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 Reports of some older adults purposely seeking prison, most notably in Japan, 
where they have difficulty paying for basic life necessities

 With longer sentences and fewer parole approvals, older offenders may end up 
aging and eventually dying in prison
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 Lifers committed their first offence when younger and are currently serving life 
sentences; these offenders have aged in prison

 Others were sentenced in later life for offences they had committed when 
younger, like sexual offences; prominent example is Bill Cosby, convicted at age 81 
for sexual offences

 Another group were convicted for crimes committed after the age of 50
 Recidivists commit crimes repeatedly and consequently spend many years in and 

out of custody
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 Offenders more likely than non-offenders to be both isolated and lonely
 Loneliness results more often from lack of satisfaction with quality of 

relationships, rather than mere quantity
 Loneliness is like hunger and thirst: warns us when our basic needs are not being 

met and motivates us to take corrective action
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 Discrepancy between actual relationships and the subjective experience of those 
relationships is why there is only a modest association between isolation and 
loneliness (correlations usually no greater than r =.45, or 20% overlap)
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 In most cases, loneliness is time-limited because it serves its purpose of 
motivating social reconnection; for some people, however, loneliness can become 
a vicious cycle that is difficult to escape

 Hyper-vigilance for social threat: excessive sensitivity to potential sources of 
social threat, including misperception of neutral or ambiguous social cues in a 
negative manner; over-attentiveness to negative rather than positive aspects of 
social interactions

 Aversive actions: ignoring people, pushing people away, questioning motives

 Behavioral confirmation: other people react negatively to this aversive behaviour, 
which then confirms the lonely person’s belief that people are bad and can’t be 
trusted (i.e., a self-fulfilling prophecy)

 Many older offenders have fallen into this cycle of chronic loneliness

 Question: Why do some people become hyper-vigilant and prone to excessive 
withdrawal?

 Most obvious answer is actual social isolation, which is an unfortunate reality for 
many older offenders; if by nature you’re motivated to reconnect but there are no 
people to connect with, you’ll become increasingly socially anxious and fear 
further rejection, and so you’ll withdraw to protect yourself

 There are other reasons as well, which I will discuss momentarily (e.g., offenders 
may be hyper-vigilant due to criminal history, unpredictable nature of prison 
environment, and stigma)
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 Many people feel that loneliness is a trivial issue, but on the contrary…
 It is a risk factor for many health problems, as well as early mortality
 Many offenders already have problems in these areas (e.g., impulsivity, poor 

health habits); loneliness just makes things worse
 Recidivism: absence of strong and supportive social network is risk factor for 

recidivism
 I emphasize supportive; unsupportive relationships are not helpful, and may even 

be harmful
 Some evidence that loneliness may spread within social networks
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 The reason for this relates to the diagram I showed earlier… when chronically 
lonely, we may push others away, which makes others feel lonely and then they 
push people away, so you get a domino effect within social networks, especially in 
restricted environments
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 I spoke earlier about why some older offenders can fall into a cycle of loneliness
 Conditions of confinement are one reason – and the consequences of these conditions can have a 

long-term impact on offenders even after they leave prison
 Discontinuity in care/supervision: with staff turnover, offenders may have multiple parole officers 

over time, precluding development of long-term, trusting relationships; also delays release plans 
(e.g., new parole officer must review entire file and may order new assessments, etc.)

