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Chapter 7
Exclusion from Social Relations Among 
Older People in Rural Britain 
and Belgium: A Cross-National 
Exploration Taking a Life-Course 
and Multilevel Perspective

Sofie Van Regenmortel, Bethan Winter, Angelika Thelin, Vanessa Burholt, 
and Liesbeth De Donder

7.1  �Introduction

European countries are facing many challenges related to demographic changes and 
economic conditions. Recent evidence shows increasing socio-economic inequali-
ties which are having a devastating effect on many people’s lives (Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation and Bevan Foundation 2016). Such inequalities are also evident among 
older adults, with a significant proportion of this population experiencing disadvan-
tage and social exclusion (Walsh et al. 2017). Social exclusion encompasses many 
forms: exclusion from socio-cultural participation, exclusion from services, exclu-
sion from financial and material resources, exclusion from decent housing, ageism 
(Van Regenmortel et  al. 2016; Walsh et  al. 2017) but also exclusion from social 
relations which is a significant issue for older people within different countries 
(Winter 2018; Burholt et al. 2019).

As pointed out by Tsakloglou and Papadopoulos (2002) [and in the Introduction 
to this volume], social exclusion is “relative” implying that social exclusion does 
not manifest itself in the same way across countries. Not only prevalence, but also 
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risk factors differ, leading to different national patterns (Pirani 2013). Some studies 
find, for instance, a higher risk of social exclusion in rural areas (Shergold and 
Parkhurst 2012; Spoor 2013; Vidovićová et al. this volume), while others find that 
urban dwelling individuals are at higher risk (Ogg 2005; Barnes et  al. 2006; 
Nicholson and Cooper 2013). However, while a substantial body of literature on the 
social relations of older people exists, there is a paucity of cross-national compara-
tive research on the topic of exclusion from social relations. This chapter attempts 
to address this gap by drawing upon two studies, conducted in rural Britain and 
Belgium, to explore similarities and differences in older people’s experience of 
exclusion from social relations.

The chapter focuses on the following questions:

	1.	 How does exclusion from social relations manifest among older people across 
rural Britain and Belgium?

	2.	 What are the drivers that contribute to exclusion from social relations for older 
people within and across these countries?

This chapter will start with a definition of exclusion from social relations, and a 
summary of the outcomes and drivers of this form of exclusion documented in the 
international literature. In the following sections, a brief insight is given to the data 
and methods of the studies. Next, the results are presented: first the quantitative 
results, then the qualitative insights. Finally, the conclusions are summarised and 
limitations and paths for policy recommendations and further cross-national 
research are discussed.

7.2  �Literature Overview

Drawing on a recent scoping review of social exclusion literature by Walsh et al. 
(2017), and as outlined by Burholt and Aartsen introducing this section, we concep-
tualise social relations as comprising social resources, social connections and social 
networks. This domain of exclusion is partially concerned with the ability of indi-
viduals to establish, develop and maintain relationships with family, friends and 
neighbours. The frequency, closeness and quality of these relationships are impor-
tant factors to be taken into consideration (Barnes et al. 2006; Lubben 2006; Burholt 
et al. 2019).

In terms of outcomes, evidence suggests that good and extensive social relations 
with a range of people and groups including family, friends, neighbours and com-
munity groups foster social inclusion (Barnes et  al. 2006; Gray 2009). Positive 
social relations have been found to be a significant source of satisfaction and mean-
ing for older people (Gallagher 2012). Social relations can be a source of advice and 
support in a variety of ways, including providing care, transport or financial assis-
tance, thus enabling older people to continue their lifestyle and maintain their inde-
pendence (Scharf and Bartlam 2008). There is also good evidence that good social 
relations can help older people to maintain physical and psychological health and 
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functioning (Gallagher 2012; Courtin and Knapp 2017; Shankar et  al. 2017). 
Conversely, exclusion from social relations has been associated with greater levels 
of loneliness in the older population (de Jong Gierveld et  al. 2006; Victor et  al. 
2008). Exclusion from social relations can lead to reduced social opportunities such 
as employment, volunteering, or other forms of social participation (Phillipson et al. 
2004; de Espanés et al. 2015).

