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A B S T R A C T  

Introduction : An age ing so ci ety poses un prece dented chal lenges to so ci eties. In for ma tion and Com mu ni ca tion 
Tech nolo gies (ICTs), in clud ing So cial Net work ing Sites (SNSs), may con tribute to con trast lone li ness and so cial 
iso la tion in old age. De spite of the po ten tial i ties of SNSs, there is only a hand ful of stud ies as sess ing the causal 
re la tion ship of SNS use and older peo ple's well - being. This pa per aims to pro vide fur ther ev i dence on the de - 
sign of ran domised con trolled tri als ex plor ing the causal im pact of SNS use on lone li ness and so cial iso la tion 
in old age. 
Methods and analysis : The Ag ing in a Net worked So ci ety - Social Ex per i ment Study (ANS - SE) is a ran domised 
con trolled trial con ducted on peo ple aged 75 and over re sid ing in a town lo cated in the Mi lan area (Italy) aim - 
ing to as sess the im pact of SNS use on lone li ness and so cial iso la tion (i.e. the pri mary out comes of this study). 
The study is con sti tuted of two stages, i.e. the base line and the fol low up. The ex per i ment is struc tured into 
one treat ment group and two con trol groups; the in ter ven tions are the at ten dance to a course on SNS use (T1) 
and lifestyle ed u ca tion and brain func tion ing (C1). The in ac tive con trol group (C) is con sti tuted of a wait ing 
list. We will per form bi vari ate and re gres sion analy sis. 
Ethics and dissemination : The study has been ap proved by the Ethic Com mit tee of the Uni ver sity of Mi lano Bic - 
occa (prot. 431/ 2019) and was reg is tered at Clin i cal Trials. gov (NC T04242628). Writ ten con sent was ob tained 
from all re spon dents. Re sults from the study will be dis cussed with the lo cal com mu nity and stake hold ers, pre - 
sented in na tional and in ter na tional con fer ences and pub lished in lead ing peer - review jour nals. The con sent 
forms, the anonymised dataset, and the rel e vant sta tis ti cal codes will be de posited with the Ital ian Unidata 
archive, also in charge of re leas ing the data to the pub lic, upon a short em bargo pe riod. 

1 . Introduction 

Pop u la tion age ing is a fea ture of many West ern coun tries, in clud - 
ing Eu ro pean coun tries. In deed, in 2017 peo ple aged 65+ and 80+ 
con sti tute 19.4% and 5.5% of the Eu ro pean Union (EU) pop u la tion 

[ 1 ]. Pop u la tion age ing has im por tant im pli ca tions both on the health 
care and the so cio - economic sys tems. Within this con text, the In for - 
ma tion and Com mu ni ca tion Tech nolo gies (ICTs) as a whole may play 
an im por tant role to face the chal lenges posed by an age ing pop u la - 
tion. Specif i cally, So cial Net work ing Sites (SNSs), such as Face book, 
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Twit ter, and In sta gram, may con trast older peo ple's so cial ex clu sion, 
con tribut ing to keep older peo ple in formed with lo cally or gan ised so - 
cial events, fa cil i tate so cial par tic i pa tion, main tain (es pe cially long - 
distance) so cial con nec tions, es tab lish new so cial net works, and re in - 
force in ter gen er a tional con nect ed ness. In short, SNSs may of fer ad di - 
tional re sources to con trast lone li ness and so cial iso la tion in old age 
(see, amongst oth ers: [ 2 – 4 ]). 

De spite of the still lim ited but in creas ing use of SNSs in old age 
[ 5 , 6 ] and the claims that some au thors made con cern ing the pos i tive 
im pli ca tions of SNS use for older peo ple [ 7 – 9 ], there are not many 
stud ies that em pir i cally in ves ti gated the re la tion ship be tween older 
peo ple's SNS use and lone li ness and so cial iso la tion. When fo cus ing on 
the broader con cept of well - being, i.e. the cog ni tive and af fec tive 
eval u a tion of one's own life [ 10 , 11 ], the few stud ies in this field have 
doc u mented that SNS use has ei ther no ef fect or a pos i tive ef fect on 
dif fer ent in di ca tors of well - being, such as qual ity of life, so cial cap i tal, 
lone li ness and so cial iso la tion, and men tal health [ 12 – 22 ]. 

