly spoke to a soul. I can text [name of friend], but in general, I hardly spoke to
anyone. It’s like, you're here, and you think to yourself, I could die here, and no
one would take any notice.” You become irrelevant. It’s like I said to you, ‘My use
here is done’, unless... (M52, 66, gay)

The expression ‘my use here is done’ suggests a lack of purpose and redundancy in
later life and points to a self-perceived decline in social status and value.

Identifying triggers for loneliness: differences across social context and sexual
identity

Participants identified key life-changes and losses in their recent or current lives
that had triggered experiences of loneliness, often associated with changes in
their social circumstances and relationships. The most commonly discussed triggers
mentioned by both gay and heterosexual men were lack of an intimate companion,
overlapping with emotional loneliness, and feeling unsatisfied with levels of social
contact within one’s social network. Frequently reported triggers for both hetero-
sexual and gay men included divorce or separation from long-term partners,
extended periods of illness and poor health that impacted on levels of sociability,
retirement from paid employment and the associated loss of social bonds formed
within workplaces, and as discussed above, spousal/partner bereavements. The
varying associations of these triggers with loneliness and social isolation have
been discussed extensively elsewhere (e.g. Victor et al, 2000; Victor, 2013).
Below we focus on two distinct facets of men’s accounts, the first sub-theme
being specific to gay men’s social histories.

Loneliness and isolation in a heteronormative social world

Gay male participants discussed earlier and current experiences of both loneliness
and isolation within social contexts that were more unique to their lifecourse and
crossed over with gay identities. This included low levels of confidence in being
‘out’ to others as gay or same-gender attracted within their social networks, not
having LGB groups and services in their vicinity, particularly in rural areas
where such groups were limited or non-existent, and for one man, being diagnosed
with HIV and feeling unable to discuss this with others due to the attached social
stigma and shame.

Some gay men’s accounts revolved around the metaphorical space of ‘the closet’
and not being out to others across their social, familial and collegial circles. In late-
modern Western cultures, the closet metaphor has symbolised a space of shelter
and protection from homosexual oppression; it represents what Sedgwick (1990:
71) describes as the ‘defining structure for gay oppression’ in the 20th century.
Sedgwick (1990: 68) identifies the closet as a ‘fundamental feature of social life’
for many lesbian and gay people that has its foundations in the social and political
divide between heterosexual and homosexual identities and relationships. One par-
ticipant reflected on the social pressures of having to conceal his sexuality and the
injustice of this being attached to gay men’s lives:
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The great heterosexual world out there. I mean, they don’t have to hide anything,
and so they don’t know how easy they’ve got it, really, compared with those who
are isolated for some sort of reason, be they gay or they have some disadvantage.
(M68, 85, gay)

Two men discussed how their earlier lives were ‘compartmentalised’ and the ways
in which they maintained separate selves across different social circles and isolated
themselves from others:

When you go back to the generation, I came out in my early twenties, at a time
when there was much less social acceptance about being gay. Therefore, an aware-
ness that my life was much more compartmentalised. I had a gay life, a family life,
a work life and a neighbour life. To a certain extent that has continued, although
it’s become much more blurred. (M3, 67, gay)

Boundaries were maintained around their work connections, neighbourhood ties
and family lives which remained separate from their ‘gay lives’. For the participant
above, these boundaries continued to exist but were now more permeable. As the
oldest gay participant (85 years), one man discussed the imperative to maintain
silence about his sexual desires during early adulthood in the 1950s and 1960s,
and the heteronormative expectations to enter into marriage with a different-
gender partner:

All my peers were getting married, they were all heterosexual, but I was the odd
man out. I think the general assumption was, ‘Poor old [name], he can’t make
it with the birds.” Birds meaning women, but little did they realise that [name]
didn’t want to make it with the birds. So, in those days, one had to keep it
quiet. (M68, 85, gay)

For the majority of gay men current involvement in gay and LGB-specific local
groups had helped ameliorate against social isolation and featured heavily in the
descriptions of their social networks, as discussed by M68:

...via the social group [group name], to which I belong, I can readily see my
friends. Whereas if I did not belong to something like that, then there would be
a degree of isolation, there ... I make a point, and I enjoy doing it, of going to
[group] very regularly.

