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Abstract

The study aimed to explore and compare effects of lockdown, due to the COVID-19 pan-

demic in 2020, on frail older people living alone at home in Brescia and Ancona, two urban

cities located respectively in Northern and Central Italy. This country was the Western epi-

center of the first wave of the pandemic (February-May 2020), which affected the two cities

differently as for infections, with a more severe impact on the former. A follow-up study of

the IN-AGE research project (2019) was carried out in July-September 2020, by means of

telephone interviews, involving 41 respondents. Semi-structured questions focused on the

effects of the first wave of the pandemic on their mobility and functional limitations, available

care arrangements, and access to health services. The lockdown and social distancing

measures overall negatively impacted on frail older people living alone, to a different extent

in Ancona and Brescia, with a better resilience of home care services in Brescia, and a

greater support from the family in Ancona, where however major problems in accessing

health services also emerged. Even though the study was exploratory only, with a small

sample that cannot be considered as representative of the population, and despite differ-

ences between the two cities, findings overall suggested that enhancing home care ser-

vices, and supporting older people in accessing health services, could allow ageing in place,

especially in emergency times.

Introduction

Ageing in place has been defined as ‘one’s journey to maintain independence in one’s place of

residence as well as to participate in one’s community’ [1]. It has also been highlighted [2] that

ageing in place could allow maintaining autonomy and caring relationships with family and

friends. However, older adults living alone at home, can be vulnerable to a different degree,

depending on individual resources [3], in addition to how environment meets their needs [4].

The presence of a supportive environment [5] (e.g., availability of healthcare services,
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transport, social support, and opportunities of social participation) is crucial, particularly for

frail older people with functional limitations [6], who are vulnerable to several illnesses and/or

disabilities, and at higher risk of reporting dependency, hospitalizations and institutionaliza-

tion [7]. Frailty is indeed a multidimensional syndrome affecting physical, psychological, and

social domains of human functioning [8, 9], impacting in turn ageing in place. Previous

authors have developed a conceptual model of ageing in place, by explaining why seniors pre-

fer to live in own home in later life. In particular, Wiseman [10] put in evidence how ‘trigger-

ing push’ events, e.g., poor health/illness, need of help in the activities of daily living, income

losses, and widowhood, make older persons less satisfied with their place of residence, thus

motivating them to move elsewhere. Litwak and Longino [11] interpreted residential moving

behaviours of older people more as socioemotional response to age-related life events, e.g.,

increased possibility to live closer to the family, following retirement.

In Italy the proportion of older people aged 65 years and over is about 24% of the total pop-

ulation as of 1st January 2022 [12], about 50% of people living alone are over 65 [13], and 44%

of those living alone have severe functional limitations [14]. In this context, ageing in place is

mainly allowed by the family caregiving, especially wives and daughters (90%) [15], whereas

the National Disability Attendance Allowance (Indennità di accompagnamento—IA) (see S1

Appendix for the full list of abbreviations) is provided to 12% of such population group, Home

Care Service (social) (Servizio di Assistenza Domiciliare–SAD) reach only 1%, and the number

of beds in residential care facilities is just 1.9 every 100 over 65s [16]. It is also to highlight that

the cash-for-care scheme prevails in the Centre-South, e.g., Marche region, and the residential

care in the North, e.g., Lombardy region [17]. Concerning private home care services, persons

employed by families are mainly domestic home helpers (DHHs), and personal care assistants

(PCAs), including migrant care workers (MCWs) when from abroad (e.g., Eastern Europe),

often hired on an irregular basis, especially in the South [18, 19]. Further help (often free)

comes from volunteering organisations [20]. Moreover, among older people, almost all contact

the General Practitioner (GP), about 70% have visits from Medical Specialist (MS), and about

14% from rehabilitation professionals [14]. Overall, barriers in accessing these services derived

mainly from long waiting lists in the public sector, and from the high cost in the private sector

[21]. Such difficulties are more pronounced in the Centre than in the North of Italy [22].

A poor and/or inadequate care and cure network could make it difficult for seniors to

remain at home, especially in a context of health emergency, as the one following the COVID-

19 outbreak and the consequent lockdown. In this respect, since March 2020 stay-at-home

and physical (or social) distancing measures, were adopted in almost all countries, often with

an age-related approach [23], to reduce mobility and community transmission of the virus [24,

25]. These restrictions, i.e., non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs), were implemented by

public authorities and imposed self-isolation, to avoid the spread of COVID-19 and protect

the population, but were very difficult to enforce, and their effectiveness varied greatly among

countries, also requiring voluntary compliance by citizens, and with characteristics of a coun-

try playing a key role in this respect [26]. In particular, social capital, defined as strong social

interactions and family ties, can have a positive impact on the behaviour of a population dur-

ing a pandemic, thus affecting its evolution and related effective respect of imposed govern-

ment restrictions, with citizens complying more with NPIs in countries with higher social

capital stocks, e.g., by maintaining social distancing and avoiding using of public transport

[26]. More widely, both socioeconomic and psychological determinants impact the willingness

and possibility to adopt protective behaviours and follow NPIs during a pandemic, including

the context of social/family network and possible disrupted relations, socioeconomic status as

available financial resources and health literacy, job insecurity and loss of income (especially

when remote work/teleworking is not allowed), and overall fear for the pandemic [27]. Further
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authors indicate factors affecting compliance/appropriate behaviours with and effective imple-

mentation of NPIs, as follows: self-awareness of the citizens (in developed countries) with

reduction in mobility mainly depending on their voluntariness and social responsibility [28];

positive attitudes and public beliefs regarding efficacy of various NPIs in reducing the risk of

infection [29]; and high perceived level of risk associated with high level of NPIs adoption [30].

NPIs measures adopted by countries effectively reduced the transmission and slowed the

increase of excess mortality [31], but also reduced social support and community services,

increased economic difficulties, and delayed medical treatments, especially for older people

[32, 33]. NPIs in Italy (and also in other countries, e.g., France and Germany) obliged persons

to reduce the number of people allowed to visit relatives and friends in a private house, and

this only once per day [26]. Moreover, the national lockdown imposed the closing down of

businesses which were considered unnecessary [34], and allowed to go out of one’s house only

for working, for reasons regarding health, and to purchase primary goods [35]. It is also wor-

thy to highlight, that in Italy a strict lockdown was adopted in March 2020, then lifted during

Summer 2020 following the reduction of new infection cases but also the pressure of some

commercial activities loosing great earnings and protests of unemployed workers. However, in

Autumn 2020 new infections were registered and further (even though lighter) NPIs were

adopted, especially focusing school closure [34], Thus, in 2021, the movement “IoApro” (“I

open” in English) initially asked the government to mitigate social distancing measures and

re-open closed business activities, and then extended its anti-restriction approach to an anti-

vaccine policy, whereas the Italian government imposed from April 2021 the so-called vaccine

passport, in order to allow moving without restrictions only to vaccinated, or already infected

and healed/immunized citizens, thus integrating pharmaceutical interventions (PIs) with NPIs

[34].