 During the day, recreational spaces like the library, gym, and hobby rooms are often closed, so 
many older offenders just stay in their cells

 Bullying, either directly or witnessing it vicariously, can be very traumatizing and breed fear and 
mistrust of people; also lowers self esteem

 Ageism: unconsciously, staff may feel that older offenders no longer have much to offer and that 
their lives are nearing an end, so they neglect them; as older offenders are also quieter and more 
compliant, staff may focus more attention on younger offenders who require more immediate 
supervision; older offenders themselves may not feel worthy of attention, so they self-isolate and 
no longer advocate for their own needs or even release from prison

 Crowding, chaos, noise: can increase social anxiety
 Special geriatric units: have their benefits, like better access to healthcare, but can also remove 

offenders from important sources of social support and increase stigma – nobody wants to be 
considered a ‘special’ offender

 Segregation may be needed to protect older offenders from younger ones, but at the expense of 
severe isolation and loneliness

 As Irving Goffman wrote, prison is a total institution, where an offender is stripped of their 
identity and nearly all aspects of their life are controlled by others; this can lead to dependency, 
passivity, low self-esteem, and a loss of motivation to self-advocate for one’s needs

 In extreme form, institutionalization can lead to learned helplessness – where an offender no 
longer even tries to advocate for better treatment, or for release

 The longer one stays in prison, the longer one also becomes prisonized – a term that describes the 
adoption of antisocial values of prison subculture; a form of socialization
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 Unpredictability (e.g., lockdowns – families never know when prison will be 
locked down and closed to visitors; may happen at very last minute before 
scheduled visits)

 Continual grief: some offenders may feel so much when visits end that they ask 
their family members not to visit anymore; then they compartmentalize (stop 
thinking about their family in order to avoid pain)
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 Older offenders who have been in prison for many decades and are released into 
society may feel overwhelmed by people

 Sex offenders are especially stigmatized
 Long-term care facilities, if they are aware of a resident’s criminal history, may be 

unwilling to grant admission; other residents, if aware of the offender’s past, may 
treat the offender poorly

 Hard enough to find work as an older person, let alone an older person with a 
criminal history

 Stigma may also increase hyper-vigilance for social threat, thus exacerbating the 
cycle of loneliness shown on slide 8
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 Going into prison, offenders lose important sources of status and respect
 They may regain some of that inside, but lose it again when they exit
 Some may try to regain roles and status through family, but offenders who are 

dependent or unable to provide financially for their family may have trouble in 
this regard

 For offenders who are not used to digital communication, it can seem cold and 
impersonal – and overwhelming for those who’ve never used it before

 Older offenders with no kids may have less to look forward to; they may feel less 
motivation to better themselves
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 Offenders have social skills, but those skills have been adapted to prison life, not 
to community life

 May have trouble knowing how to approach and talk to people and form new 
relationships outside prison

 Many feel anxious over minor disagreements in relationships; remember: in 
prison, minor disagreements can quickly turn into big ones, dangerous ones…

 May also have unreasonable expectations for relationships
 may expect that they can resume relationships where they left off before 

going to prison
 may expect that someone will always be around when they need help or 

someone to talk to
 long-incarcerated offenders may have trouble reconciling their idealized 

fantasies of relationships; this can have an impact on male offenders’ 
relationships with women

 some may also expect that relationships just happen with little or no effort
 Difficulty coping with everyday life underscores the critical need for 

comprehensive release planning that should begin early and not left to the last 
minute, so that offenders have time to learn the crucial everyday skills needed to 
survive in the real world
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 There are a variety of mental health problems and personality traits that increase 
risk for (chronic) loneliness

 Many of these factors also exacerbate the various steps in the cycle of loneliness 
shown on slide 8 (e.g., hypersensitivity to negative social information, 
suspiciousness, self-focus)

 And as we know, many older offenders struggle with several of these issues
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 Older offenders may be released into communities that no longer welcome them 
due to their crimes

 In order to avoid substance abuse or criminal activity, offenders may avoid 
neighbourhoods which offer various temptations to engage in such behaviour; 
while that is beneficial on the one hand, it also means distancing oneself from 
one’s old social networks

 Some offenders may be released into high-crime neighbourhoods, or into 
residences with younger offenders who might take advantage of them or bully 
them

 Families may not be able to provide care because of their own limitations, and 
older offenders may also be subject to elder abuse and neglect, especially if there 
has been a history of intergenerational violence

