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Introduction: Social isolation can harm the cognitive
abilities of middle-aged and elderly individuals.
Maintaining an active social network in retirement is a



helpful way to prevent cognitive decline. However, during
the COVID-19 pandemic from 2020 to 2022, the isolation
policies may reduce retirees’ social networks and increase
their feelings of loneliness. In addition, gender
differences may play a role in moderating how loneliness
and social isolation affect their cognitive function.
Therefore, this study aims to investigate how men and women
experienced changes in loneliness and social isolation
before and after the COVID-19 pandemic and how these
changes affected their cognitive function.

Methods: We used a mixed-methods approach. In the
qualitative part, the focus group was used to help
understand how COVID-19 regulation policies affected
retirees’ subjective loneliness and objective social
1solation changes. Regarding the quantitative method, a
stratified sampling survey was conducted among retirees in
Taiwan. A total of 49 towns and districts across the
country were selected to conduct face-to-face interviews
with retirees aged 50-74 who had applied for public or
labor pensions. We used statistical methods like network
analysis and multinomial logistic regression to explore
gender-specific loneliness and social isolation changes and
their effect on cognitive function.

Results: This study completed two focus groups and
collected valid questionnaires from 1,115 retirees. About
30% of middle-aged and elderly retirees experienced
loneliness during the pandemic, with no significant gender
differences. Regarding social isolation, both men and women
decreased social participation rates during the pandemic,
with women bouncing back to pre-pandemic levels of
participation after restrictions were lifted. However,
about 20% of men and women still reported reduced time
spent on volunteering and group activities. Our analysis
found no significant correlation between loneliness scores
and cognitive function for both genders. However, network
analysis revealed that women showed a stronger partial
correlation between the desire for company from family and
friends and the experiences of loneliness compared with
men. Furthermore, women showed a negative relationship
between geometric judgment tests and feelings of being
isolated. Men displayed a positive association between
orientation tests and changes in their engagement in
volunteer activities. In addition, qualitative research
showed that community support, like assistance from village
leaders and neighbors, would play a significant role in
helping retirees recover from the pandemic, especially for
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those living alone or participating less in community
activities.

Discussion and Recommendations: Despite the limitations of
this study due to pandemic-related restrictions and recall
bias in questionnaires, our research revealed potential
gender differences in the relationship between loneliness,
isolation, and cognitive function. Therefore, further
studies are needed to continue investigating the impact of
loneliness and isolation on cognitive function after the
pandemic, with a specific focus on gender differences.
Additionally, governments should strengthen community
resilience to mitigate the risk of mental health issues
arising from loneliness or isolation.

social isolation, loneliness, COVID-19 pandemic, cognitive
function, retirees
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