Another participant described the isolation he sometimes experienced in ‘straight’
male environments such as his local pub:

I mean, to a degree. If I do go over to the local pub, which I do when the Six
Nations Rugby is on, then yes, there are several people in there who are rugby
fans, but there are ... I think there are about two people in there I know to be
gay. So yes, you do feel a bit out on a limb there. (M78, 68, gay)
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His comments reiterate the social value of gay men’s, and LGB, spaces in which
older gay men feel less ‘out on a limb’. Participants continually emphasised the
importance of having access to LGB-focused groups and social spaces in their
local area beyond bars and nightclubs:

Is not easy to meet new people of the same sexual orientation. When you'’re
younger, you go along to the bars, to the nightclubs. But, to go there as somebody
who was in his fifties, heading towards 60, it’s not the place to be, really. So, that’s
why I thought, ‘No, the better option is to join things’, and that’s what I did. In the
city, ... we’ve got a gay orchestra, we’ve got a gay choir, there’s a gay football team
... There are all kinds of things. (M73, 65, gay)

This was distinct from heterosexual men who emphasised the significance of par-
ticipating in a wide range of social groups, including clubs and societies, but not
groups affiliated around social and sexual identities.

Lifelong problems forming social connections

Negative life experiences in earlier years had left imprints on a small group of men’s
capacities to form and enjoy friendships with others or to get involved in groups in
their locality. Across both groups, gay and heterosexual, men discussed lifelong pro-
blems forming friendships and social bonds rather than identifying specific life
changes triggering loneliness. Some participants described themselves as ‘lone
wolves’ or ‘social introverts’ from childhood onwards and had encountered difficul-
ties forming friendships:

Too much contact with people, I get tired. Some people are extroverts, they thrive
on social contact. I need a rest from people to re-energise, do you see what I mean?
(M51, 68, heterosexual)

Within these accounts, men tended to locate their experiences of loneliness as an
individual characteristic rather than a reflection of their social circumstances or
life-stories. This was despite some men’s experiences of being a ‘lone wolf” overlap-
ping with earlier childhood (and often traumatic) experiences, e.g. being in foster
care or experiencing extended periods of hospitalisation due to chronic illness.
This resonates with other qualitative explorations of how traumatic or distressing
life-events in childhood can impact on older people’s capabilities in later life
(Tiilikainen and Seppédnen, 2017); in the case of our findings, impacting on
men’s social capabilities in forming new social bonds and friendships.

Visibility and exclusion across social environments

The recruitment strategy for our study involved reaching out to established groups,
including groups run by community organisations, social clubs and older people’s
services. Given this, it is no surprise that experiences of loneliness did not inhibit
the majority of men from participating in group activities. Most men reported rou-
tine participation in a range of groups including civic and interest-based groups
(e.g. University of the Third Age, Probus, Men’s Sheds and Age UK groups) and
activity-based groups centred on shared interests (e.g. walking clubs, art and
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reading groups, gardening clubs). However, group participation generated its own
cluster of concerns and social anxieties, centred around potential exclusion and
visibility in group settings. Men from both groups (heterosexual and gay) expressed
concerns about visibility and potential exclusion but in differing ways.

Being visible in a sea of couples

Heterosexual men conveyed a heightened consciousness of their individual status as
single or widowed and the social connotations that accompanied this of being lone-
some and therefore socially undesirable. This was discussed in relation to group
participation and men’s anticipated exclusion because of their status as older, single
and/or widowed in these settings. One man described feeling lonely in group events
and parties:

...I, sort of, look round and see other people in groups or in pairs or what, then
something, sort of, gets me as, ‘Ooh, I'm here. I'm all alone.” And then I, sort of,
experience a feeling of, “There’s nobody there. 'm completely on my own. Always
have been and always will be.” (M8, 67, heterosexual)