How ever, re search in this field has im por tant lim i ta tions, mainly 
due to the very small and/ or non - probability sam ples adopted and to 
the ob ser va tional na ture of most of these stud ies, that ham per the 
gen er al is abil ity of the re search find ings and a full - understanding of 
the causal re la tion ship be tween SNS use and well - being (of the above 
men tioned stud ies, only [ 13 , 17 , 18 ] are car ried out us ing a ran - 
domised con trolled trial de sign). The aim of this pa per is to doc u ment 
the pro to col adopted to con duct the first ran domised con trolled trial 
in Mediter ranean Eu rope aimed at as sess ing the short and long term 
im pact of SNS use on older peo ple's lone li ness and so cial iso la tion. 

2 . Methods and analysis 

2. 1 . Overview of the study design 

The Ag ing in a Net worked So ci ety - Social Ex per i ment Study (ANS - 
SE) is part of the pro ject Ag ing in a Net worked So ci ety: Older peo ple, 
So cial Net works and well - being ( https:// aginginanetworkedsociety. 
wordpress. com/ ). The ANS - SE study is a ran domised con trolled trial 
con ducted on older peo ple re sid ing in Ab bi ate grasso, a town lo cated 
in the Mi lan area (Italy) and aims to as sess the short and long term 
im pact of SNS use on lone li ness and so cial iso la tion, that are the pri - 
mary out comes of this study. The study is con sti tuted of two stages, 
i.e. the base line and the fol low up. The ex per i ment is struc tured into 
one treat ment group and two con trol groups; the in ter ven tion is con - 
sti tuted of the par tic i pa tion in a course on SNS use (T1) or on a course 
on lifestyle and brain func tion ing ed u ca tion (C1). The in ac tive con trol 
group (C) is con sti tuted of a wait ing list. 

2. 2 . Study participants 

Table 1 lists the el i gi bil ity cri te ria for par tic i pat ing in the ANS - SE 
study. Par tic i pants to the study are a ran dom sub sam ple of cog ni tively 
and phys i cally healthy older peo ple aged 75 and over par tic i pat ing to 
the third fol low - up of the Brain Age ing in Ab bi ate grasso Study (In - 
veCe.Ab study), a pop u la tion - based prospec tive co hort study that 
aims to in ves ti gate the fac tors as so ci ated to cog ni tive de cline in old 
age [ 23 ]. El i gi bil ity for cri te ria 2 – 5 was es tab lished in two dif fer ent 
stages of the third fol low - up of the In veCe.Ab study, i.e. a visit with 
the med ical doc tors and neu ropsy chol o gists and par tic i pa tion in a 
qual i ta tive in ter view on every day life. Of the 762 par tic i pants to the 
third fol low - up of the In veCe.Ab study, 208 were el i gi ble for the ANS - 
SC study (see Table 2 ). The list of el i gi ble par tic i pants was stored in a 
pass word pro tected com puter of the mem ber of the team in charge of 
the day by day man age ment of the study (DZ). 

Table 1 
El i gi bil ity cri te ria for the ANS - SE study. 

Criteria Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

1 Participation 
to the 
InveCe.Ab 
study 

- Having participated to the 
third follow - up of the 
InveCe.Ab study 
- Having consented to be 
contacted to take part in 
further studies 

- Not having participated to 
the third follow - up of the 
InveCe.Ab study 
- Having declined consent to 
be contacted to take part in 
further studies 

2 Mental 
health 

Geriatric Depression Scale 
(GDS) score less than or 
equal to 9 

GDS score equal to or greater 
than 10 (no major depression) 

3 Physical 
limitations 

No physical limitations Hands functional limitations 
Visual or hearing impairment 

4 Cognitive 
health 

Good cognitive functioning Dementia or Mild Cognitive 
Impairment (MCI); 
Mini - Mental State Examination 
(MMSE) lower than 24 

5 Experience 
using SNSs 

No experience in using SNSs Used SNSs at least once in life 

Table 2 
Overview of the re search stages and num ber of par tic i pants at each stage. 