Overall COVID-19 restrictions in Italy drastically reduced social interactions, especially

with family members/relatives, friends, and neighbours, with hard consequences in particular

on well-being of older people. This due to a forced isolation and ‘deprivation’ from possible

support nets and caring supports [36], thus impacting the living situations of seniors, who

were the individuals most vulnerable to the pandemic [37], and with the highest mortality risk

due to COVID-19 [38]. Worldwide, more than 90% of recorded COVID-19 related deaths in

2020 have indeed occurred among those aged 60 and over, and 58% among those aged 80 and

over [39, 40], with a median age of 81 years [41]. Italy was the first European country affected

by the COVID-19 pandemic, with one of the highest death rate from the virus, as recorded by

the online scientific organization ‘Our World in Data’ (OWID) [42]. In spring–summer 2020,

the cumulative COVID-19 confirmed cases per million people aged 50 years and over in the

country, was 4,115.04, and the cumulative deaths per million people was 581.97 [43]. By the

end of August 2021, the overall related mortality rate in Italy was about 35% higher than the

European Union (EU) average [44]. In particular, the most relevant contribution to the excess

mortality in 2021 in this country, respect to the average of the years 2015–2019, was due to the

increase in deaths of the population aged 80 years and over, that explained 72% of the overall

excess in mortality [44]. Overall, in the period 2020–2021, a total of 455,170 people aged 80

and over died in Italy (about 46,000 more than the average for the period 2015–2019) [45].

However, in Italy bonding social capital, as relationships and networks within own social

group, had an important function in the greater capacity of some provinces in decreasing the

pandemic escalation, suggesting the former as crucial for greater respect of the restrictions

[26]. Moreover, socioeconomic determinants such as the structure of the local labour market

(industrial/services vs agricultural workforce), high unemployment levels, higher education

levels, population density (greater in urban areas vs rural), and demographic factors (e.g., old

age), influenced the compliance with NPIs, leading to larger reduced mobility of citizens [46].
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Following the above context, and defining frailty as age-related condition [8], in addition to

living alone, with limited functional abilities in daily living activities [47], and needing for sup-

port [48], this study aimed to explore how frail older people ageing in place reacted to the first

wave (February-May 2020) of the COVID-19 outbreak and the consequent lockdown,

imposed by the national government for facing the spread of the epidemic. This in two Italian

cities, Brescia (Lombardy region, Northern Italy) and Ancona (Marche region, Central Italy),

in order to understand whether and how the pandemic impacted them to different degrees.

The reason for choosing these two towns is double. On the one hand, the North of Italy can be

considered as the Western epicenter of the first wave of the pandemic in February-May 2020

[49], with Lombardy region recording most of the cases in the first weeks of the health emer-

gency, followed by Veneto, Piedmont, Emilia-Romagna, and Marche regions [50, 51]. In par-

ticular, in that period Brescia emerged as one of the Italian provinces most affected by the

COVID-19 pandemic in terms of contagion and mortality rates, and the second at the regional

level [52], whereas Ancona was less affected but however was the second province of Marche

region recording the worst situation due to the pandemic [50]. On the other hand, this study is

a 2020 follow-up of a previous main survey within the ‘Inclusive ageing in place’ (IN-AGE)

research project [53], that was carried out in 2019 in some Italian urban/rural cities, including

Brescia and Ancona, as explained better in the ‘Methods’ section.

In particular, the purpose of the paper is to answer to the following research questions: 1)

Did the health emergency during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic impact on older

people living alone, with regard to their functional limitations, e.g., mobility and other activi-

ties of daily living? 2) Did the pandemic impact on available care networks and services, e.g.,

family, friends and neighbours, municipal social services (e.g., SAD), DHH, PCA, and volun-

teering? 3) Did the health emergency due to the COVID-19 outbreak impact on access and use

to/of health services? 4) Were there differences/similarities between the cities of Ancona and

Brescia in this regard?

In this respect, we suppose that the pandemic and related lockdown could have caused hard

consequences for seniors such as scarce mobility, thinning or loss of care networks, and prob-

lems for accessing health services. Moreover, due to the greater impact of the COVID-19 in

Brescia province than Ancona, it could be expected also a worse impact of the social distancing

on older people in Brescia city, as greater difficulty in meeting basic needs. The analysis of

these aspects can be of help for understanding difficulties faced by older people living alone in

case of health emergencies in two different areas of Italy, and which help was or was not specif-

ically available during the pandemic, in addition to suggestions for possible interventions.

Materials and methods

Study design and data analysis of the main survey in 2019

The main survey, carried out in 2019, was part of a qualitative research project that involved

120 older people. In three Italian regions (Lombardy in the North, Marche in the Centre, and

Calabria in the South), respectively three medium-sized urban cities [12] (with 100,000–

200,000 inhabitants, i.e., Brescia, Ancona, and Reggio Calabria), and three inner/rural areas

[54] were examined (respectively: Oltrepò Pavese, Appennino Basso Pesarese Anconetano,

and Area Grecanica). Overall, the most fragile locations in such contexts were identified, e.g.,

with higher presence of older people living alone, share of households living in public housing

(Edilizia Residenziale Pubblica—ERP), low level of education, low provision of public/essential

services, socio-economic deprivation, high level of unemployment [55]. A purposive sampling

was provided [56], with the aim of typological, rather than statistical representativeness, with

characteristics of respondents allowing the analysis of the topics of the study, in addition to a
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theoretical generalization, as reflections for a discussion. Frail older persons were recruited

through the local branches of a major volunteering organisation (i.e., AUSER—Voluntary

association for active ageing), operators of municipal/public home care services (e.g., SAD),

and other local/voluntary associations. The inclusion criteria were the following: men and

women aged 65 years and over, living alone at home or with the help of a PCA, limited func-

tionalities/mobility, absence of both cognitive impairment and of very close family members

who give them support. Moreover, in order to reach a sampling saturation and develop prelim-

inary theoretical categories of respondents, the following was decided: the same number of

interviews in the different territorial contexts (40 per region, of which 24 in each of the three

urban cities and 16 in each of the three inner areas); at least 20% of men, 20% with PCA, 30%

with mobility only at home, and 25% with no help from the family.

Interviews were conducted face-to-face by using a semi-structured interview/topic guide,

focused on socio-demographic aspects, family and housing, health status, daily living activities,

use of services, care networks, social isolation and perceived loneliness. The topics were

explored with ad hoc questions drawn and adapted from previous similar studies [57]. The

limitations in performing the activities of daily life were detected by administering the Activi-

ties of Daily Living (ADLs) and Instrumental Activities of Daily Living (IADLs) scales [58], in

addition to two sensory limitations (difficulties in seeing and hearing), and two mobility limi-

tations (going up/down the stairs, and bending to pick up an object) [59, 60]. A written

informed consent form was signed by each participant. The study was conducted in accor-

dance with the Declaration of Helsinki, and the protocol was approved (for the whole Consor-

tium) by the Ethics Committee of the Polytechnic of Milan (POLIMI), Support Services Area

for Research and Didactic Innovation (Project identification code n. 5/2019, approved on 14

March, 2019). Participants were informed on privacy and anonymity of the information col-

lected, according to ethical issues indicated by the EU General Data Protection Regulation

(GDPR) n. 679, of 27 April 2016 [61].