Several participants discussed their anxieties about being visible as older, single or
widowed men in group settings. Some described feeling excluded in group activities
full of (different gender) couples and how attending on one’s own could sometimes
influence interactions with others in the group. M89 described himself as a ‘spare
part’ during a social event in a rural pub near his residence:

So they’ll all have their wives, so a couple of guys I normally sit by - or can sit by -
there was a [name of social club] meeting last night ... They’ll have their wives
with them, so they’ll sit in the wives’ friends’ groups. The wives are in a wheel,
so the blokes can’t just hideaway - they can’t sit with their mates, they’ve got to
go and sit with their wives who sit with their mates, you see. So I'd just be a
spare part, so I don’t go. (M89, 81, heterosexual)

In addition to concerns voiced about feeling excluded from group activities and
conversations, heterosexual men expressed anxieties about the display of friendly
affection to other men’s female partners and the ways in which these acts could
be misinterpreted. Some men were worried about actions of physical affection
being misread as attracted to or romantically interested in women in relationships,
e.g. greeting another man’s spouse with a hug. One participant discussed his social
anxieties:

And they’re men and women together. They’re man and wife, or they are sisters,
and all this lot. ’'m not being funny; I look on it that men sometimes look on you
as — what is the word? — a predator on women. Do you know what I mean? Because
I'm alone. “‘Why are you here? Where is your wife?’ So I tell everyone I'm a wid-
ower. But you’re an outcast. (M2, 70, heterosexual)

For M2, telling people he was a widower rather than a single man helped justify his
solo status to others, however, he still perceived himself as an outcast when amongst
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couples. Sandberg’s (2018) work on the importance of touch in older men’s
accounts of sexual intimacy points to an alternative, more empowering discourse
of sexual relationships that moves beyond dominant understanding of (hetero)sex-
ual activity in later life as being phallo-centric and primarily associated with impo-
tence and decline. In our study, intimate touch holds different connotations as
single, heterosexual men were hyper-aware of how touch has the potential to be
misread as romantic attraction and the social anxieties this evoked in group situa-
tions along with the potential shame attached to being single in later life.

Invisibility within gay social settings

As discussed above, the majority of gay men stressed the importance of participat-
ing in gay men’s and LGB groups as identity-affirming spaces, with particular
emphasis on seeking opportunities to connect with gay men of different genera-
tions. However, participants encountered a number of social barriers to participat-
ing in LGB social spaces and settings. Gay men frequently described themselves as
invisible in youth-centred pubs, clubs and commercial events where they felt
ignored or misperceived as a ‘dirty old man’:

I’m a minority within a minority because, first of all, ’'m gay — which is a minority
group - but secondly, I'm old. It means I'm a minority amongst the gay people
because a lot of young people don’t want old men around. Can’t be bothered
with old men. (M86, 74, gay)

Ageism within LGB social spaces emerged as a problem for older gay men seeking
social and romantic connections with other men, and made dating and seeking sex-
ual partners difficult. Three men discussed the impact of being an older man on
meeting other men, especially a potential long-term partner, in gay social spaces.
One man worried about how he was being perceived as older and gay within gay
clubs:

That it’s a youth culture these days, and particularly in the gay society. And if
youre older than a certain age, you're just thought of as an old man, and
maybe sometimes a dirty old man, at that. (M63, 67, gay)

The youth-centred culture of what he terms as ‘gay society’, and associated judge-
ments, made the prospect of entering a fulfilling relationship with a younger man
difficult:

It is pointless my going to a [gay] club, or a discotheque, or anything. I am, you
know, just ... the expression that we use is invisible, and that is it. You stand there,
and you might as well not be there. You are not even seen. (M72, 68, gay)

Gay men’s spaces, specifically commercial spaces targeting gay men, such as bars
and clubs, were experienced as ageist and marginalising environments where gay
men felt ignored at best or misperceived as predatory at worst. Simpson (2013)
argues that middle-aged and older men can experience the ever-present ‘gay
gaze’ in gay bars and clubs as affirming (i.e. signalling sexual desire and interest)
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or as a source of alienation as older men are perceived to be ‘too old” to occupy
these spaces. Single gay men in our study experienced the latter perceptions of
exclusion and invisibility in gay venues, which impeded attempts to connect with
men from younger generations and for some men complicated their preferences
for younger sexual/romantic partners.