When looking at the drivers of social exclusion, we adopt a critical human eco-
logical theoretical framework (Keating and Phillips 2008) and draw on three “sys-
tems” or levels within the ecological model to contextualise our approach. These are 
(i) the macro system which incorporates structural issues including ideology, politi-
cal landscape, norms, values, and national policies; (ii) the exosystem which refers 
to structure and organisations that affect the immediate environment – that is, natu-
ral and physical elements of the environment, alongside services, amenities and 
employment opportunities in the local area; (iii) the microsystem which focuses 
upon individual characteristics, traits and attributes (Burholt et al. 2019). In addition 
to these three systems, the mesosystem comprises interactions between microsys-
tems. While this is not explicitly labelled in this chapter, the interactions and inter-
connections between systems are referred to in each section.

At a macro level, cultural and policy effects exclusion from social relations. 
Normative expectations about sources of support and family forms have a bearing 
on the extent to which social relations can protect or buffer an older person from 
adverse outcomes. In more individualistic cultures, the state or the market are rec-
ognised as important actors in providing welfare for older persons in need. In more 
collectivistic cultures, private social networks and the civic sector are emphasised as 
important actors on this matter. The normative configuration of networks of family 
and friends differs between individualist and collectivist cultures and deviations 
from normative networks result in greater loneliness for older people (Burholt and 
Dobbs 2014; Winter 2018). Also (stereotypical) attitudes and beliefs towards older 
people and the ageing process (e.g. ageism), influence older adults’ inclusion in 
social networks (Burholt et al. 2019).

In the exosystem the physical environment has an important influence on exclu-
sion from social relations. For example, neighbourhood design, housing diversity, 
population density, mixed land use and open space are associated with walkability 
and social contact (Bowling and Stafford 2007; Byles et al. 2014; Lager et al. 2015; 
Burholt et al. 2016). The influence of the environment on social relations could be 
also considered in terms of settlement type, which may be defined using clusters of 
variables describing different types of rural/urban areas, or areas experiencing mul-
tiple deprivations or disadvantages [see Drilling et  al. and Vidovićová et  al. this 
volume]. While some authors have noted that exclusion from social relations is 
particularly pronounced for those living in deprived and remote rural areas (Milne 
et al. 2007), Scharf et al. (2005) found that older people living in deprived urban 
areas are more vulnerable to exclusion from social relations than those living in the 
UK as a whole. A close association has also been found between community change, 
notably inward-outward migration, population change and exclusion from social 
resources (Scharf and Bartlam 2008; Gray 2009). Population change for example 
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may have a detrimental impact upon social relations of the indigenous local older 
people whose family networks may no longer be available, as well as on the net-
works of older people that have moved into an area and who do not have access to 
local support that has been established over time (Scharf and Bartlam 2008; Burholt 
and Sardani 2017).

At a micro level, studies reveal that certain individual characteristics or life 
events impact on exclusion from social relations including gender, marital status, 
health, retirement and socio-economic status [see Urbaniak et  al. this volume]. 
While social isolation is more common for women than men (Wenger et al. 1996), 
the differences are largely due to differences in marital status with women more 
likely to be widowed and living alone. Older people who are living alone and those 
without children are most likely to experience difficulties with regards to social 
resources (Gray 2009). Poor health is also a risk for exclusion from social relations: 
poor health, impairment or pain impact on the ability to maintain usual lifestyles 
including customary levels of social interaction and can precipitate a decline in 
social relations (Bertoni et al. 2015; Hilaria and Northcott 2017). Research across a 
range of countries, reveals that material deprivation and poverty limits full partici-
pation in the social life of communities for older people, limiting opportunities to 
optimise and diversify social interaction, and contribute significantly to exclusion 
from social relations (Ajrouch et al. 2005; Ellwardt et al. 2014; see Sumil-Laanemaa 
et al. and Barlin et al. this volume).