Narratives were audio-recorded, transcribed in full/verbatim by interviewers and a qualita-

tive analysis was provided following the Framework Analysis Technique [62], which includes

reading the transcribed interviews, identification of categories/themes, indexing-labelling,

construction of thematic chart, and interpretation of contents. Data saturation was achieved

when, after reaching the total sample of 120 seniors, the progressive reading of the narratives

indicated that further data were not necessary, since those already collected were consistent

with the research questions and the overall typological representativeness mentioned above. In

particular, a thematic content analysis was conducted [63], starting from the questions pro-

vided for the interview as preliminary conceptual framework [53, 64]. A manual qualitative

analysis was performed, without the use of a dedicated software, as also supported by some lit-

erature [65, 66]. Qualitative dimensions were further quantified [67, 68], and more articulated

quantitative classifications were provided, e.g., levels of physical limitations, and share of fam-

ily help on total (as explained more in depth in the section below). Additional details on the

methods of the main survey (Study Design, Data Collection, and Data Analysis), can be found

in a previous publication [53], from which the section ‘Materials and methods’ has been partly

adapted.

The follow-up in 2020

The pandemic in the areas of investigation. In order to better contextualize the areas of

investigation, some institutional data (mainly regional and provincial, since few local informa-

tion were available) are reported. In Brescia province, in early June 2020, there were 1,200 total

cases of contagion per 100,000 residents [69], with 28% of deaths on the total deaths, and a
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death rate of 200 per 100,000 inhabitants, attributable to COVID-19 [70]. The impact of the

pandemic in Ancona province was quite different: the same values were much lower and

respectively 400, 9% and 31. However, what united both provinces, and more generally what

has characterized the pandemic everywhere, is the bad outcome mainly among frail older peo-

ple. In Italy (February-November 2020), 60% of deaths due to COVID-19 involved the over 80

age group, with same percentages in Lombardy and Marche regions (62% in both) [49]. More-

over, about 84% of deaths from COVID-19 involved older people aged 70 and over in both

regions, even though in Lombardy 47% of the total COVID-19 deaths were recorded, and only

3% in Marche region [49]. With reference to Brescia and Ancona cities, the information on

the age and previous pathologies of the deceased from COVID-19 was fragmented, but the

respective provincial data up to 1st April 2020 already provided a rather clear picture. As for

Brescia, the public data on 1,521 deaths in the period revealed that the average age of the

deceased was 77.4 years, and that 87% had at least one previous disease [71]. As for Ancona,

the data on 101 deaths revealed an average age of 79 years, and 95% of seniors with at least one

previous pathology [72].

Sampling, data collection, and ethical issues. The follow-up study was carried out in

July-September 2020, in relation to some dimensions investigated also in the main survey in

2019. This is a follow-up of a previous qualitative survey, and the sample size was determined

by the same respondents available also in 2020, but it was however sufficient for the study’s

objectives since only few seniors in 2020 were “lost”. Twenty and 21 older people were indeed

interviewed respectively in Brescia and Ancona in 2020, compared to 24 in both cities during

the previous survey in 2019. Respondents were re-contacted with the help of recruitment

channels involved in the main research project (local branches of voluntary associations and

operators of municipal social services, in particular home care, i.e., SAD). These channels acti-

vated the preliminary contacts to remind the interviewees of the IN-AGE survey in which they

already participated, and to have a first potential adhesion to the second interview (then con-

firmed/communicated to the interviewers), related to the experience of pandemic and

lockdown.

Interviews were realized by telephone because of social distancing measures imposed by the

pandemic and implemented by the government. Thus, they were not audio-recorded, but

answers were written on papers by interviewers, who were however the same who carried out

the survey in 2019 in both cities. The questionnaire (S2 Appendix) was semi-structured with

closed-ended questions, and the possibility however to specify/support the answers by means

of free/open spaces in the questionnaire itself was also provided, as it was for the main survey.

Questions addressed first of all the impact of the COVID-19 on health, e.g., having experienced

or not a contagion. In addition, self-reported changes (compared to 2019) due to lockdown

were explored with regard to the following aspects, which were already investigated in 2019,

even though with less details (as explained better in the “Data analysis”) due to the limits of

interviews by telephone: overall functional limitations, as mobility and ability to carry out the

activities of daily living; available care networks/arrangements; and access/use to/of health ser-

vices (GP, MS, other health services). It was decided to detect self-reported impact of the

COVID-19 outbreak in order to catch the perceived changes on different domains of partici-

pants’ lives, by asking older people to report possible worsening/improving due to the pan-

demic [73].

Regarding ethical issues of the follow-up study, a query was sent to the POLIMI Ethical

Committee that approved the main IN-AGE study (as described above), and a positive opinion

was obtained (response 11 May 2020 to a query on the Authorization n. 5/2019), in order to

carry out the interviews without a further new ethical approval, since the study framework was

the same of 2019 (same subjects, contact and information procedure; questions regarding only
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changes with respect to answers given in 2019, apart from a general question on the potential

contraction of the virus). Moreover, participants were not asked to sign an informed consent

form, for obvious reasons due to the pandemic and consequent social distancing measures in

place. However, the aim of the follow-up was fully explained and oral consent was obtained

and documented by recruitment channels. In any case, reference was made to what was estab-

lished by the EU Commission, which, in derogation from the GDPR n. 679/2016, did not

require as mandatory the written informed consent from participants in surveys conducted

during the first phase of the COVID-19 emergency, and regarding the impact of pandemic on

the population. This because such studies were considered of significant public health interest,

and thus also conducive with simplified/emergency procedures [74].

Data analysis

A simple quantitative analysis (frequency distribution/bivariate analysis) of closed responses

was carried out by using Microsoft Excel software 2019 (Microsoft Corporation, Washington,

USA).

Physical/functional limitations have been classified for T1 as follows [75]: mild: no activity

‘not able’; moderate: one-two; high: three-four; very high: five and more. Also, with regard to

care arrangements, at T1 three shares of family support on total available help, including

friends, neighbours and services, were calculated: no family help; moderate family help up to

50%; strong family help over 50%. These classifications were not provided for T2, because the

COVID-19 emergency allowed only short telephone interviews, without the possibility to col-

lect more detailed information as for the 2019 survey, through in-depth face to face interviews

(for instance, by administering ADLs and IADLs scales, and through in depth questions on

who/when/how much/for what was providing support to the respondents). Thus, functional

limitations and care arrangements for T2 have been explored only as changes referred directly

by respondents compared to T1, and regarding: general mobility, ability to carry out as a

whole the activities of daily living (washing, preparing food, cleaning the house, shopping),

and source of support (from family, friends, neighbours, and services). Responses for T2

(changes) have however been linked to respective classifications elaborated at T1.

The access to health services has been analyzed comparing the use referred at T1 with

regard to GP, MS, and other health services (e.g., rehabilitation/physiotherapy, nursing ser-

vices, diagnostic tests mainly in hospital), both from public and private sectors, with possible

different/worsened access to these three services at T2, as referred by respondents (for pre-

scription of drugs, therapies, clinical examinations, physiotherapy, and surgical interventions).

In all tables presented below, at T1 only respondents who participated also in the follow-up

study at T2 are included, apart from Table 1, whose aim is to present the full sample at T1 and

the (slightly) smaller sample at T2. Tables also show only absolute values (and not percent-

ages), due to the small sample size (n = 41). Moreover, several empty spaces in the tables reflect

the choose to show only the answers of participants referring changes.