1. Eligibility (January 2019) 
InveCe.Ab (third follow - up) study participants 762 
- of which eligible to participate in the ANS - SC study 208 
2. Recruitment (January 2019) 180 
Contacted ANS - SC study participants 180 
- of which attended the preliminary meetings (14 – 16/01/2019) 180 
- of which were recruited (signed the consent form) 180 
3. Participation at baseline and during the intervention (February - May 

2019) 
144 

ANS - SC study participants who took part in the first assessment 144 
- ANS - SC study participants who completed the intervention 137 
- ANS - SC study participants who took part in the second assessment 115 

2. 3 . Sample size calculation 

There are no pre vi ous stud ies eval u at ing the causal im pact of SNS 
use on lone li ness and so cial iso la tion among our study pop u la tion (i.e. 
older Ital ian adults) nor datasets avail able to per form the power 
analy sis. Thus, to es ti mate the sam ple size of the ANS - SE study, we 
per formed a power analy sis on a sub sam ple of the Sur vey of Health, 
Age ing and Re tire ment in Eu rope (SHARE), that col lects in for ma tion 
on lone li ness and so cial iso la tion in old age. The sub sam ple was se - 
lected to mir ror the so cio - demographic char ac ter is tics of our study 
pop u la tion, i.e. peo ple aged 75 and over, liv ing in mid dle - size city in 
the North - West area of Italy. The vari ance be tween group means of 
the 3 - items UCLA Lone li ness Scale [ 24 ] and the er ror vari ance were 
es ti mated to be 31.8 and 499,5, re spec tively (the three groups we 
con sid ered in the analy sis were: older peo ple who have not used in - 
ter net or par tic i pated in any so cial ac tiv i ties in the pre vi ous week; 
older peo ple who have not used in ter net but par tic i pated at least in 
one so cial ac tiv ity in the pre vi ous week; older peo ple who used in ter - 
net in the pre vi ous week). Thus, a sam ple size of no less than 52 sub - 
jects per group was com puted to de tect the ef fect size of 0,25 with 
80% power us ing a 5% - level F test of the equal ity of means, as sum ing 
a bal anced de sign. How ever, when com put ing the sam ple size cal cu la - 
tion, we also con sid ered the pos si bil ity that some par tic i pants may de - 
cide to drop out of the study, once it has al ready started. As sum ing a 
10% at tri tion rate, the ex pected sam ple size re sulted in no less than 
57 sub jects per group. We there fore se lect 60 par tic i pants per group, 
over all 180 in di vid u als. 

2. 4 . Sample selection 

To per form the ran dom se lec tion of the 180 study par tic i pants (out 
of the 208 el i gi ble in di vid u als), one of the mem bers of the re search 
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team (DZ) cre ated a com puter - generated ran dom se quence, us ing the 
web site www. randomization. com . He also ran domly al lo cated study 
par tic i pants to the treat ment group (T1) and the ac tive and in ac tive 
con trol groups (C1 and C). Ran dom al lo ca tion was made in blocks in 
or der to keep the size of treat ment groups sim i lar. Al lo ca tion con ceal - 
ment was en sured as the ran domi sa tion code was not re leased un til 
study par tic i pants have been re cruited into the trial. 

2. 5 . Recruitment and participation 

GCa con tacted and en rolled study par tic i pants.We did not find any 
ev i dence of com po si tion bias when con trol ling for dif fer ences in the 
de mo graph ics (i.e. gen der, age and ed u ca tion) and cog ni tive (MMSE) 
and men tal health (GDS) con di tions of the three dif fer ent groups. 
Table 2 pro vides an overview of the re search stages and num ber of 
par tic i pants at each stage. In Jan u ary 2019, we con tacted by tele - 
phone the 180 study par tic i pants pre sent ing the ANS - SE study main 
char ac ter is tics. Af ter hav ing al lo cated par tic i pants to the three dif fer - 
ent study groups, we in vited them to take part in three pre lim i nary 
meet ings (one for each ex per i men tal group), that were held on Jan u - 
ary, 14th (T1), 15th (C1) and 16th (C). Dur ing the course of these 
meet ings, we com mu ni cated the par tic i pants the type of ac tiv i ties 
they were in volved in, i.e. the train ing course on SNS use (T1) or 
lifestyle ed u ca tion and brain func tion ing in old age (C1). We in formed 
group C par tic i pants that they were put on a wait ing list and that the 
date of the SNS course would have been com mu ni cated later in the 
course of the year. We also dis cussed in de tail the con tents of the con - 
sent forms, ad dress ing par tic i pants' con cerns and col lected par tic i - 
pants’ signed con sent forms. At the end of the meet ings, we set the 
dates for the base line as sess ments, that were held from Jan u ary 21st 
to Feb ru ary 15th , 2019. We also in formed par tic i pants of the dates of 
the fol low - up study (May 2020) and en cour aged them to par tic i pate. 
Con trary to our ex pec ta tions, at tri tion was higher than ex pected. This 
may im pact the sta tis ti cal power of the study. 