7.3  �Data and Methods

7.3.1  �General Research Approach

To answer the research questions, the chapter draws upon two PhD studies on rural 
Britain (Winter 2018) and Belgium (Van Regenmortel 2017). Both studies show 
some similarities and differences. In terms of similarities, both used a theoretical 
framework informed by the life-course and exclusion literature. Both also exam-
ined social exclusion in general, with exclusion from social relations emerging as 
an important domain in their studies. Finally, both studies used a similar mixed 
method design: quantitative analyses of survey data and qualitative life story inter-
views. In terms of differences, the research in rural Britain was conducted between 
2012 and 2017, and studied older people’s experience of social exclusion under-
pinned by a transformative worldview (Winter 2018). The Belgian study of Van 
Regenmortel (2017) conducted between 2013 and 2017 was built upon a life-
course perspective and environmental gerontology to study old-age social exclu-
sion. In addition, the British study focused on rural-dwelling older adults in 
England and Wales, while the Belgian study included both rural and urban com-
munities in the research.

S. Van Regenmortel et al.
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7.3.2  �Quantitative Phase

The quantitative phase of both cross-sectional studies examined the different cate-
gories of social exclusion through secondary analysis of existing datasets within 
each country: Grey and Pleasant Land study (2014) conducted in rural Britain 
(South West England and Wales) (Hennessy et al. 2014a); Belgian Ageing Studies 
(data collected in different municipalities between 2008 and 2014) in Belgium. In 
both studies, exploratory latent class analysis was used to develop classes of social 
exclusion that best fitted the data for older people living in rural Britain and Belgium.

The Belgian study operationalised social exclusion based on a systematic 
review conducted earlier (Van Regenmortel et al. 2016) and the data available in 
the large-scale quantitative Belgian Ageing Studies survey. This resulted in four 
sub dimensions for exclusion from social relations (for more detailed information 
on data collection and analysis, see Van Regenmortel et  al. 2017). In the rural 
Britain study the best fit model used all relevant available data (for more detailed 
information on data collection and analysis, see Hennessy et al. 2014b). Table 7.1 
shows how exclusion from social relations was operationalised in both quantita-
tive studies.

Table 7.1  Operationalisation of exclusion from social relations in the rural Britain and Belgian  
studies

Exclusion from social relations

Rural Britain
Very lonely 
(emotionally & 
socially)

Loneliness was measured using the six-item de Jong Gierveld scale (de Jong 
Gierveld and Van Tilburg 2006) which measures loneliness through six 
indirect questions about emotional and social loneliness. The total loneliness 
score was the sum of the two scores (emotional & social) with scores ranging 
from zero (not lonely) through to six (extremely lonely) (de Jong Gierveld 
and Van Tilburg 1999).

Exclusion from 
social ties

An amended version of the Lubben Social Network Scale (LSNS-6) was used 
to measure exclusion from social relations. The scale consists of three 
questions that calculate kinship ties and three questions that assess non-kin 
ties. Lower scores indicated fewer social relations and higher scores indicated 
more social relations.

Belgium
Very 
emotionally 
lonely

Loneliness was measured using the six-item de Jong Gierveld scale (de Jong 
Gierveld and Van Tilburg 2006). If respondents indicated for each of the three 
emotional loneliness indicators that they were lonely, they were assessed as 
very emotionally lonely.

Very socially 
lonely

Derived from the six item scale for loneliness (de Jong Gierveld and Van 
Tilburg 2006). If respondents indicated for each of the three social loneliness 
variables that they were lonely, they were assessed as very socially lonely.

Exclusion from 
social contacts

If respondents did not have at least once-a-month contact with family 
members, friends or neighbours they were considered as excluded from social 
contacts.

Exclusion from 
social support

If respondents could not count on support of family members, friends or 
neighbours they were considered as excluded from social support.
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These measures that captured exclusion form social relations were taken 
together with a range of other social exclusion domains (e.g. exclusion from ser-
vices, exclusion from participation) and latent class analysis was used to develop a 
model of social exclusion that “best fits” the sample of older people in each of the 
studies.