Open responses were not categorized, unlike the main survey in 2019, when conversely a

thematic content analysis was carried out in this regard, since free narratives were really few,

fragmented, and overall supporting the closed answers. However, along the results section,

some short quotations have been included when relevant (where BS stands for Brescia, and

AN for Ancona). Further details have been added within the text, by means of simple quantifi-

cations/count of things, when reported as spontaneous/not asked narratives [76], even though

by few interviewees, with the aim to include other information integrating the overall findings,

e.g., worsening due to reduced/suspended SAD/MS visits; specific family members (e.g.,

daughter) providing particular help during the lockdown.
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Overall, the research team has a deep experience in qualitative research and data collection/

analysis, with a background as psychologist, sociologist, and gerontologist. Also, all have

extended involvement in studies regarding the issues of ageing in place and caregiving of older

people. Moreover, some team members are health services workers, with expertise in overall

health-related aspects of seniors.

Results

Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample

The follow-up could not include only four subjects in Brescia (three deceased before the start

of the follow-up in July 2020, and one refusal to be interviewed) and three in Ancona (one

deceased and two refusals), thus the main socio-demographic characteristics of the samples at

T1 [42] and T2 were essentially the same. Overall, the following prevail: older people aged 85

and over (especially in Ancona), women, with a low level of education, widowers (particularly

in Ancona), and living alone without PCA (only in Brescia) (Table 1).

It is worth to highlight that recruitment channels/families reported how four seniors who

were interviewed in the survey carried out in 2019, deceased before the follow-up (as

Table 1. Sample characteristics: T1 survey (2019) and T2 follow-up (2020) (absolute values/n).

Characteristics Brescia Ancona

(Lombardy) (Marche)

T1 T2 T1 T2

Age groups (years)

65–74 5 5 3 3

75–79 4 4 4 3

80–84 6 5 5 5

85 and over 9 6 12 10

Gender

Male 5 4 5 4

Female 19 16 19 17

Education

No title 1 1 2 2

Primary school (5 years) 10 10 10 9

Middle school (3 years) 5 5 7 5

High school (3–5 years) 8 4 5 5

University/similar (3–5 years) - - - -

Marital status

Single 5 4 2 2

Married but not cohabiting - - 1 1

Divorced/separated 7 7 2 2

Widowed 12 9 19 16

Living situation

Alone 24 20 21 17

With cohabitant PCA a - - 1 3

With hourly PCA b - - 2 1

Total respondents 24 20 24 21

a Cohabitant Personal Care Assistant (PCA)
b Daily/nightly regular attendance for at least 28–30 hours a week.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0298074.t001
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anticipated above), for reasons different from COVID-19 pandemic. Also, during the period

July-September 2020, no participant died due to virus contagion.

Functional limitations: Mobility and other activities of daily living

At T2 only a woman in Brescia referred to have contracted the COVID-19 virus. Apart from

this case, with physical/functional capacities compromised by the infection, as it was supposed

nobody reported an improvement, whereas mainly poor mobility and other physical conse-

quences following the lockdown and stay-at-home measures emerged, with considerable dif-

ferences observed between the two cities (Table 2).

On the whole, in Brescia a worsening of physical limitations in four out of 20 cases were

reported at T2 (respondents with mild/moderate limitations at T1). Such worsening regarded

the general mobility and other abilities requiring walking outside the home (e.g., go shopping

for procuring food and drugs and/or go to the pharmacy for getting medicines), since stay-at-

home constraints and low physical movement due to lockdown negatively affected the overall

capacity of respondents in this respect:

When I left the house to go to the pharmacy, I had a hard time standing and waiting in line. I
got tired right away. (BS-16)

In Ancona, in over half of the cases a worsening both in the ability to perform alone the var-

ious activities of daily living, and concerning the overall mobility, was referred (mainly by

those with high/very high functional limitations at T1):

I already had problems walking before the pandemic, with the lockdown I got worse, I was
blocked. Before I used to go for a walk every day! (AN-16).

Care arrangements

Results regarding different care arrangements (as diverse sources of support/help provided to

respondents) are reported in Table 3.

With regard to family support during the lockdown (Table 3), in Brescia three respondents

(with a moderate family help at T1) reported a worsening. Three seniors referred an improve-

ment about help provided from the children:

Table 2. Functional limitations at T1 and self-reported worsening at T2 (absolute values/n).

Level of limitations a Brescia Ancona

(Lombardy) (Marche)

Limitations Mobility b Other c Limitations Mobility b Other c

T1 T2 T2 T1 T2 T2

Mild 9 1 2 4 1 2

Moderate 4 1 - 6 3 2

High 5 - - 6 5 5

Very high 2 - - 5 5 4

Total respondents 20 2 2 21 14 13

a Mild = no activities ‘not able’, Moderate = one-two, High = three-four, Very High = five or more
b Mobility in general at T2
c Other functions on the whole at T2: dressing/undressing, washing hands/face, bathing/showering, preparing/eating/cutting food, cleaning the house, washing the

laundry, shopping, taking medication, managing finances. In some case worsening both in mobility and other functions were reported.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0298074.t002
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My daughter has come to do the heavy housework for me. (BS-12)

In Ancona, the support from the family (greater than Brescia since T1, with 16 cases vs 12)

(Table 3) changed in more than half of the cases during the follow-up, and situations of

improvement prevailed, regarding mainly people who referred a moderate family support at

T1. Three cases of worsening in Ancona regarded children living abroad. As of the improved

situations, these involved children, brothers/sisters or grandchildren, who supported their rel-

atives during the first wave of the pandemic with greater assiduity than T1, by delivering food

and medicines at home:

Table 3. Help provided from family, friends/neighbours, municipal social service, DHH, PCA, and volunteering at T1, and self-reported changes in help at T2

(absolute values/n).

Help provided Brescia Ancona

(Lombardy) (Marche)

Help Worsened Improved Help Worsened Improved

T1 T2 T2 T1 T2 T2

Share of family help a

No help 8 - 1 5 - -

Moderate 9 3 1 12 1 7

Strong 3 - 1 4 2 1

Total respondents 20 3 3 21 3 8

Friends/Neighbours

No help 16 - 1 10 1b -

Help 4 - 2 11 2 4

Total respondents 20 - 3 21 3 4

Municipal social services

No help 8 - - 10 - 1c

Home care (SAD) 12 2 2 9 8 -

Day centre - - - 2 2 -

Total respondents 20 2 2 21 10 1

DHH

No help 10 - - 9 - 1d

Help 10 4 1 12 7 2

Total respondents 20 4 1 21 7 3

PCA

No help 20 - - 19 - 1

Help - - - 3 - 1

Total respondents 20 - - 21 - 2

Volunteering

No help 20 - - 17 - -

Help - - - 4 2 -

Total respondents 20 - - 21 2 -

a Share of family help = number of family members who help on the total help (from family, friends/neighbours, public services, private services, DHHs, PCAs, and

volunteering). Moderate family help = up to 50% of the total; Strong family help = over 50% of the total
b In 2019 the interviewee had no help from friends/neighbours, but the presence of new neighbours, with whom she had no confidence, was reported as a worsening
c An interviewee, who in 2019 had not reported the support from SAD, refers that during the lockdown the municipal social service operators contacted her to verify

possible needs
d An interviewee, who in 2019 had not reported the support from DHH, refers it during the follow-up.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0298074.t003
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My family members have always been very present, and have supported me in all my needs in
this period, also more than before the pandemic. (AN-15)

Support provided by friends and neighbours (Table 3) is presented together since in later

life these sources of supports often coincide, as also confirmed by respondents. Such support

at T1 was more common in Ancona than Brescia (11 cases vs four). At T2 this source of help

in Ancona worsened and improved almost in equal measure. The worsening regarded the

reduction in contacts with, and related supports from, friends/neighbours, for fear of contract-

ing the virus. When this support improved, more present/available friends, and little courtesies

provided between neighbours, were generically reported. In Brescia, the help of friends and

neighbours only improved (three cases):