2. 6 . Intervention 

The in ter ven tion group (T1) at tended a three week course (two 
classes per week) on smart phones and SNS use. Specif i cally, the 
course cov ered the fol low ing top ics: smart phone use, Face book and 
What sApp use, pri vacy rules and fraud risk pre ven tion us ing Face - 
book. Through out the du ra tion of the in ter ven tion, a tu tor was avail - 
able every Tues day and Thurs day to as sist T1 par tic i pants in us ing 
SNSs and to col lect and dis cuss with them pos si ble ad verse events. To 
im ple ment the in ter ven tion, we pro vided study par tic i pants with user 
friendly smart phones. The in ter ven tion started on Feb ru ary 18th and 
lasted till March 7th. At the same time, the ac tive con trol group (C1) 
at tended 5 in ter ac tive 90 - min meet ings on lifestyle ed u ca tion and 
brain func tion ing in older peo ple. These meet ings cov ered the fol low - 
ing top ics: nu tri tion, brain age ing, phys i cal ac tiv ity, leisure ac tiv i ties, 
re sources of the city avail able for older peo ple. To en hance so cial iza - 
tion, a good bye tea was of fered af ter each meet ing. Through out the 
du ra tion of the in ter ven tion, we put group C study mem bers on a 
wait ing list (for eth i cal rea sons, they were of fered the op por tu nity to 
at tend a course on SNS use at the end of the in ter ven tion, i.e. in June 
2019). Orig i nally, we planned to carry out a fol low - up as sess ment 
about one year af ter the first in ter ven tion, i.e. in May 2020 (see reg is - 
tered pro to col). How ever, due to the out break of Covid - 19 in the 
North ern part of Italy and the strict lock down in tro duced in the Lom - 
bardy re gion, we had to post poned it and resched uled it in Au tumn 
2020. Study par tic i pants can leave the study at any time (for ex am ple 
due to health rea sons or fam ily com mit ments), con tact ing the Golgi 
Cenci Foun da tion by tele phone and com mu ni cat ing their in ten tions to 
do so. 

2. 7 . Assessments 

Par tic i pants re ceived a mul ti di men sional as sess ment on cog ni tive 
func tions (i.e. ex ec u tive func tions), gen eral health, lone li ness and so - 
cial iso la tion. Trained neu ropsy chol o gists per formed the neu ropsy cho - 
log i cal as sess ments and con ducted the qual i ta tive in ter views whereas 
geri a tri cians con ducted the med ical vis its. The first and the sec ond as - 
sess ments were per formed be fore and af ter the in ter ven tion, in Jan u - 
ary – February 2019 and May 2019, re spec tively. The sec ond as sess - 
ment en tailed also the col lec tion of study mem bers' views and per cep - 
tions on the role of ICTs and SNSs in pro mot ing so cial re la tion ships. 
The neu ropsy cho log i cal and med ical as sess ments were blind whereas 
the col lec tion of the qual i ta tive data were un blind, be cause the in ter - 
view guide was de pen dent on the study mem bers' group al lo ca tion. 
Due to fi nan cial con straints, the third as sess ment (post poned to Au - 
tumn 2020) will en tail only an as sess ment of older peo ple's lone li ness 
and so cial iso la tion as well as the col lec tion of their at ti tudes to wards 
ICT and SNS use by means of qual i ta tive in ter views. 

2. 8 . Measures 

To mea sure older peo ple's lone li ness and so cial iso la tion, the pri - 
mary out comes of this study, we used the Re vised UCLA Lone li ness 
Scale [ 25 ] and the 6 item ver sion Lubben So cial Net work Scale, i.e. 
LSNS - 6 [ 26 ]. The Re vised UCLA Lone li ness Scale is a 20 item sim pli - 
fied ver sion of the orig i nal UCLA scale de signed to mea sure one's sub - 
jec tive feel ings of lone li ness. Study par tic i pants eval u ate each item 
based on their per cep tion by as sign ing a score vary ing from 1 (Never) 
to 4 (Of ten). The Re vised UCLA Lone li ness Scale is par tic u larly suit - 
able for col lect ing in for ma tion on older study par tic i pants [ 27 ]. The 
Lubben So cial Net work Scale as sesses the size and the char ac ter is tics 
of peo ple's so cial net works. It is con sti tuted of a 12 item scale that 
mea sures the num ber, the fre quency and the close ness of con tacts 
with fam ily and friends as well as the per ceived help re ceived. We use 
the 6 item ver sion (LSNS - 6) which is a shorter ver sion of the orig i nal 
Lubben So cial Net work Scale and is par tic u larly suit able when study - 
ing older peo ple. Both the Re vised UCLA Lone li ness Scale and the 
Lubben 6 item scale were trans lated us ing the “trans la tion back trans - 
la tion” method [ 28 ]. 