7.3.3  �Qualitative Phase

The qualitative phase of both studies involved life history interviews with older 
people. In the rural Britain study, the sample was drawn only from Wales for the 
PhD study: ten older people in three rural case study areas (N = 30) were recruited, 
using purposive sampling, for life history interviews (Winter and Burholt 2018). 
Interviews focussed upon hardship and prosperity. An Interpretive Phenomenological 
Analytical approach (IPA) was used to analyse the data. This approach focuses upon 
understanding participants’ subjective realities through personal interpretations of 
their lived experiences and the meanings they attach to experiences within a specific 
context (Smith 2004).

Qualitative data in the Belgian PhD study came from 19 life stories of older 
adults (60+ years) living on low income (for more detailed information on data col-
lection and analysis, see Van Regenmortel et al. 2019). The qualitative study aimed 
to understand the experience and the narrated life course of financially excluded 
older adults, and consequently to give voice to groups of people that are often not 
reached by (longitudinal) surveys (Chamberlayne et  al. 2000). The methodology 
leaned on narrative theory (Bluck and Habermas 2001) and used adapted life story 
interview guidelines of McAdams (2005, 2008) to conduct the study.

7.4  �Results

The results section first presents the results of the quantitative phase, and then 
explores the qualitative material.

7.4.1  �Quantitative Results: Manifestations of Exclusion 
from Social Relations Among Older People Across Rural 
Britain and Belgium

Table 7.2 provides the results from the Latent Class Analyses on the nature and level 
of social exclusion experienced by older people in rural Britain and Belgium.

S. Van Regenmortel et al.
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Analysis of the rural British data identified four latent classes. First, people clas-
sified in the “Least Social Exclusion” class were the largest group. They had high 
levels of social relations and the lowest levels of poverty. These older people had the 
least difficulty accessing services and accessing leisure and cultural amenities. They 
had the broadest involvement in civic engagement and the broadest participation in 
individual activities. Second, the “Moderate Social Exclusion” class was the second 
largest class. People classified in this group had high levels of social relations, mod-
erate to low difficulty accessing services and moderate difficulty accessing leisure 
and cultural amenities. People in this class had broad involvement in civic engage-
ment and broad participation in individual activities. They also had relatively high 
levels of poverty. Third, people in the “Moderate Social Exclusion but Service 
Poor” class had a high level of social relations, broad participation in individual 
activities and moderate involvement in civic engagement. However, they had mod-
erate to high difficulty accessing services and moderate difficulty accessing leisure 
and cultural amenities. They also experienced relatively high levels of poverty. 
Fourth, people classified in the “Extreme Social Exclusion” group experienced the 
lowest level of social relations, the greatest difficulty accessing services and the 
greatest difficulty accessing leisure and cultural amenities [see Gallistl this volume 
for an exploration of the links between cultural participation and socio-economic 

Table 7.2  Categories of old-age social exclusion after latent class analysis

Rural Britain (N = 864 rural) Belgium (N = 20,275 rural & urban)

Least Social Exclusion (76%): high levels 
of social relations, lowest levels of poverty, 
least difficulty accessing services and 
accessing leisure and cultural amenities, 
broadest civic engagement and participation 
in individual activities.

Low Risk of Social Exclusion (45.7%): high 
levels of social relations, low risk of exclusion 
from civic participation, financial resources, the 
neighbourhood, decent housing and services, low 
level of digital exclusion and ageism.

Moderate Social Exclusion (13%): high 
levels of social relations, moderate to low 
difficulty accessing services, leisure and 
cultural amenities, broad civic engagement 
and participation in individual activities, 
higher levels of poverty.

Non- participating Financially Excluded 
(25.5%): high digital exclusion, high levels of 
exclusion from civic participation and financial 
exclusion / higher levels of social relations, 
inclusion in the neighbourhood, high levels of 
access to decent housing, services and less 
ageism.

Moderate Social Exclusion but Service 
Poor (7%): high level of social relations, 
broad participation in individual activities 
and moderate civic engagement, moderate 
to high difficulty accessing services, leisure 
and cultural amenities and higher levels of 
poverty.

Environmentally Excluded (12.5%): exclusion 
from social relations, services, neighbourhood, 
decent housing and ageism.

Extreme Social Exclusion (4%): lowest 
level of social relations, greatest difficulty 
accessing services, leisure and cultural 
amenities, low civic engagement and 
participation in individual activities, higher 
levels of poverty.