A neighbour of mine did some shopping for me, and I did the same for her. We helped each
other, in short. (BS-20)

When I needed anything, I could call my neighbours. (AN-18)

The support from municipal social services (home-based and semi-residential) (Table 3), to

a substantially similar extent in the two cities was used at T1 (12 cases in Brescia, and 11 in

Ancona). During the first wave of the pandemic, these services do not seem to have undergone

particular changes in Brescia, where SAD was never reported as interrupted. In fact, only in

two cases (out of 12 who used it at T1) these services were defined as worsened due to a

reduced provision frequency, and not with regard to the quality:

SAD operators did not come like they used to, so once I took a bath by myself. (BS-17)

Conversely, a worsening of the municipal social services (SAD and day centre) for 10

seniors at T2 in Ancona was reported, following the suspension (reduction only in one case)

during the lockdown:

I used to have SAD three to four times a week, now sadly it has been suspended! (AN-20)

It should however be emphasized that, in three cases in which SAD was suspended in

Ancona, the social workers and the service operators were still present, as much as possible,

for the essential needs, with home delivery of food and drugs at least.

Even the support from DHHs was provided to a similar extent in both cities at T1 (Table 3).

At T2, this support changed in Brescia in half of cases among those who were users at T1. In

four cases it was reported a worsening because of the suspension or reduced frequency of the

service provided, due to the will of older people/their relatives, or of the domestic helper, to

reduce the risk of infection:

Before the emergency, the DHH provided heaviest housework for me once a week. Now she
comes when she can. (BS-15)

However, in Ancona a worsening in this kind of support has been most frequently

observed. In seven out of 12 cases the service indeed failed (two hourly reductions and five sus-

pensions) for precautionary reasons, but on the other hand, there was an improvement for

three older people, with a greater hourly commitment of the DHH. When this source of help

worsened, seniors tried to do by themselves:
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The fear of contagion prompted me to get by, to do certain household tasks by myself. (AN-3)

Only older people interviewed in Ancona reported to have received help from PCAs and volun-

teers at T2, and to a marginal extent (Table 3). In Brescia, such aids were not present at T1, and

were not activated even during the first wave of the pandemic. Regarding Ancona, three older peo-

ple with PCA were detected at T1 (one cohabitant and two on an hourly basis), four at T2 (three

cohabitants and one hourly) (Table 1), and two improvements at T2 were reported (Table 3), fol-

lowing a PCA who moved from hourly to in-house asset, and a new hired cohabitant PCA:

I hired a Romanian cohabitant PCA, I needed more help in this hard period! (AN-10)

Moreover, in Ancona four older people took advantage of volunteering at T1, and of these

two reported a worsening at T2, due to the interruption of these services during the lockdown,

in particular for accompaniment and transport:

Volunteers suspended the transport service for medical visits, this was a great problem! (AN-5)

Access to health services

Concerning health services, i.e., their use and access, it was observed a further impact of the

pandemic on older people (Table 4).

With regard to T1, all the interviewees used the GP, but also the MS and other health ser-

vices (e.g., rehabilitation/physiotherapy, nursing services, diagnostic tests mainly in hospital)

were fairly frequently requested, especially in Ancona. At T2 access to both GP and MS (for

prescription of drugs and therapies, clinical examinations, check-up regarding pathologies,

etc.), in addition to other health services, revealed changes and adaptations faced by older peo-

ple in both cities, most of which referred as worsening.

In Brescia a total of 11 worsening cases were reported, and a ‘different modality’ in access

only in four cases. As for the GP, the suspension of outpatient visits, and the main practice of

telephone contacts, were experienced as a simple change in accessing the service. Relations

with the GP were conversely reported as worsened in four cases, following the unavailability of

home visits and the long waiting time for collecting prescriptions and medical referrals. Six

older people reported a worsening because several MSs suspended their visits:

Table 4. Use of health services at T1 and self-reported changes in access at T2 (absolute values/n).

Health Services Brescia Ancona

(Lombardy) (Marche)

Use Different Worsened Use Different Worsened

T1 T2 T2 T1 T2 T2

GP a 20 3 4 21 12 4

MS b 15 1 6 19 - 9

Other c 6 - 1 11 1 7

Total respondents 41d 4 11 51d 13 20

a General Practitioner (GP)
b Medical Specialist (MS), both private and public
c Other health services, both private and public: nurse, rehabilitation/physiotherapy, diagnostic tests
d More health services were used in several cases.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0298074.t004
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I had to wait a lot of time for receiving prescriptions from my GP! (BS-14)

I was unable to make the annual visits to the cardiologist and orthopaedist because they were
suspended. (BS-8)

However, the hardest context was found in Ancona, where a total of 20 worsening cases

were referred. Four (as in Brescia) regarded the GP, who was very difficult to contact and to

receive at home. Moreover, nine cases of worsening regarded MSs, and seven (vs just one in

Brescia) other health services, due to the suspension by the provider, or the renunciation of

older people for fear of contracting the virus:

The GP never came home during the lockdown. It is evident that he was more afraid than me!
(AN-1)

I gave up cardiologist check-ups for fear of COVID-19, to avoid dangerous situations, for fear
of getting sick. (AN-4)

I had to give up physiotherapy in the hospital since this service was suspended. (AN-21)

Twelve respondents in Ancona (vs three in Brescia) also reported a different way of access-

ing GP services, not considered as worsening (e.g., contacts through family members and/or

using e-mail):

To contact my GP, I had to ask my daughter for help, but this was not a great problem. (AN-8)

Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore effects of lockdown, due to the first wave of the COVID-

19 pandemic in 2020, on frail older people living alone at home in the cities of Brescia (North-

ern Italy) and Ancona (Central Italy). Even though the sample is very small, the study offers

some inputs to be considered and discussed, since the survey was carried out during the

COVID-19 pandemic, that is a crucial period of health emergency hardly impacting the

seniors, and in which to carry out surveys was quite challenging, so that evidence collected can

contribute to integrate knowledge on the issues investigated. Moreover, despite boundaries

hampering a precise scientific evaluation of results, the occasion of the follow-up permitted to

re-contact older people already interviewed in 2019, to make them feel our closeness, and to

collect their experiences and needs. Also, the interviewees themselves appreciated being con-

tacted again, thus feeling less alone. Findings showed overall that seniors had a stronger sup-

port from home care services in Brescia, and a greater support from the family members in

Ancona, where access to health services emerged as more problematic. The comparison

between the two urban contexts also partly highlighted regional welfare inequalities in Italy

which impact on ageing in place, as discussed below. It is to premise that general data (interna-

tional/national, and regional) to discuss research findings are also reported, since little local

information on Brescia and Ancona were available. It is also worth to highlight that in Italy the

socio-health response to COVID-19 pandemic was implemented mainly at the regional level.