To mea sure older peo ple's cog ni tive func tions, we used the Stroop 
Test [ 29 ] and three tests of the Wech sler Adult In tel li gence Scale, 
Fourth Edi tion [ 30 ], i.e. the Wech sler Sym bol Search, the Wech sler 
Cod ing test, and the Wech sler Digit Span, Sub test For ward, Back ward 
and Se quenc ing. The Stroop Test, eval u at ing in hibitory con trol, is 
con sti tuted of three tri als. In the first one, the sub jects read a num ber 
of writ ten words, in the sec ond one they name the color of the cir cles, 
in the third they name the color of the ink with which the words are 
writ ten. Two scores are ob tained which re flect two in ter fer ence ef fects 
(time and er rors). In the Wech sler Sym bol Search, in ves ti gat ing work - 
ing mem ory and pro cess ing speed, the sub jects are re quired to check 
whether tar get sym bols ap pear in line of var i ous sim ple sym bols as 
fast as pos si ble within the al lowed time. The Wech sler Cod ing test, in - 
ves ti gat ing pro cess ing speed, con sists of digit - symbol pairs fol lowed 
by a list of dig its: sub jects are re quired to write down the cor re spond - 
ing sym bol un der each digit as fast as pos si ble within the al lowed 
time. The three sub - test of the Wech sler Digit Span, (i.e. Sub test For - 
ward, Back ward and Se quenc ing) in ves ti gate the short - term mem ory: 
sub jects are re quired to re peat num bers in or der (For ward), in re verse 
or der (Back ward), and from low est to high est (Se quenc ing). The over - 
all score is given by the sum of the cor rect an swers re ported in the 
three sub tests. We used val i dated tests, with Ital ian nor ma tive val ues. 

To as sess older peo ple's phys i cal health we use the Cu mu la tive Ill - 
ness Rat ing Scale (CIRS) [ 31 ]. The CIRS is a stan dard ized tool for de - 
tect ing mul ti mor bid ity in a geri atric pop u la tion. Each item is eval u - 
ated on a five - level Lik ert scale (from 1, no im pair ment to the or gan/ 
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sys tem, to 5, ex tremely se vere im pair ment) used to rate the sever ity 
of med ical ill ness for each of 14 items re fer ring to dif fer ent do mains: 
Car diac; Hy per ten sion; Vas cu lar; Res pi ra tory; Eye/ Ear/ Nose/ Throat/ 
Lar ynx; Up per Gas troin testi nal; Lower Gas troin testi nal; He patic; Re - 
nal; Other Gen i touri nary; Mus colo - skeletal - integumentary; Neu ro log i - 
cal; En docrine - metabolic; Psy chi atric/ Be hav ioral. Each item is eval u - 
ated on an or di nal scale with in creas ing sever ity lev els from 1 (ab sent 
pathol ogy) to 5 (very se ri ous pathol ogy). The CIRS re sult rep re sents 
an ad e quate cu mu la tive co mor bid ity in dex in a geri atric pop u la tion. 
Table 3 re ports the sched ule of ANS - SE eval u a tions. In writ ing the ar - 
ti cle, we drew on the SPIRIT re port ing guide lines [ 32 ]. 

