
Background
For over three years MercyOne has been involved in a significant initiative to assess patients’ social
needs and provide assistance in meeting those needs. MercyOne started asking patients about
loneliness in 2018. It rapidly became the most reported need with almost one in every ten patients
reporting they often feel alone. Community health workers, clinical team members, and the greater
community often struggle with how to best support this need. Challenges in addressing this critical
need were further heightened by the COVID-19 pandemic.

MercyOne applied for a grant through the National Center for Complex Health and Social Needs, an
initiative of the Camden Coalition of Healthcare Providers, to host a regional convening to address
social isolation and loneliness among adults in central Iowa. MercyOne is grateful for the opportunity
to further transform the health of the communities it serves by being chosen as a host organization.

A cross sector team joined together to plan the regional convening. The primary goals of the
convening included gaining a better understanding of the impact of social isolation and loneliness on
the health of our community and to develop a roadmap to collaboratively address this need. The
planning committee worked together to identify key stakeholders across central Iowa.
Representatives from community based organizations, education, health care, interest groups, and
public health were invited to the convening to share unique perspectives and experiences.

The convening was held March 10, 2021 with more than 30 organizations represented. During the
convening, our community developed shared language, reviewed local and national data, heard
stories from colleagues in the field, and shared knowledge, experiences, and ideas in breakout
discussions.

https://www.mercyone.org/
https://www.nationalcomplex.care/
https://camdenhealth.org/


A graphic recording of the convening can be found here.

Thank you to our planning committee who thoughtfully developed the agenda for the regional
convening:

● Darby Taylor, EveryStep
● Derek Novak, MercyOne Population Health Services Organization
● Dr. Bery Engebretsen, Primary Health Care
● Dr. Tim McCoy, MercyOne South Des Moines Family Medicine
● Jacquie Easley McGhee, MercyOne Des Moines Medical Center
● Jessica Nelsen, United Way of Central Iowa
● Jodie Sevier, MercyOne South Des Moines Family Medicine
● Kay Vanags, Area Agency on Aging
● Linda Gobberdiel, RD LD, Food and You, LLC
● Mike Hoenig, Iowa’s University Center for Excellence in Disabilities

Purpose

This toolkit chronicles the discussions, research, knowledge, and experiences shared before and
during the regional convening. The toolkit includes definitions, screening questions, lessons learned,
and available resources.

Screening

Multiple options are available for assessing social isolation and loneliness. The below questions are
being asked by convening speakers and participants. Both questions are incorporated within
comprehensive screening tools.

• Do you often feel alone?
• How often do you see or talk to people you care about and feel close to?

The Health Leads Social Needs Screening Toolkit is an excellent tool to compare validated social
needs screening questions, including questions for social isolation and support.

https://healthleadsusa.org/resources/the-health-leads-screening-toolkit/

Definitions

Developing a shared definition of social isolation and loneliness is a critical element for a successful
cross sector collaboration. Colette Thayer, Ph.D., AARP Senior Research Advisor, provided the
following definitions at the convening:

• Loneliness: “A subjective feeling of being isolated”

https://www.mercyone.org/assets/documents/mercyone-convening-graphic-recording.pdf
https://healthleadsusa.org/resources/the-health-leads-screening-toolkit/


• Social Isolation: "The objective state of having few social relationships or infrequent social
contact with others”

• Social Connections: "The various structural, functional, and quality aspects of social
relationships”

Shared Learnings and Experiences

Below are themes captured during presentations as well as during facilitated breakout
discussions:

• Social isolation and loneliness are distinct experiences that can be experienced separately or in
combination.

• Social isolation and loneliness are both very common and span demographics and
geographies.

• Being isolated and/or lonely can have significant impacts on health and wellbeing.
• Social isolation and loneliness significantly increase health care costs.
• Resources exist to address social isolation and loneliness in Central Iowa. There is opportunity

to better coordinate solutions.
• Transportation, internet access, digital literacy, medical limitations, and pride were all

discussed as barriers to accessing social resources.

The convening met virtually during the COVID-19 pandemic, which offered a unique opportunity to
capture experiences during a public health crisis. Below are a few of the themes identified:

• The pandemic made it more challenging for people to safely connect and socialize. Older adults,
nursing home residents, caregivers, and people with more limited digital literacy may be more
vulnerable to isolation and loneliness due to physical distancing and visitor requirements.

• Due to the unique circumstances of the pandemic people are experiencing social needs for the first
time, including social isolation and loneliness.

• Many people experienced a form of loss or grief during the pandemic, and there is a notable
connection between grief and social isolation/loneliness.

• Many organizations that mitigate or address social isolation and loneliness altered service
delivery to safely provide services during the pandemic.

• People became more aware and comfortable talking about social isolation and loneliness
during the pandemic. It could be an opportunity to normalize the experience and encourage
people to seek out resources and support.

Ideas for Next Steps

The convening closed by discussing ideas and opportunities for moving this work forward. Themes
can be summarized with Collaborate, Advocate, and Converse!