Functional limitations

The follow-up interviews revealed an aggravation of physical/functional limitations, which

mainly impacted respondents in Ancona than Brescia. On the whole, older people who

reported a worsening of mobility, attributed it to the forced and prolonged stay-at-home
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during the lockdown, a circumstance that negatively affected walking and postural balance (as

well as mental health and well-being). According to ISTAT [77], in 2020 the use of protective

face masks was reported by 90% of the Italian population aged 18 and over, but only by 73% of

the over 75, probably indicating that older people went out more sporadically during the lock-

down. The worsening in the functionalities of daily living (e.g., shopping), which mainly

affected respondent living in Ancona, was in turn influenced both by the reduced mobility and

the great difficulty in performing them without help, especially if a support in this respect was

available before the pandemic. As also pointed out by Age Platform Europe [78], especially

older people living alone had major difficulties in accessing essential services during the pan-

demic, such as purchasing food and to get necessary drugs. Other authors [79] highlighted

how the forced physical/social distancing imposed by the health emergency, often represented

an additional fatigue for older people, especially if some relatives or friends could no longer

meet their needs, at least partly. Moreover, following the restrictions imposed during the lock-

down, older people have sometimes avoided going out, due to fear of contracting the virus

[80], thus indicating also a worsening of the ‘psychological’ ability to move, besides the physi-

cal one. This happened also in Brescia and Ancona. However, a rather different starting con-

text at T1 for the two cities should also be considered, with a greater presence of serious

limitations in Ancona compared to Brescia. Thus, in Ancona, the worsening in physical func-

tionalities mainly affected those with high/very high limitations at T1, almost to indicate that

the forced inactivity worsened functional/clinical situations already precarious. Besides

COVID-19, it is anyway to highlight that in later life, multimorbidity itself is often associated

with a decline in functional capacity and mobility [81]. Conversely in Brescia, older respon-

dents who reported a decline in physical limitations at T2, referred mild/moderate frailties at

T1. Probably, and with particular regard to mobility (transversal aspect of all activities of daily

living in some way), these subjects went out home more often than others at T1, even if sup-

ported by an aid in some case. The restrictions imposed by the lockdown, and also the fear of

getting sick, worsened their conditions, because probably deprived them of a minimum physi-

cal exercise allowing to maintain some residual movement capacities.

Care arrangements

In Italy, the care of older people ageing in place is mainly managed by family members, who

represent the pillar of the Italian welfare system, for traditional cultural reasons and also

because of the scarce diffusion of home care services, especially public ones [16, 82]. The pan-

demic hardly impacted this asset, with consequences in terms of further/exacerbating difficul-

ties in delivering care services, especially during the lockdown, and greater criticality of some

existing gaps in this respect, such as the fragmentation and regionalization of the whole socio-

health care system [83], with differentiated regulations in identical services within the country,

and better/more provision in the North [84].

The IN-AGE study in 2019 highlighted a greater family support in Marche region than in

Lombardy at T1 (83% vs 68% of cases), whereas public services (e.g., SAD) sustained older

people to a similar low extent in both regions (28% vs 30%) [53]. With specific regard to Bre-

scia and Ancona, the support of municipal social services emerged as enjoyed by a substantially

equal number of older people in both cities, while the presence of family members in the care

networks was higher in Ancona. In view of this, the follow-up study in 2020 revealed a greater

overall stability of care networks in Brescia, especially of municipal social services, and a

greater involvement of families in Ancona. In Brescia, municipal social services (e.g., SAD)

responded much better to the emergency, with some sporadic reduction in the provision fre-

quency, whereas in Ancona there was the temporary suspension (reduction in only one case)
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of this service and closure of the municipal day centre. It should be noted that Marche region

[85, 86] did not officially suspend the SAD with regulatory provisions, but the need to support

in primis the most severe cases, and the scarcity of protective devices for home care workers,

negatively impacted de facto the delivery of this service, especially in the initial phase of the

first pandemic wave (February-May 2020) [84, 87]. Despite this, as reported by the interview-

ees, social workers on their own initiative kept in contact with users and tried to overcome the

lack of services, to meet urgent needs as much as possible. A better context in Lombardy

emerged, where in March 2020 various measures were adopted to deal with the health-social

emergency. Additional resources were indeed used for expanding the delivery of SAD, espe-

cially in situations of extreme frailty, by means of additional/emergency home delivery of food

and drugs [88]. Furthermore, for older people without support networks, the meals on wheels

were enhanced, and shopping vouchers for basic needs (food, personal and home hygiene)

were provided [89]. However, in Ancona more than Brescia, the follow-up study recorded

cases of improvement as increased family support (respectively, eight vs three). The role of

family members was thus accentuated in the former city, probably to replace other decreased

supports, especially public home care services.

With regard to family support, data from the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in
Europe COVID-19 period (SHARE-COVID-19, across 23 EU countries and regarding population

aged over 50) [43] showed overall that adult children were the effective pillars in supporting older

parents in almost all countries, in addition to neighbours and friends. Moreover, the same data

highlighted overall how informal care was in some case more resilient than formal/public home

care services, with seniors reporting several difficulties in receiving the latter during the pan-

demic. In Italy, after the COVID-19 outbreak, the share of population reporting such difficulties

was 30% (EU average 19%). Such a general context is underlined also by Age Platform Europe

[78], that revealed an additional burden for informal caregivers/family members who provide

assistance to their older relatives, due to the temporary closure of day care centres, the sus-

pended/reduced/postponed availability of home public services, and the lack of DHHs. Therefore,

even though on the one side a greater support from family was an improvement for the seniors,

on the other side family could have managed a considerable, and in any case unexpected, increase

in caregiving. In relation to this context, some authors [33, 90] put in evidence that the lockdown

increased family carers’ burden, and caregivers felt greatly the hard impact of the pandemic on

their care responsibilities, especially when the cared for suffered from dementia. According to

ISTAT [77], during the lockdown, about 24% of the Italian population aged 18 and over received

visits mainly from relatives, who brought them food and drugs. However, these percentages rise

to 32% in the 65–74 age group, and to 60% among the over 75. It is furthermore to highlight that

some literature indicates how relatives, when present, provide more support when negative/tragic

events (e.g., the loss of a relative, a fall) occur in the life of older persons [91], thus impacting posi-

tively on their resilience, especially when they are frail and disabled [92].

Access to health services

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted access to non-COVID-19 care services for

many patients in all EU countries, especially seniors who avoided using health services, for

fear of contracting the virus, but also due to a temporary decline or suspension of non-urgent/

non-COVID-19 care services, with a consequent reduction of visits/treatments for non-urgent

complaints different from the pandemic infection [44, 93]. Also, mortality for non-COVID ill-

nesses increased, and hospitalizations decreased [94]. During the first 12 months of the pan-

demic, in Italy overall 23% of population reported having given up on cure (EU average 21%)

[41], with psychological fear of contagion playing a key role [93].
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This general context is reflected also in our findings regarding two Italian cities, where the

pandemic strongly reduced the possibility of accessing health services (GPs, MSs, and other

services). In this regard, the follow-up study revealed a more problematic context in Ancona,

especially regarding MSs and other health services, whereas a similar worsened access to GP in

both cities was mainly attributed to the suspension of home visits, following the precautions

adopted during the first phase of the infection, when in any case, protective devices were lack-

ing also for health professionals [95]. Cittadinanzattiva [96] underlined that this suspension

impacted more on older people and patients with chronic conditions, with an increase feeling

of being neglected and abandoned by GPs. Kuper and Shakespeare [97] highlighted that in

general people with disabilities seem excluded from an appropriate pandemic response, thus

amplifying a neglect that was already existing. It is anyway to put in evidence that, in both cit-

ies, the pandemic emergency heavily involved GPs and MSs in the management of the infec-

tion [98], and this generated an overload of COVID-19 and non-COVID-19 patients to be

cured, with reduced possibility of assisting the latter adequately, with regard to both health

and social needs [88]. Also, workload and distress of healthcare professionals in the period

affected the relationship with patients [99]. In some cases, the use of consultations by phone or

e-mail was adopted and accepted. In this respect, such different channels of accessing the GP’s

services was reported mainly in Ancona than Brescia, probably following a custom already

existing in the latter. Overall, in most EU health systems, primary care services replaced face-

to-face consultations, in some cases also with the use of telehealth services, during the pan-

demic, in order to protect both patients and health care workers from the infection [44].