Severely Excluded (16.2%): a higher probability 
of combined exclusion in all dimensions of 
old-age social exclusion.
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status]. They had low involvement in civic engagement and low participation in 
individual activities. These people had relatively high levels of poverty.

The Belgian study also generated four different classes. The first class “Low 
Risk of Social Exclusion” had high levels of social relations and the lowest risk to 
be excluded from civic participation, financial resources, the neighbourhood, and 
decent housing. This category also had the lowest level of digital exclusion experi-
ences or feelings of ageism. They had a considerably low chance of being excluded 
from services. Second, “Non- participating Financially Excluded” were older adults 
that combined the highest chance of digital exclusion [see Poli et al. this volume] 
with higher levels of exclusion from civic participation together with financial 
exclusion. They had, however, higher levels of social relations, and lower levels of 
exclusion from the neighbourhood, decent housing, and services and they experi-
enced less ageism. Third, the “Environmentally Excluded” category were the most 
likely to have experienced exclusion from social relations and services. Furthermore, 
they experienced a higher probability of neighbourhood and housing exclusion. 
They also had a higher probability of feeling excluded due to their age (ageism). 
Fourth, the “Severely Excluded” experienced, compared to the total population, a 
higher probability of combined exclusion in all dimensions of old-age social 
exclusion.

It was striking how similar the characteristics of the latent classes were across 
both studies. One difference could be found in terms of social relations: in the rural 
Britain study exclusion from social relations was confined to one class which con-
sisted of a small minority of the sample with only 4% comprising the “Extreme 
Social Exclusion” class. In contrast, exclusion from social relations affected a much 
larger proportion of older people in the Belgium study across two classes, namely 
the “Environmentally Excluded” (12.5%) and the “Severely Excluded” (16.2%). 
This may be because exclusion from social relations was operationalised differently 
in both studies, or because the areas selected (rural vs rural plus urban) experienced 
different levels of exclusion from social relations.

7.4.2  �Qualitative Results: Manifestations and Drivers of Exclusion 
from Social Relations throughout the Life Course

First the results of the life story interviews in rural Britain are discussed. This is fol-
lowed by the results of the life stories in Belgium. For both studies, manifestations 
of exclusion from social relations, and then the drivers of exclusion (in the micro-
system, exosystem and macrosystem) will be discussed.
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7.4.3  �Rural Britain Study

In rural Britain (Wales only) the qualitative evidence suggested that relationships 
with family, friends and neighbours were a source of inclusion for the majority of 
participants during their childhood and working adult lives. For example, one male 
participant commented that:

‘So, as I say it was a good place to be brought up in because you knew all your neighbours, 
friends and their parents as well.’ (M 86 years)

These social relations were vital for several reasons. First, they were a source of 
emotional and instrumental support for participants and fostered a positive sense of 
community. Second, a number of participants linked their close family relationships 
to their limited material resources, explaining that living with extended family was 
a necessity because of poverty. This was especially true in the pre-Second World 
War period when state assistance was minimal. Some participants described how 
their family would care for family members suffering ill health, sometimes resulting 
in co-residence. Third, local people often worked and socialised together. Networks 
were important in terms of security and safety and created a sense of a close-knit 
community.

‘You were in it together and no household was different to the other. It didn’t matter about 
your status, your income or anything like… because people lived in the valley and they 
stayed in the valleys. They didn’t move out.’ (M, 95 years)

In rural Britain, exclusion from social relations was a problem for a small minority 
of participants during childhood and early adulthood. This was attributable to the 
remoteness of their homes: they lived either on farms or small holdings located a 
significant distance from others (family, friends and neighbours) as well as from 
services and activities. These participants explained that the experience of exclusion 
from social relations caused feelings of isolation and loneliness, especially during 
their childhood when they yearned to have friends to play with, as evidenced by the 
following quote from one participant:

‘[I was] a very remote and lonely child really, because I didn’t have anyone to play with. I 
would play with the cats mostly […] and I had my dolls. But there were no children for me 
to play with.’ (F 81 years)

Exclusion from relationships with family and neighbours became an increasing 
concern as participants aged, resulting in feelings of loneliness and isolation. This 
was the result of primary drivers of exclusion from social relations: older age 
(microsystem), bereavement (microsystem), remote and rural living (exosystem) 
and population change (macrosystem).