 All of these factors can lead to isolation and loneliness
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 While many of these problems can cause loneliness in the first place, we know 
that loneliness itself can also cause these problems, so there are bidirectional and 
mutually reinforcing influences at play
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 Don’t be afraid to ask about loneliness directly, but consider asking indirectly if 
you think the offender may be embarrassed or is likely to deny loneliness (this is 
especially the case with male offenders, and men in general)

 One way of assessing indirectly is by using loneliness scales, most of which avoid 
the word lonely

 Examples are UCLA Loneliness Scale and de Jong Gierveld Loneliness Scale; the 
latter distinguishes between emotional and social loneliness
 emotional loneliness: perceived lack of a satisfying, meaningful 

relationship with a significant other (i.e., a close, reliable attachment 
figure like a spouse or best friend)

 social loneliness: perceived lack of supportive relationships with a broader 
network of friends and family
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 For many lonely older adults, they can’t admit loneliness, so they try to get social 
needs met in other ways

 Will often complain about various health problems; this may be a cover for 
loneliness, but perhaps also a consequence of it (i.e., chronic loneliness actual 
health problems)

 Withdrawal
 not talking at all, especially if this is a change for the offender (i.e., if 

normally outgoing)
 insistence on being left alone
 pushing people away

 Compulsive behaviour: compulsive shopping, hoarding, eating junk food, 
substance use, repetitive trips

 Fragmented sleep: due to hyper-vigilance for social threat, chronically lonely 
people often “sleep with one eye open”

 These signs are not specific to loneliness, especially among offenders, but taken 
together, they suggest that loneliness should be explored

 Distinguish from depression: loneliness and depression share many 
signs/symptoms, but loneliness is more often the cause of depression rather than 
vice versa; loneliness is also specific to relationship perceptions, whereas 
depression is usually more global
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 Best way for offenders, or anyone really, to overcome loneliness is to ease 
gradually back into social, rather than jumping right back in

 Almost like one needs to do some systematic desensitization to gradually become 
accustomed to human beings again

 In a larger sense, this is what parole is all about – gradually easing people back 
into society

 But here I talk about it at an even more granular level
 There’s a simple method devised by the late John Cacioppo, whom I consider the 

leading expert on loneliness
 Extend yourself: goal is not to make new friends or relationships; it’s just to dip 

your toes into social world and become a little more comfortable around people
 Action plan: provides structure to one’s day; lonely people often feel their days 

feel unstructured, which makes them feel anxious and also gives their mind 
opportunity to wander and focus on loneliness
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 I imagine all of this is already done to some extent, but I wanted to re-emphasize 
it: some people really need to have their hand held, especially at the beginning 
when they are joining a new group or program

 Rather than just referring an offender to a group or program, go with them, at 
least for the first few times

 Important to encourage persistence: when lonely, people may be quite anxious to 
make new connections; but they forget that relationships take time, so if they join 
a group and don’t make new friends quickly, they give up and don’t return (“I 
tried but I didn’t meet anybody!”); they might also want to quit because 
loneliness increases social anxiety and negativity
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 Dig beneath the surface a bit: if an offender constantly says he wants to be left 
alone, is it because he really wants that, or is chronic loneliness making him wary 
of social contact? (remember the diagram on slide 9…)

 Build self-efficacy: provide offenders with opportunities for leadership and 
mentoring; this self-efficacy can hopefully extend to their personal relationships, 
too

 Modeling: we try to teach offenders appropriate social skills, but sometimes 
forget to follow our own advice; be mindful that offenders are observant and 
often looking to us for signs on how to behave

 Several types of counseling approaches have been shown to be effective for 
addressing loneliness
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 Pets can directly enhance feelings of well-being; they are also a great 
“conversation piece” and ice-breaker (ideal for people who are self-conscious)

 Important to provide older offenders with computer skills so they can navigate life 
on the outside; offenders need more access to computers and Internet in prison!
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 There are a few organizations that provide re-entry services geared specifically 
towards older offenders

 Service Oxygène by  Maison Cross Roads in Montreal is one example
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 Avoid minimizing loneliness; it is not a minor problem, especially given its impact 
on health

 Overcoming loneliness is not as easy as just making new friends; if making new 
friends were so easy, we wouldn’t have so much loneliness in society

 Avoid medicalizing; loneliness should be recognized as a distinct experience in its 
own right

 Older offenders, like many older people, don’t like to feel like they’re recipients of 
care and support; they often want to be the providers of it!

