
1

Social Isolation and Engagement
Aging in Place with Dementia: 

A Workshop

Thomas K.M. Cudjoe, MD, MPH, MA
Robert and Jane Meyerhoff Endowed Professor
Assistant Professor of Medicine & Nursing

September 15, 2023



Disclosures

Research Funding: NIH, NIDLRR, RWJF, 
AARP Foundation
Advisory: Edenbridge Healthcare

2



A Workshop

Maybe more questions than answers
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Objectives

• Stories
• Agreement*
• Research
• Reflection
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Personal Story- Grandparents with dementia

Community, Environment and Transitions
• Moving my grandparents to my home (USA)
• Family to my grandparents home (West African-

Ghana)

Place & Culture Matter
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Personal Story- More than the rent

• Renting Rooms to medical students
• Financial supplement
• Constant change
• Ongoing social connection

Bidirectional Benefits
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Patient Stories- Flammable Hoard

Homebased primary care
• Homebound older adults
• Aging in place as a couple in a row home
• Safety challenges
• Impact on neighbors

Balancing Autonomy & Safety
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Social Isolation

Objectively having few social relationships, 
social roles, group memberships, and 
infrequent social interaction. 

8Holt-Lunstad 2018, GILC 2022



Distinctions

Social Isolation Loneliness

Objective: being isolated– like 
quarantine

Subjective: feeling isolated

Low levels of social contact Mismatch between actual and 
desired social relationships

Not necessarily unpleasant, possibly 
preferred 

Emotionally distressing and 
unpleasant

May be chosen: “solitude” Low sense of control or choice

With permission from Louise Hawkley, PhD



Holt-Lunstad, 2018a. Annual Review of Psychology 

Social Connection framing



Develop a More Robust Evidence Base

Translate Research into Healthcare 
Practice

Improve Awareness

Strengthen Education & Training

Optimize ties b/w Health Syst. & 
Community Networks/Resources

NASEM, 2020 



US Surgeon General Advisory, 2023

Strengthen Social Infrastructure

Enact Pro-Connection Public Policies

Mobilize the Health Sector

Reform Digital Environments

Deepen Our Knowledge

Cultivate a Culture of Connection



Measurement
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Older people living with dementia are at 
greater risk than others for social isolation 
and having little or no support can have 
serious consequences for their ability to 

remain in the community over time.
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Social isolation is prevalent among 
older adults 

9/20/2023 15Cudjoe TKM et al JGSS 2020, NIA Toolkit



Social Isolation prevalent
and changes
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25% 23% 25%
21% 23%

20% 21% 21% 20%

31%

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8 Year 9 Year 10

Prevalence of Social Isolation in the National 
Health and Aging Trends Study (2011-2020)

Cudjoe TKM 2023, Routledge



Social isolation matters at the cellular level
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•. 2019 

Cudjoe TKM et al, JAGS 2021



Social Isolation increases dementia risk

18Huang et al. JAGS, 2023 

•. 2019 

Socially isolated older 
adults have a 27% 
higher chance of 
developing dementia 
than older adults 



Is there sufficient evidence?

Older people living with dementia are:
 (a) at greater risk than others for social 

isolation and
 (b) having little or no support can have 

serious consequences for their ability to 
remain in the community over time.
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What comes first…
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Social 
IsolationDementia



More research is needed on the social 
connections of people living with dementia. 

• Many studies indicate that social isolation increases 
risk for dementia (Evans et al 2019, NASEM 2020)

• Are individuals with dementia at greater risk for social 
isolation?  Fewer studies examine reverse causation
– Heterogeneity of individual and community resources
– Challenges in diagnosis and care of people living with 

dementia
– Evolution and change in cognition with time 
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Decades* of Research

22Berkman et. al, 2000
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Conceptual Framework 
Modeling Bidirectional 
Pathways between 
Social Isolation and 
Healthcare Utilization

Pomeroy ML, Cudjoe TKM et al 2023  JAMA IM



How does dementia influence social connection?  
Different responses
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Increased connection
• Utilization of clinical and 

community based services
• Family/Friend/Community 

supports amid increased 
needs 

Decreased connection
• Memory challenges in 

maintaining connection
• Compounding risk of poor 

health/function
• Stigma, Stress, 

Misunderstanding, Fear, 
Anxiety

• Communication impact



Driving Questions

• How are people living with dementia vulnerable to risks of 
isolation? 

• What individual and community level factors improve or 
worsen the consequences of isolation for people living with 
dementia? 

• What interventions are available that might be useful to 
support those without family or friends available? 
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How are people living with dementia vulnerable to 
risks of isolation? 

• Memory challenges –living alone  and overall safety
• Performing ADLs/IADLs
• Accomplishing health/medical task (i.e taking meds, going to 

appointments)
• Maintaining basic needs- food+ water/shelter/clothing
• Risk for elder mistreatment

9/20/2023 26



What individual and community level factors improve or worsen the 
consequences of isolation for people living with dementia? 

Individual
• Life course matters
• Demographics (Race, sex/gender, income, education, 

zip code)
• Personality & Preferences

Community
• Housing & Living arrangements
• Transportation
• Networks of support (family, friends, neighbors)
• Social infrastructure (libraries, senior centers, café)

9/20/2023 27



What interventions are available that might be useful 
to support those without family or friends available? 

• Lot of activity in intervention development, differing outcome 
measures 

• Before the intervention –how to identify those in need
• Think upstream – before dementia or MCI
• Menu or platform of solutions– person/place focus
• Group based and purpose orientation

9/20/2023 28



Addressing Social isolation

• Educate, Assess, Respond- EAR Framework1

• Solutions - Easy, Adaptable, Sustainable
• Starting Proximal
• Sawubona-  “I see you”

29

•. 2019 

1. Holt-Lunstad & Perissinotto 2023 



Social Isolation and Engagement
Aging in Place with Dementia

• Balancing Perspectives: Personal, Clinical, Population 
• Expand Awareness
• Improve Measurement—Identifying
• Investment in Research & Intervention Development
• Equity & Justice at the core of efforts
• Realize Assets
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Thank you!

tcudjoe2@jhmi.edu
@tkmcudjoe
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