Bereavement had a significant impact on social relations for some participants 
resulting in feelings of loneliness and isolation. For example, one participant spoke 
at length about the effect that the death of his wife four years earlier from a short 
illness had on his life. He recollected that they were married for over 50 years and 
were extremely close, doing everything together and being a source of support to 
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one another. He explained that currently, with his two sons living away and few 
friends in the locality, his social relations were dwindling.

Participants felt that population turnover had a negative impact on community 
cohesion and their sense of belonging. Out-migration was impacting negatively 
upon older people’s social relations, in particular on the availability of family to 
provide physical and emotional support. For example, one participant who lived 
alone and whose son lived and worked abroad, expressed frustration at not having 
family nearby to ask for help with such tasks as household repairs. She also 
expressed deep sadness at the loss of emotional support and, during the interview, 
alluded to feeling lonely. At the same time in-migration had a negative impact on 
social relations of participants, especially neighbours. While a few participants 
spoke positively about their neighbours the majority were critical of those who had 
migrated to the area who, they felt, were not a source of support and did not contrib-
ute to the community. This is illustrated by the following quote:

‘Um, I came to know everyone in the village and I could tell which house they were in. 
Everyone, I knew everyone, right? But now I don’t know those that live on this road here. 
That’s the difference. People have moved in you see. Strangers and they don’t [help]……. 
the village has completely changed.’ (F 81 years)

7.4.4  �Belgian Study

In Belgium, social relations were an important element in the life stories of finan-
cially excluded older adults: both new social relations (e.g. childbirth, marriage) as 
well as exclusion from social relations (e.g. divorce and death of relatives and 
friends) were present. This shows the value that is given to social relations in one’s 
life and how previous events and situations impacted on current experiences. When 
talking about their future lives social relations were emphasised as especially impor-
tant. Many respondents wanted to live long enough to see (great) grandchildren 
growing up. Besides maintaining social relations, they also wanted to build new 
social relations in the future.

‘I hope I may be around for many years. For my daughter. And for my grandchildren too. 
That I can be here for a long time.’ (Leonie, F, 64 years)

Older respondents experienced exclusion because of social relations. Social rela-
tions were then drivers of old-age social exclusion. Marie, for instance, (F, 73 years) 
considered the bad way her mother treated her to be a major influence throughout 
her life, because it created an inferiority complex. Other respondents spoke about 
being scammed by their acquaintances or business partners, leading to financial dif-
ficulties and even bankruptcy. Taking custody of grandchildren had also led to finan-
cial difficulties and a significant decrease in participation in social and civic activities 
[see Waldegrave et al. this section for an in-depth discussion of conflicting social 
relations].

S. Van Regenmortel et al.



93

The older people interviewed did, however, not only problematise social rela-
tions but viewed them as a significant enabler for the future. This was especially the 
case if people had bad health or a disability. In many life stories, having (quality) 
social relations and social support could prevent (further) exclusion in different 
fields. For instance, Jos, an 81-year-old man, recounted that after a life full of mis-
ery and worries, the help of his wife was indispensable. Thanks to her, he went to 
the public service for local welfare and received help. For some older adults, the 
support of relatives mitigated financial or material difficulties slightly. This was 
illustrated by this account of Jos, whose son bought him a car.

‘I drove fifteen years with that car. At the end, the car was worn out and I had no car any-
more. My son said that I should have a car. We were in the garage and there was a little 
second-hand car for 2500 euros. My son bought me the car.’ (Jos, M, 81 years)

Older respondents experienced exclusion because of the cumulative effects of par-
ticular drivers on the development of social relations over time. Important drivers 
were: divorce/widowhood (micro), financial difficulties (micro), regulations on 
social benefits (macro).

Divorce and widowhood were often significant life events or turning points caus-
ing exclusion from social relations [also see Barlin et al. this volume]. These events 
led to loneliness and influenced other dimensions of old-age social exclusion (e.g. 
financial loss).