When no changes in accessing health services emerged in both cities, probably there was no

need for them during the lockdown, whereas it seems less probable that such services were

used as before the pandemic without particular problems.

The overall better situation in Brescia than Ancona, also reflects the pre-pandemic differ-

ence between the respective Regional Health Systems (RHSs). The Italian National Health Ser-

vice (NHS) presents indeed historical ‘distortions’, which have compromised its effectiveness

in emergency management, mainly due to a ‘differentiated regionalism’ generating welfare ter-

ritorial inequalities, especially regarding access to health services [100]. As Spandonaro and

D’Angela [101] underlined, in Italy three clusters of RHSs can be identified, based on levels of

performance: excellent for five regions, including Lombardy; intermediate for 11 regions,

including Marche; and critical for other regions. Furthermore, according to data from the 32nd

EURISPES report [102], public health expenditure in Italy is higher in the North, with greater

values e.g., in Lombardy, where health system is described as one of the best in the country,

thus allowing to offer high-level health services. However, the health system in Lombardy

faced a stress test during the lockdown. Over the last years, this region has indeed imple-

mented a health policy increasingly centred on both large hospitals and the private market

[103]. The excellence of the hospital system and specialist medicine have in turn weakened the

asset of territorial assistance, in reason of strong long-lasting disinvestments in this respect,

with difficulties in dealing with the pandemic health emergency, and heavy consequences on

the support to be provided to COVID-19 patients, especially older people [104]. Thus, in Italy

the pandemic led overall to saturation of hospitals and acceleration in deaths, mainly of older

people, despite a well-developed healthcare system in several affected regions, especially in the

North of the country [44].

Limitations

The follow-up study has some limitations to be considered. First of all, the paper is based on a

small sample size (total N = 41) that cannot be considered representative of the target
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population, this limiting the generalizability of the findings. Further aspects impacting the

degree to which the findings can be generalized regard the limited areas of investigations (only

two cities), the answers based on self-reports by older participants, and the exclusion of seniors

with cognitive impairment (not able to appropriately complete the survey). All this thus allow-

ing only simple/general conclusions and purposes from the study, rather than politically signif-

icant insights. Also, absolute values in tables should be interpreted with carefulness, since they

are very low. The interviews were short and carried out by telephone, since face-to-face admin-

istration was prevented during the lockdown due to the social distancing imposed by the pan-

demic and related government restrictions, without the possibility to collect detailed audio-

recorded narratives as for T1 (replaced at T2 by written responses/notes that interviewers

filled-in during the short call phone). As a consequence of this, only short responses and few

verbatim quotations were available/relevant and reported in the text to support the findings.

Also, self-reported changes at T2 due to the pandemic (worsening/improving) with regard to

T1, rather than direct measurement as it was at T1, represents a limitation that in turn did not

allow specific statistical analysis, e.g., regarding very small samples of repeated measurements

or longitudinal data [105]. Moreover, when interpreting the follow-up results, it should be

considered that for some dimensions (e.g., ability to carry out the activities of daily living),

functional declines might be a consequence of ageing or previous precarious health conditions,

and thus not clearly linked to the COVID-19 pandemic and related lockdown, due also to the

difficulty, for older respondents, in differentiating such circumstances. Furthermore, the over-

all inclusion/comparison of data at different territorial levels (e.g., municipal with regard to

results of follow-up, provincial with regard to infections and deaths for COVID-19, and also

regional/national/international for their discussion), is sometimes depending on the paucity of

information provided by available sources, which were however mainly in Italian, especially

when regarding local data. For this reason, the manuscript contains several references in this

language. A further limitation is linked to the sample composition in 2019/T1, that is mainly

composed by women than men (90 vs 30), and that is in turn reflected in the sample for

Ancona and Brescia in the same year (19 vs 15 in both cities). This did not allow the explora-

tion of the gender dimension, even though this could overall provide further inputs. Addi-

tional limitations concern the survey carried out in 2019/T1, as follows: subjects were selected

for their typological and not statistical representativeness, since the study was more qualitative

[106]; it involved only three Italian regions, which cannot represent the whole Italian context,

even though they may be considered representative of different degree of socio-economic

development in Italy; the definition of frailty is limited to old age (65 years and over), ageing

alone in place, and presence of functional limitations needing support in the activities of daily

living; the cognitive assessment of interviewees was based on the information from the recruit-

ment channels, then confirmed by the respective families. It is finally to highlight the necessity

to repeat such follow-up studies annually, to truly be useful to the Italian community, in order

to know how the situation of participants changed or not after the first follow-up (July-Sep-

tember 2020), e.g., seniors who died or faced several increasing difficulties in meeting their

needs. Unfortunately, no further follow-up was carried out, and thus the resilience or ability of

these seniors to survive in such situations, especially those living alone without support, was

not further explored. This should be considered an additional limitation of our study.

Suggestions for possible interventions

Despite the limitations mentioned above, our findings overall might suggest some possible

interventions for frail older people. Our results have in particular provided a picture of risks

and needs in supporting an ageing population during a pandemic, and might offer insights
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also for preventing and managing emergencies, even in the future. To this end, a preliminary

and necessary step is the development of system actions, i.e. regulatory, legislative and financ-

ing interventions, for the redefinition of the governance of the complex of services involved in

taking care of frail older people. In this respect, it is important to overcome the lacking integra-

tion between health and social service systems in Italy [98], with healthcare currently centred

on the provision of health services, without including and integrating social ones, especially

for older people with Long-term care (LTC) needs. It seems moreover crucial to enhance the

overall system of social protection, especially the territorial public welfare, and to recognize

and valorize the role of family caregivers, to be supported and fully integrated in the welfare

and LTC system. For this purpose, an effective collaboration between formal and informal

care should be pursued, in order to sustain also informal networks (including neighbours,

friends, volunteering), especially in emergency times, thus making the whole care system more

resilient [43]. All this to be realised with interventions close to the places where the most vul-

nerable older people live, ideally by means of a “zero km welfare”, in which public/formal

home care and social workers can be strengthened, reducing the burden of families, and creat-

ing an integrated mix of public-private proximity services, to ensure that frail seniors receive

continuous support, especially those ageing alone in place [84]. In addition, a reform of the IA

is needed, through a redefinition and graduation of the amounts (currently the same for all

beneficiaries, even though some steps are moving in this direction with the approval of the

“enabling law”—i.e. Law n. 33/2023—for the reform of care of older people) based on the con-

crete level of support needs and economic situations of beneficiaries [16]. The new health-

social priorities emerged during the COVID-19 outbreak also require to normalize innovative

approaches like distance support services and working activities (e.g. telehealth, telemedicine)

in public health and social sectors, in order to facilitate older people accessing to services, espe-

cially for those with multimorbidity and living in remote/rural areas. In this respect, the fur-

ther aspect of low digital skill of seniors needs appropriate solutions, e.g., computer literacy

programs. The measures suggested above, even though to be supported by further surveys,

might contribute to build an overall framework for supporting frail older people, but also a

“pandemic-resistant strategy”, thus preventing a “further overburdening of informal care net-

works” [43] (p. 10) in the near future. What is proposed represents a challenging task for deci-

sion makers and service providers, and requires specific public policies and implementation of

good practices, which also emerged during the pandemic.