• Collaborate among diverse community organizations
• Advocate for vulnerable populations
• Continue the conversation. As one participant said “The more we talk about it, the more we

can improve”



Connecting to Resources

Numerous resources for addressing social isolation and loneliness were shared at the convening by
speakers and participants.

Search and Referral Platforms
211 Iowa: Acts as a single point of contact to thousands of social service programs

• Visit 211iowa.org
• Text your ZIP code to 898211
• Download the 211 App

Aunt Bertha: A social care network that connects people and programs
• Visit Mercyone.auntbertha.com
• Visit findhelp.org

Iowa Compass: Connects people with disabilities and complex health-related needs to services and
supports in their communities throughout Iowa

• Visit Search.iowacompass.org

Resources for Older Adults
Aging Resources of Central Iowa: Information & Assistance Specialists listen and share ideas
about programs or agencies.

• Call Aging Resources at (515) 255-1310 or (800) 747-5352
• Emails are welcomed at info@agingresources.com.

Community Connections: Helps people find or start a mutual aid group so they can help the people
in their community most affected by the Coronavirus.

• Visit https://aarpcommunityconnections.org/
Congregate Meal Sites: There are 35 congregate meal sites located throughout the 8 counties in
Aging Resources of Central Iowa’s service area. Congregate meals are hot, nutritious meals
served at senior centers and other community locations.

• Visit https://www.agingresources.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Central-Iowa-Congregate
Meal-Sites.pdf

Connect2Affect: Tips and resources for maintaining social connections, including a set of articles
specific to COVID-19.

• Visit https://connect2affect.org/
Harnessing the Power of Iowa’s Libraries: Innovative program that offers public health tools,
resources and programs through targeted public libraries. Program is being piloted in Cedar Rapids
and Perry.
Long-Term Care Ombudsmen: Advocates for the rights and wishes of residents and tenants who
live in nursing homes, assisted living programs, residential care facilities and elder group homes. •
Call 866.236.1430

https://www.211iowa.org/
https://mercyone.auntbertha.com/
https://www.findhelp.org/
http://search.iowacompass.org/
mailto:info@agingresources.com
https://aarpcommunityconnections.org/
https://www.agingresources.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Central-Iowa-Congregate
https://www.agingresources.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Central-Iowa-Congregate
https://connect2affect.org/


• Visit http://www.iowaaging.gov.
Senior Companion Program: Senior Companion volunteers are seniors who offer help and support
to homebound seniors and earn a modest income for their time and compassion.
• Call (515) 558-9957 for more information on volunteering

Resources for People with Disabilities
Best Buddies in Iowa: Fosters one-to-one friendships between individuals with and without
disabilities.

• Visit https://www.bestbuddies.org/iowa/volunteer to join a program or volunteer
Easter Seals Iowa Lending Library: A variety of devices are available to be borrowed. Any Iowan
with a disability, family member, or representative may borrow free of charge.
• Visit https://www.easterseals.com/ia/our-programs/assistive-technology-center/assistive
technology-lending.html

• Call 515-309-2395 or 515-289-4069 (TTY) to make an appointment
Telecommunication Access Iowa: Help Iowans who are Deaf, Hard of Hearing, or have speech
difficulties get specialized telecommunications equipment at little or no cost. • Call 800.606.5099
(toll-free voice), 515.282.5099 (voice), or 515.207.0776 (videophone) • Email info@teleiowa.com

• Visit https://teleiowa.com/

Resources for Mental Health and Counseling
COVID Recovery Iowa: Free virtual counseling and assistance for all Iowans affected by

COVID-19.
• Visit https://covidrecoveryiowa.org/

• Call Iowa Warm Line at 1-844-775-9276
• Call Iowa Concern at 800-447-1985
• Call the Spanish Line at 531-800-3687

IDPH YourlifeIowa.org: Iowans can chat live, text or call to get reliable information and treatment
options, and find nearby help.

• Visit https://yourlifeiowa.org/
• Call 855-581-8111
• Text 855-895-8398

Resources Leveraging Technology
GrandPad: A tablet preloaded with features for seniors to stay connected to their loved

ones.
• Visit GrandPad.net for more information

• Call 800-704-9412 for more information
Well Connected: A virtual community that offers free phone and online activities that build
community through group conversations, games, and education. Programs are available in both
English and Spanish.

• Visit https://covia.org/services/well-connected/ and https://covia.org/services/social-call/ for
more information

• Call 877-797-7299 to register in English or 877-400-5867 to register in Spanish
• Email coviaconnections@covia.org to register

http://www.iowaaging.gov
https://www.bestbuddies.org/iowa/volunteer
https://www.easterseals.com/ia/our-programs/assistive-technology-center/assistive
https://www.easterseals.com/ia/our-programs/assistive-technology-center/assistive
mailto:info@teleiowa.com
https://teleiowa.com/
https://covidrecoveryiowa.org/
https://yourlifeiowa.org/
https://covia.org/services/well-connected/
https://covia.org/services/social-call/
mailto:coviaconnections@covia.org