Having a low income was clearly a driver of exclusion from social relations. 
Respondents talked about living on a low income and how this caused difficulties in 
their everyday lives, such as participating less in certain social and cultural activi-
ties. Both Roger’s (M, 64 years) and Jos’s (M, 81 years) social network for instance 
shrank after going bankrupt and subsequently facing financial difficulties.

A macro-level influence on social relations was the way in which financial social 
support provided by the government was organised. Some respondents receiving 
social benefits and having a relationship with someone with social benefits were 
prohibited to live in the same house, as this would mean a considerable loss for the 
financial support received.

It was clear from the life stories that there was a relationship between different 
drivers and the accumulation of turning points. For example, one male participant 
explained:

‘That [depression] all started with my divorce, followed by losing my job and [then there 
were] all those bereavements. Everything piling up in one year.’ (Jef, M, 76 years)

7.5  �Conclusion

This chapter draws upon two studies conducted in rural Britain and Belgium which 
explored similarities and differences in older people’s experience of exclusion from 
social relations. Although the research has demonstrated that in both rural Britain 
and Belgium social relations are vital for several reasons (e.g. health and care, 
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practical support in times of poverty, safety), some older participants in both coun-
tries face exclusion from social relations (e.g. feelings of loneliness, isolation, ‘bad’ 
social relations). In both quantitative studies, exclusion from social relations were 
manifest in at least one type of old-age social exclusion. In Belgium, exclusion from 
social relations was more broadly operationalised which led to larger old-age social 
exclusion classes.

A second similarity between the studies is the strong interrelationship between 
exclusion from social relations with other domains of exclusion (e.g. economic and 
material exclusion). These interrelationships were also clearly demonstrated in the 
life story interviews (e.g. exclusion from social relations as a driver for other types 
of exclusion and vice versa).

In terms of drivers of exclusion from social relations the life stories revealed 
micro (e.g. marital status, gender), exo (e.g. being remote and rural living) and 
macro drivers of exclusion from social relations (e.g. the way in which financial 
social support provided by the government was organised, and population change).

Some limitations of the current research should be highlighted. Although the 
quantitative and qualitative research methods of both studies are very similar, differ-
ences posed challenges to this cross-national exploration. Not only do Britain and 
Belgium differ in language and socio-political organisation, but the way in which 
data were sampled and collected was not identical. These challenges should be 
taken into account when interpreting this cross-national exploration. The contribu-
tion of this chapter lays in the bringing together of existing quantitative and qualita-
tive data sources for a cross-national explorative purpose in order to understand 
exclusion from social relations, and old-age social exclusion in general. Further 
cross-national explorative comparative research on the subject and with a common 
methodological approach is needed. We hope that such further research will find 
inspiration from the results of this and other already conducted explorative cross-
national studies.

Based on our findings, two main recommendations can be identified. First, a 
multilevel approach targeting exo and macro factors is needed as not only individual 
factors (e.g. gender, age, education) influence the likelihood of being excluded from 
social relations. The fact that older adults tend to age in place (Wagner et al. 2010) 
and that they rely on resources and services available in the locality because of their 
reduced action radius (Krause 2004), promotes a focus on investing in the creation 
of age-friendly and prosperous environments to enable social inclusion (Scharlach 
et al. 2013; Drilling et al. this volume). Second, the life story interviews in both 
studies show that life events [see also Urbaniak et al. this volume] might influence 
exclusion from social relations in both the short and long-term. Consequently, pol-
icy tackling old-age social exclusion might usefully approach this form of exclusion 
from a life-course perspective, which means that fighting old-age social exclusion 
already starts with preventing and fighting exclusion at earlier life stages (Scharf 
et al. 2005). From this study, and earlier research, it is clear that disadvantages in 
different life stages are connected and therefore a life-course oriented social policy 
is needed.
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Editors’ Postscript

Please note, like other contributions to this book, this chapter was written before the 
COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. The book’s introductory chapter (Chap. 1) and con-
clusion (Chap. 34) consider some of the key ways in which the pandemic relates to 
issues concerning social exclusion and ageing.
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