2. 9 . Data analysis plan 

Data were en tered in a pass word pro tected Ex cel sheet and stored 
in a pass word pro tected com puter lo cated in a locked room. To pro - 
mote data qual ity, we im ple mented a num ber of checks (e.g., range 
checks for data val ues of val i dated scales and con sis tency checks to 
de tect dis crep an cies be tween the data en tered in the Ex cel sheet and 
those re ported in the pa per ques tion naires dur ing the as sess ments). 
The data analy sis plan is struc tured into three main stages. First, for 
each of the three treat ment groups, we will pro vide ap pro pri ate de - 
scrip tive mea sures of the so cio - demographic vari ables and out come 
mea sures at base line and at each time point. Sec ond, af ter this ex - 
ploratory analy sis, we will per form bi vari ate sta tis ti cal analy sis, us ing 
means and per cent ages for quan ti ta tive and qual i ta tive vari ables, re - 
spec tively. We will use a num ber of sta tis ti cal tests, to as sess dif fer - 
ences in out come mea sures be tween the three groups. Specif i cally, we 
will use Stu den t's t - test or Fish er's test (i.e. analy sis of vari ance) for 
quan ti ta tive vari ables and χ2 for qual i ta tive vari ables. Nor mal ity of 
the data dis tri b u tions will be tested for para met ric tests. All ex - 
ploratory tests will be two - tailed with al pha  =  0.05. Short - term ef fect 
of treat ments will be mea sured as net change from base line in the out - 
come score (e.g UCLA Lone li ness Scale). Ef fect sizes of be tween - group 
changes ac cord ing to Co hen [ 33 ] will be also re ported. A paired t - test 
will also be ap plied to com pare within - group changes over time in 
out come scores. Third, we will also em ploy mul ti vari ate analy sis to 
in ves ti gate the as so ci a tions be tween out comes and treat ments, con - 
trol ling for pos si ble con found ing fac tors. Specif i cally, in or der to eval - 

Table 3 
Sched ule of study eval u a tions. 

Collected measures InveCe.Ab Baseline 2 
months 

12 
months 

Primary outcomes 
20 item UCLA Loneliness Scale X X X 
6 item Lubben Social Network Scale 

(LSNS - 6) 
X X X 

Cognitive and mental health 
Stroop Test X X 
Wechsler Symbol Search X X 
Wechsler Coding test X X 
Wechsler Digit Span X X 
Mini Mental State Examination (MMSE) X 
Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS) X 

Physical health 
Cumulative Illness Rating Scale (CIRS) X X 

Socio - demographic characteristics 
Gender X 
Age X 
Education X 

u ate the com bined ef fect of treat ment and time at the end of treat - 
ment pe riod and af ter one year, we will per form mixed ef fect mod els 
which in clude both fixed and ran dom ef fects, i.e. both be tween - 
subject and within - subject ef fects. We as sume miss ing data to be miss - 
ing com pletely at ran dom, un less ac count ing for more than 10% of 
the sam ple; if item miss ing data is lower than 10%, list wise dele tion 
will be used; oth er wise, other ap proaches (e.g. Mul ti ple Im pu ta tion) 
will be dis cussed within the re search team. All analy sis will be con - 
ducted us ing Stata re lease 16 [ 34 ]. 

3 . Patient and public involvement 

The draft of the pro to col was first dis cussed in the kick - off meet ing 
of the Ag ing in a Net worked So ci ety: Older peo ple, So cial Net works 
and well - being pro ject. The re search group and the stake hold ers of 
the pro ject pro vided feed back and com ments on this first draft. Dur - 
ing the pre lim i nary meet ings with the el i gi ble study par tic i pants (held 
in Jan u ary 2019), the re search staff dis cussed the re vised ver sion of 
the pro to col, col lect ing sug ges tions on the sched ul ing and con tent of 
the in ter ven tions. When draft ing the jour nal pa pers, we plan to or gan - 
ise a num ber of meet ings to dis cuss the pre lim i nary re search find ings 
with the study par tic i pants and the stake hold ers and col lect in sights 
that may en hance the in ter pre ta tion of the re search re sults. In Sep - 
tem ber 2020, we will or gan ise the fi nal pro ject con fer ence and share 
our re search find ings with the sci en tific com mu nity, in or der to re - 
ceive use ful com ments that may im prove the qual ity of the jour nal pa - 
pers. 

4 . Conclusions 

There is very lit tle knowl edge on how to de sign and con duct ran - 
domised con trolled tri als aim ing at as sess ing the causal im pact of SNS 
use on older peo ple's lone li ness and so cial iso la tion. We de signed an 
in no v a tive pro to col, that has the fol low ing strengths: the re cruit ment 
is based on an ex ist ing lon gi tu di nal study of older peo ple, it is struc - 
tured in two con trol groups (one ac tive and one in ac tive), it en tails in - 
depth as sess ments of older peo ple’ so cial con di tions as well as cog ni - 
tive and phys i cal health. The main lim i ta tion of our study is the at tri - 
tion rate, that was higher than ex pected. Fu ture study may eval u ate 
the im ple men ta tion of more tai lored con tact strate gies, to re duce at - 
tri tion. 
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