
Empowerment of vulnerable
older persons – research and

social work in Rotterdam

Anja Machielse

Kopenhagen, 20th April, 2018

Foto: Eamonn Doyle 

Oplægsholder
Præsentationsnoter
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‘Social needs’ (Weiss)

• Attachment 
• Social integration 
• Reassurance of worth 
• Nurturance 
• Sense of reliable alliance 
• Guidance, advice, information (‘coping 

assistance’)
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• Loneliness and social isolation: the concepts
• The Rotterdam Approach to combat loneliness
• Typology for interventions
• Strategies of socially isolated persons
• Limits of guidance trajectories







Interview location
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"They had enough together. 
I was an isolated boy from an early age. Anxious

and nervous. I felt terribly left to myself."

"You have to participate in the community, but I 
did not feel at ease."
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"They all want to force you into a kind of corset, 
and I do not feel like that. You have to meet all

kinds of expectations and can no longer think or 
decide as a sovereign person. 

You are constantly being manipulated, and it is 
difficult to resist this."
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Loneliness:
“A subjective and negatively experienced
discrepancy between the quality and quantity
of existing relationships and a person’s desires
or standards with regard to relationships
(De Jong Gierveld & Kamphuis, 1985)

Central: 
• A subjective feeling
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Social isolation:
“Absence of personal supportive informal
relationships on which people can fall back in 
case of need.” (Machielse, 2006, 2011, 2015; Pantelle et al. 2013)

Central: 
An objective situation
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The city of Rotterdam 

• Second greatest city in the Netherlands
• 630.000 inhabitants
• Growing with 6.000 each year
• 176 different cultural backgrounds

• Top 10 Lonely Planet
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Loneliness in Rotterdam (> 19 jaar)

56%

33%

11%

Not lonely

Lonely

Isolated

Bron: Gezondheidsmonitor (GGD, CBS, RIVM, 2012)
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Loneliness in Rotterdam (> 75 jaar)

39%

44%

17%

Not lonely

Lonely

Isolated

Bron: Gezondheidsmonitor (GGD, CBS, RIVM, 2012)
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“I did not get that letter about a home visit.” 

“I could have been dead, and they would not
have noticed it.” 
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“I am always a bit apprehensive about their
meddling. Yes, it is difficult for them to reconcile

with the fact that I am outside the model and 
that I can best be left alone. They want to take all
of you in and take you in. They all want to force 
you into a kind of corset, a mold. Yes, they are 

trying to do that.”
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“When I get sick, the end is there. I am not
someone who has to suffer for a long time. I hope 

for a brief definite end, a sudden death, a heart
attack or a stroke.” 
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Diversity of the target group

• Different causes
• Different manifestations/appearances
• Different ambitions
• Different interventions
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“I intentionally avoid cafes and other places like 
that, where many people come. There are always

the same cliques with people, always the same
talk. That does not appeal to me in any way.” 

“I have always kept others at a distance and I 
should not think that I would be forced to come

among the people. I prefer to be left alone.” 



Typology for interventions

Dimension 1: Persistence of loneliness/isolation
Duration of the (negative) situation

• Situational (after a major life event) 
• Structural (started early in life already)
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Persistence of the 
social isolation

Orientation of actions

Aimed at
social participation

Not (clearly) aimed at social 
participation

Situational isolation 

Active 

coping strategy Actives Secures

Passive 

coping strategy Laggers Dependents

Structural isolation

Active  

coping strategy Compensators Outsiders

Passive 

coping strategy Hopefuls Survivors



| 29

Mr. S.

“As a young man I was already a loner. I have 
never led a 'normal' life. I am a bit of a misfit. 
I am not complete. Socially and emotionally, 

mentally, I am not fully grown. 
I'm not completely finished."



Typology for interventions

Dimension 2: Action Orientation
The need and motivation to participate in 
social/societal contexts

• A strong need for contact with others
• No need for contact with others
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Mr. S. 

“Yes, I have a social instinct, all people have, 
but I am social when I take a walk through the 
city. There are people. I like to ride the tram, 

watching people get on and off […]. 

I am like a bird in a tree. I watch everything, but I 
do not belong, I only belong to myself. That has 

always been the case, I also wanted to hear from
my brothers, but I did not belong there.”



Typology for interventions

Dimension 3: Coping strategy
Coping strategy in dealing with negative
situations

• Active coping strategy (mobilising support, 
seek compensation)

• Passive coping strategy (e.g. avoidance, 
withdrawal)
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Mr. S.

“I never made a real decision in my life. 
Maybe to stay alone, but that was not a decision. 

If you do nothing, nothing happens, 
and then you remain alone.”
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Anthony Giddens



Structuration theory
(Giddens, 1984)

Central: 
• Social (inter)action
• Social rules and conventions
• Routinisation of daily life
• Ontological security system
• De-routinisation
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“I was a loner as a young child already. I was a 
lonely boy. My brothers were too busy with

themselves. And my parents could not handle 
that, they were well-meaning people, very nice, 
but not sufficiently washed out for that. I did not
feel comfortable at home until I was in my own

cocoon.”
•
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“What I remember is the terrible isolation, the
loneliness of my youth. It was a continuous

attempt to stay alive, so I lived completely in my
imagination. In part I was present in my daily life, 
with my father and mother and my brothers, but 
for the rest I was somewhere else. In my head. 
That is not good for your social education. You

will not become a really useful member of 
society.”
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“If life became too bad for me in society, then I 
could always retire to a safe place. I do not think

that is inhuman. So I was very attached to my
own status. Whether it was entirely in line with
social utility or social desirability? No, I did not

think so. But yes, that could not bother me. In the
end it was all about me, I had to breathe, and just
get up again and go to bed again, and dress and

undress.” 
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“And I felt: this is not good, you will not be useful
to society, you will still remain an outsider, I felt
like an outsider, but I certainly enjoyed it, I did

not mind. You are in a flow of your own. You give
your energy, put yourself in one, you are a kind of 

generator that strengthens itself.”
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“No, I do not see that someone else cares about
me, or wants to take care of me. Because I am

such an individualistic man, Only when I become
completely helpless, I have to entrust to someone

else completely. Because you have to.”
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“Unfortunately, I’m getting really old. I’d like to 
die. I am now in my 82nd year of life and have 

had enough. I can no longer change my life. I’ve 
done it alone and I probably shouldn’t have done 
that. But yes, that’s how I did it. What can one do 

about it at this point?” 



| 44

Results of guidance

• Personal attention
• Emotional support
• Solved practical problems
• More self-sufficiency
• A point of contact 
• A safety net
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"I am not satisfied with it, it probably could have 
been different and better. I know I did it all

wrong. Well, not everything of course, it’s not
hopeless! But it could have been so much better, 

though.“

[…]
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"I am someone who also wants to be caressed on 
his head. I feel that every now and then. Where is 

that hand that strokes my head? Yes, because I 
am also a man who wants to have a stroke over 
his head. I also feel that occasionally. Where is 

that hand that strokes my head when I’m in bed 
at night. The feelings are there, yes. Because I am

a human being, because I am always alone.” 
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"I think it's nice that I can go somewhere. That
there is a point somewhere to go to and that she
keeps an eye on things. If there are not too many
consequences. They should not try to take me in 

and take care of them."
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Thanks for your 
attention! 
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