Conclusions

Over the past decade, ageing in place has been of growing interest among people, local com-

munities, researchers and politicians. The place of living and ageing should be a human right,

a personal decision, but maintaining autonomy at home when living alone depends on many

social, economic, and environmental aspects, especially in the light of health-social priorities

emerged during the COVID-19 infection. Even though our study was exploratory only, with a

small sample that cannot be considered representative of the target population, findings pro-

vide insights regarding the negative impact of the lockdown on frail older people living alone

at home, also in comparison with the survey at T1, thus confirming the first hypothesis regard-

ing overall hard consequences for seniors in the period. This to a different extent in Ancona

and Brescia, but however with features not supporting the second hypothesis, regarding possi-

ble greater difficulties of older people in meeting basic needs in the latter city, following the

greater impact of the COVID-19. In Brescia indeed, despite the greater number of contagions

and deaths, a greater overall stability and support of municipal home services emerged,

whereas in Ancona mainly family members were of help for daily needs of seniors, and access
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to health services was more difficult too. The health emergency, due to the COVID-19 pan-

demic, has therefore highlighted, in some way, the risks deriving from the various regional

capabilities to face the health crisis and the consequent welfare inequalities [103], resulting in

different possibilities, for the seniors, to react and manage their needs. Findings overall suggest

that enhancing home care services, and supporting older people in having an adequate access

to health services [93, 107], could allow ageing in place and give relief to family caregivers,

especially in emergency times. This, also following the concept of the home as the first place of

care for ageing people, to be supported with the strengthening of home care services, as

stressed in the recent National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP) for Italy [108]. Our small

study has open space for further investigations, to obtain a complete picture of the issue under

scrutiny. Larger follow-ups could highlight further useful insights for policy makers, in partic-

ular for an overall health promotion of older people, in order to support effectively their safe

ageing in place without ageing alone.

Supporting information

S1 Checklist. STROBE statement: Checklist of items that should be included in reports of

cross-sectional studies.

(DOCX)

S1 Appendix. Alphabetical list of abbreviations.

(PDF)

S2 Appendix. Survey questionnaire used in the follow-up study.

(PDF)

Acknowledgments

The authors wish to thank the IN-AGE partners for contributing their expertise in the main

study: Department of Architecture and Urban Studies (DAStU), Polytechnic of Milan

(POLIMI), Italy; Department of Architecture and Territory (DArTe), Mediterranean Univer-

sity of Reggio Calabria, Italy; AUSER, Italian association of volunteers in the social field. The

authors wish to thank also all the Local AUSER Sections, operators of municipal/public home

services, and other local/voluntary associations (Anteas, Caritas) who contributed to the

recruitment of participants. Moreover, the authors are also grateful to the interviewers and

especially to older people who participated in the study, for their kindness, efforts and

answers.

Disclaimer: The authors have reused/adapted part of the text from their own previous pub-

lication concerning the same follow-up study IN-AGE, but regarding different topics. Authors

adopted this solution in order to include in this paper sufficient information allowing its

understanding independently of this reference. The reused/adapted text refers to ‘Socio-demo-

graphic characteristics of the sample’, ‘Materials and Methods’, ‘Limitations’, and ‘Acknowl-

edgments’. The previous publication is the following: Melchiorre, M.G., Cerea, S., Socci, M.,

Lamura, G. Social Networks, Use of Communication Technology, and Loneliness of Frail

Older People Ageing in Place in Italy: The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic. Sustainability

2023;15: 15073. https://doi.org/10.3390/su152015073.

Author Contributions

Conceptualization: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Stefania Cerea, Giovanni Lamura.

Data curation: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Stefania Cerea, Giovanni Lamura.

PLOS ONE The impact of the COVID-19 on ageing in place in two Italian cities

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0298074 March 15, 2024 19 / 25

http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0298074.s001
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0298074.s002
http://www.plosone.org/article/fetchSingleRepresentation.action?uri=info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0298074.s003
https://doi.org/10.3390/su152015073
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0298074


Formal analysis: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Stefania Cerea.

Funding acquisition: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Giovanni Lamura.

Investigation: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Stefania Cerea, Giovanni Lamura.

Methodology: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Stefania Cerea.

Project administration: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Giovanni Lamura.

Resources: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Stefania Cerea, Marco Socci, Giovanni Lamura.

Software: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Marco Socci, Giovanni Lamura.

Supervision: Marco Socci, Giovanni Lamura.

Validation: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Stefania Cerea, Marco Socci, Giovanni Lamura.

Visualization: Marco Socci, Giovanni Lamura.

Writing – original draft: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Stefania Cerea.

Writing – review & editing: Maria Gabriella Melchiorre, Stefania Cerea, Marco Socci, Gio-

vanni Lamura.

References
1. Rogers WA, Ramadhani WA, Harris MT. Defining Aging in Place: The Intersectionality of Space, Per-

son, and Time. Innov. Aging. 2020; 4(4): igaa036. https://doi.org/10.1093/geroni/igaa036 PMID:

33173834

2. Wiles JL, Leibing A, Guberman N, Reeve J, Allen RES. The Meaning of “Aging in Place” to Older Peo-

ple. Gerontologist. 2012; 52(3): 357–366. https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnr098 PMID: 21983126

3. Djundeva M, Dykstra PA, Fokkema T. Is Living Alone "Aging Alone"? Solitary Living, Network Types,

and Well-Being. J. Gerontol. B Psychol. Sci. Soc. Sci. 2019; 74: 1406–1415. https://doi.org/10.1093/

geronb/gby119 PMID: 30312447

4. Peace S, Holland C, Kellaher L. ‘Option recognition’ in later life: variations in ageing in place. Ageing

Soc. 2011; 31: 734–757. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X10001157

5. WHO. Creating age-friendly environments in Europe. A tool for local policy-makers and planners.

Copenhagen, Denmark: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2016. Available from: https://apps.who.int/

iris/bitstream/handle/10665/334252/9789289052122-eng.pdf

6. Grove H. Ageing as well as you can in place: Applying a geographical lens to the capability approach.

Soc. Sci. Med. 2020; 13: 113525. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2020.113525

7. Pivetta NRS, Marincolo JCS, Neri AL, Aprahamian I, Yassuda MS, Borim FSA. Multimorbidity, frailty

and functional disability in octogenarians: A structural equation analysis of relationship. Arch. Geron-

tol. Geriatr. 2020; 86: 103931. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.archger.2019.103931 PMID: 31541858

8. Cardoso AF, Bobrowicz-Campos E, Teixeira-Santos L, Cardoso D, Couto F, Apóstolo J. Validation
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32. Cugmas M, Ferligoj A, Kogovšek T, Batagelj Z The social support networks of elderly people in Slove-

nia during the Covid-19 pandemic. PLoS ONE. 2021, 16(3): e0247993. https://doi.org/10.1371/

journal.pone.0247993 PMID: 33657172
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