Discussion

Our aims in this investigation of older men’s experiences of loneliness were to
examine how men who were single and/or living alone talk about loneliness, isola-
tion and social dislocation, and to identify how differences across sexual identity
and social context shape their experiences and observations. Akin with other quali-
tative studies (Bergland et al., 2016; Leontowitsch et al., 2019), older men’s accounts
convey heterogeneity in how they experience and describe loneliness, coupled with
their experiences of living alone, and complexity in the different life-events that
trigger loneliness, past and present.

Across the literature on loneliness and ageing, very little attention has been given
to the intersection of ageing, sexuality and masculinities in older men’s accounts.
Our findings bring gay men’s experiences to the fore in two ways. First, the findings
show how gay men’s experiences of loneliness are tinted by having to negotiate het-
eronormative social environments during contemporary life and earlier decades.
Social expectations on maintaining normative social and intimate relationships
generate periods of social isolation, exemplified by the concealment of gay identities
and same-gender desires, and the maintenance of boundaries across social net-
works. Over their lifetime these men have occupied and lived across social environ-
ments in which they have had limited permission to safely discuss their sexual
identity, relationships and attractions with others. While these opportunities may
have expanded in parallel with increased recognition of equal civil and legal rights
for LGB citizens, popular social spaces, such as the village pub, continue to be
experienced as heteronormative spaces.

Second, the findings reiterate the significance of gay and LGB groups and social
spaces as environments of belonging while bringing to attention the complexities of
identifying as older and gay in some of these spaces (e.g. bars and clubs). Within
these spaces representations of youthful manhood are privileged over other mascu-
linities; this interrupts older gay men’s attempts to forge social and intimate ties
with men from younger generations and bolsters age-related barriers to creating
‘chosen families’ across generations. The availability of spaces where gay men
can connect with other gay men, through venues or services, is limited and even
more so for men living outside major urban enclaves, reflecting a form of socio-
sexual isolation. These spaces do not always bring the promise of inclusion, support
and validation (and in some instances potential romance) anticipated.

We also seek to highlight the similarities in findings across heterosexual and gay
men’s accounts. Most notable is the emphasis both groups of men give to percep-
tions of social dislocation and separation from others; these responses partly reson-
ate with discussions of existential loneliness (Ettema et al., 2010; Bolmsjo et al,
2018). Ettema et al. (2010) identify three dimensions to existential loneliness: (a)
as a condition —a perceived state of social separation from others; (b) as an
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experience — the associated feelings of emptiness and nothingness associated with
this state, and (c) as a process and source of personal growth. Within men’s
accounts, there are glimmers of the first two dimensions. This is accompanied by
an intense awareness of social estrangement as men described their perception of
increasing social voids between themselves and others in their social networks
and, in some instances, wider community relations. There are also occasional exam-
ples of the third dimension, e.g. the growth of one individual’s social network fol-
lowing the death of his partner, highlighting how positive changes to an individual’s
social wellbeing can emerge from major disruptions to an individual’s intimate and
social relationships.

Through an ageing lens, the majority of men (heterosexual and gay) convey an
acute awareness of a shrinking social world in parallel with a sense of wider social
dislocation and of diminished social worth. At first glance this can be read as a
growing social void experienced by older men as their interactions across social set-
tings such as the workplace and their social contact with others decreases. A further
reading of these accounts suggests that these men are reflexively aware of changes in
their levels of social participation and their increasing separation from others. This
reflexive position enables men to re-assess their current levels of social separation
and for engaging in the third dimension of transformation identified by Ettema
et al. (2010) by seeking to enhance their social connections through group involve-
ment. Our findings signify a lived experience of ‘othering’ in old age where men
perceive themselves as separated and detached from others based on the ‘chrono-
logical otherness of old age’ (Higgs and Gilleard, 2020) and their gendered status
as subordinate masculinities (Slevin and Linneman, 2010).