 Focus on each offender’s unique strengths, talents
 If you treat someone like a child, or like they’re incompetent, stupid, or 

cognitively impaired, they’ll start to behave that way and feel that way…
 Activities/programs that focus on socializing for its own sake may not be 

appealing to everyone, and may feel quite overwhelming for lonely people; try to 
focus on activities that some type of purpose

 Would be beneficial to train and employ older ex-offenders as peer support 
workers in the community
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 Take an inventory of everyone in your life; you may be surprised who you’ve 
forgotten about

 Check thoughts: When having bad thoughts about a person or social situation, ask 
if those thoughts are accurate (e.g., if someone’s not talking to you or is looking at 
you in an unfriendly manner, is it because they’re ignoring you or disrespecting 
you, or is it because they’re upset or distracted by their own problems?)

 Enhance feelings of self-control: think about times when you were successful with 
friendships and relationships; was all of that due to luck, or did you have some 
role to play in that?

 Don’t put eggs in one basket: have a mixed-age social network so you don’t rely 
exclusively on older people

 Flow activities: those which are so enjoyable and engaging that you forget about 
everything else and completely lose track of time (e.g., an immersive creative 
endeavour or hobby)
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 Some prisons even provide valuable certifications for young inmates who provide 
peer support; e.g: offenders at the Federal Medical Center in Devens, 
Massachusetts, who  receive training as certified nursing assistants as part of 
their work with offenders in the dementia unit

 In addition to benefiting older offenders, peer support volunteers develop 
valuable job skills and a sense of responsibility, which increases their chances for 
parole and successful re-entry into society; indeed, volunteers who participate in 
these programs are less likely to reoffend

 Generativity: for older offenders with no children, providing support to younger 
offenders can fulfill parenting desires

 Continuing need for geriatrics training for correctional staff, both within 
institutions and community-based correctional facilities

 Should be integrated into correctional curriculum, not just a few online modules 
or in-service workshops

 In addition, mainstream service providers in community must receive more 
education about the unique needs of aging offenders; some of these providers 
might say that they don’t serve aging offenders, but there’s often no way for them 
to know about a person’s criminal background, so they should assume that a 
good number of their clients may well be offenders

 This knowledge may be useful in encouraging these service providers to expand 
their services to meet specific needs of aging offenders

 Community providers and long-term care facilities should be reminded that older 
offenders are generally at low risk to re-offend

 Also important to educate public about older offenders; CACs can play a role here
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 Many people would, if given the choice, prefer to grow older and die in their own 
communities, rather than in an institution

 Within corrections, the idea of aging in place has been extended to offenders; the 
idea is that some offenders may spend their remaining years inside because that’s 
where all of their remaining supports are, included their adopted family

 The Correctional Investigator of Canada took up this issue in his report on aging 
offenders and posed two questions:
 To what extent does an offender freely choose to age in prison, especially 

given the dependency, passivity, and low self-esteem that can result from 
the process of institutionalization? Perhaps some offenders can simply no 
longer envision any alternative to dying in prison.

 If an offender does want to age in prison, is that an actual choice? If there 
aren’t the appropriate supports and services on the outside, perhaps the 
offender has only one option: and that’s to age and die inside prison.

 Nice segué to the next presentation, which focuses on providing age-appropriate 
supports and palliative care outside of prison
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