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To the Editor:

We thank Knuutila and colleagues for highlighting our recent article and for their interest in
our work.! Social isolation is a major public health concern associated with many negative
consequences.? As discussed in our recent article, technology access is associated with a
lower incidence of social isolation.! In adjusted longitudinal regression analyses we found
that incidence of social isolation was lower for older adults that reported access to working
cell phone technology and use of email or text.} Additionally, we found that access to a
computer significantly reduced risk of social isolation.! Examining the relationship between
technology access and use is critical to understanding pathways that may mediate the
negative consequences of social isolation and may help to identify valuable interventions to
combat this detrimental phenomenon.

Knuutila et al. examine associations of use of smartphone and internet technologies

with loneliness, which is a different but adjacent topic to our previous work.3 As

they appropriately highlight loneliness is a distinct concept that describes a subjective
distressing experience of perceived isolation, it is positively correlated with social isolation,
objectively having fewer relationships, as both are constructs of social disconnectedness.*-
Understanding how technology influences both circumstances is important. Our work was
limited by the measures or technology use and frequency of use within the NHATS data,
presented in supplemental table 2; so must be interpreted cautiously.> A comprehensive
understanding of how technology is used by those with access would be helpful to
understand the complex relationship between these factors with social isolation and
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additionally with loneliness, which the Knuutila et al study aims to evaluate. Studies like this
are needed to clarify the relationships and impact on practice, research, and policy.

In this research letter Knuutila et al. use data from a survey of the Helsinki Aging

study 2019 cohort.3 Social networks are the collection of socially meaningful ties that

an individual recognizes and maintains.” In this study social network of the participants
included children and friends and satisfaction with social relationship. Their study included
binary responses (i.e. “yes/no” responses)to evaluate internet and smartphone use.® Access
to basic technologies like a telephone, if it was not a smartphone, were not evaluated. This
is particularly relevant considering the heterogeneity of older adults as well as the rapid
development, deployment and availability of technology alongside persistent technologic
barriers or inequities that exist for older adults. Studies that evaluate technology access and
use should include an evaluation of diverse forms of technology use, including basic and
advanced forms, and their potential effect on social connectedness.

The authors present that their findings are contradictory to what other studies have found
during the COVID-19 pandemic with technology and risk of social isolation or loneliness.
The Holaday et al. article found internet access was associated with more loneliness in
Medicare beneficiaries that lived alone but not those who did not.8 Another study that
examined technology use and loneliness found that individuals who used technology to
communicate with their healthcare providers reported higher levels of loneliness.® The
question surrounding the differences between sole dependence on technology for connection
to replace in person contacts versus integrating digital technologies along with in person
social connections is fertile ground for future research. One limitation that should be
highlighted is that cross-sectional data hinders investigations that seek to move towards
causation.

Loneliness in the Knuutila et al. study was assessed from one survey question, with
respondents selecting from “seldom/never, sometimes/often, or always”.3 This is similar
to the measure described in Kotwal et al. That study showed that the ability to assess
loneliness in older adults during the COVID-19 pandemic may be assessed using one
question, however in that work they report that by using that method false negatives were
present more frequently in pre-pandemic data than COVID-19 data, which suggests that it
may not be applicable to a 2019 survey.19 Others have also suggested potential issues with
using a single item loneliness question, especially that it may lead to underreporting due to
social shame, 610

Examining the distinct roles of both access and use of technology in older adults with social
isolation and loneliness offers important insights that advance approaches to identify at risk
individuals. This effort also aids with design of interventions that focus on this important
population. Studying interventions that impact both access and use are worthwhile. We
concur with Knuutila et al. that it is critical for clinicians to ask patients about loneliness
and access to digital technologies. Also, it is important to obtain information about living
arrangements and core discussion network size. Loneliness, like social isolation, is a
problem that significantly affects older adults and the contribution of technology in these
processes are important to understand.
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An interesting concept that was not fully explained in this work was that computer,

internet or smartphone use were all significantly associated with having friends, which

was significantly related to loneliness.3 This connection is a possible confounding factor
that requires cautious interpretation. Interestingly they found that technology use was not
associated with being satisfied in relationships but without specific data on how technology
(i.e social vs nonsocial purposes) is used it is difficult to interpret its influence. The overlap
of each of these important issues deserves further discussion and study.
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