Bennett (2007) argues that for older men later life is associated with a loss of
hegemonic qualities attached to masculinities, such as autonomy, physical strength
and mental resiliency. For men in our study, older age is also associated with a per-
ceived loss of social recognition and social worth. In relation to gay men’s lives, the
intersection between old age, sexual identity and the performance of masculinities
within gay subcultures generates additional barriers to connecting with other gay
men. Another form of ‘othering’ is occurring within these social settings
(Simpson, 2013). Oswald and Roulston (2018) argue that gay men experience
enduring losses across the lifecourse, including the loss of social and emotional
connections. These losses stem from the stigmatisation of gay identities across
social, cultural and legal spheres. Arguably, older gay men may be more accustomed
to the loss of social status and social connections that derives from living in hetero-
normative environments, and the extent of these losses will hinge on other inter-
secting factors such as levels of socio-economic status and class. A key question
for future research is whether older gay men have developed unique coping prac-
tices that enable them to cope with and bounce back from this loss of social status
in later life that heterosexual men have not developed or needed to develop until
older age.

Despite these losses, men in our study retain hegemonic attributes of autonomy
and independence and across the findings there are examples of men seeking to
increase their levels of social participation by accessing groups and services in
their locality. While loneliness had been a problem for many participants, they
were not immobilised from seeking to enhance their social connections. These
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experiences reveal a distinctive set of social anxieties where differences across sexual
identity and social context are more palpable. To apply the terminology of Franklin
et al. (2019), there are a range of social environments that appeal to older men who
are single or living alone as potential sites of ‘belongingness’, but these environ-
ments also generate barriers to participation. For both groups there are dominant
images within their descriptions of social environments that signify subordinate
masculinities — for heterosexual men images of single, older men as lonesome
amongst couples, socially undesirable and a potential source of sexual threat to
other men’s spouses, and for gay men invisibility as older men in youth-centred
spaces coupled with misperceptions of being ‘dirty, old men’. Service providers run-
ning group-based interventions for older men would benefit from an enhanced
understanding of the social anxieties attached to group participation and associated
barriers to be able to plan and design collective activities that validate the partici-
pation of men who are single and/or living alone.

Limitations to the research design

There are some limitations to this study. The sample is non-representative which
limits the transferability of findings to other contexts. Participants were self-
selecting, which did not inhibit men from sharing moments of loneliness but
because of this we were unlikely to interview men experiencing high degrees of
social isolation and, as a result, less likely to be involved with groups and services
through which we recruited. While our sample has some heterogenous features
across residential context (urban and rural locations) and sexual identity, there
are notable gaps in the limited number of men from black and ethnic minority
backgrounds and the lack of men identifying as bisexual. As part of our recruitment
strategy we approached services and networks aimed at these specific groups, e.g.
groups targeting both gay and bisexual men. However, this strategy was not success-
ful, and it may be that members of these missing groups are not accessing the ser-
vices we approached, despite their inclusion in the service’s brief. More concerted
efforts are needed to ensure these perspectives on loneliness and social connections
are amplified.

Concluding comments

At the heart of this paper has been a focus on loneliness as a social phenomenon in
the UK that is prominent within discussions of ageing, single status and living
alone. In this paper, we have examined sources of commonality and difference
across gay and heterosexual men’s accounts as older men who are single and/or liv-
ing alone. The social bonds of older men from both these groups is an under-served
topic within studies of ageing and loneliness. Men’s awareness of their sense of
social dislocation and estrangement from others permeates accounts from both
groups while not hindering older men from accessing local groups and group-based
activities. An additional area for future research is an in-depth examination of how
older men from different sexual identities do ‘kinship’ and form new social bonds
in naturally occurring social environments that are not facilitated by an organisa-
tion or service, inclusive of online environments. Finally, the study’s findings
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convey the importance of enhancing men’s social connections in later life and
counteracting negative discourse of social dislocation and estrangement expressed
by men. For service providers running social interventions for older men, a con-
certed focus is needed on facilitating men’s involvement in roles and responsibilities
that reinforce messages of contribution and validation in a social world where older
men are cognisant of their estrangement from others.
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