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20. Fostering Social-Emotional Well-Being in Old Age: 

A Comparative Study of Legal Protections 

 in India, the USA, and Australia 

 
Mrs. VarshaVyankatesh Badwe 

Research Scholar, BVDU’s New Law College, Pune. 

Dr. Vidya Dhere 

Research Guide, BVDU’s New Law College, Pune. 

 

Abstract 

 The increasing ageing population across the world has brought to the forefront the urgent 

need to focus on the emotional, psychological, and social well-being of older adults. Ageing is 

not merely a biological process but also a profound social and emotional transition that requires 

support, understanding, and empathy. Traditionally, discussions on Social-Emotional Learning 

(SEL) have been concentrated on children and young people, emphasizing how emotional 

intelligence and social skills help in their personal and academic growth. However, this concept 

holds equal, if not greater, significance for the elderly, who often face challenges such as 

loneliness, neglect, loss of social identity, dependency, and isolation. 

 In the later stages of life, maintaining emotional balance and meaningful social 

connections becomes essential for preserving mental health, dignity, and quality of life. 

Therefore, social-emotional well-being in old age must be seen as a core aspect of human rights 

and social justice, not merely as a welfare concern. This paper aims to explore the 

interconnection between social-emotional well-being and elderly rights, focusing on how laws 

and policies can protect and enhance the emotional lives of senior citizens. 

 The study conducts a doctrinal and comparative analysis of the legal and policy 

frameworks in India, the United States, and Australia—three democracies that differ in culture 

and welfare systems but share a growing concern for their ageing populations. It examines how 

these nations address emotional and social aspects of elder care through legislation, welfare 

programs, and community participation. 

 The analysis highlights that while India has established foundational legal protection for 

senior citizens, countries like the USA and Australia have gone a step further by integrating 



VOLUME - XIV, ISSUE - IV - OCTOBER - DECEMBER - 2025 

AJANTA - ISSN 2277 - 5730 - IMPACT FACTOR - 7.428 (www.sjifactor.com) AP-21 

ENGLISH PART - II / Peer Reviewed Refereed and UGC Listed Journal No. : 40776 131 

emotional well-being and lifelong learning into their elder care models. By comparing these 

systems, the paper underscores the need for a holistic approach that combines legal safeguards, 

emotional learning opportunities, and active community involvement. 

 In conclusion, the study emphasizes that ensuring social-emotional well-being in old age 

is essential for enabling older adults to live with autonomy, respect, and a sense of belonging. 

Promoting emotional health and lifelong learning should therefore become central goals of elder 

law and policy, allowing every individual to age not only with care but with confidence, 

connection, and dignity. 

 Keywords: ageing, Comparative study, comparative law, emotional security, elderly 

rights Social-emotional well-being. 

1. Introduction 

 Ageing is a natural process that brings with it a set of physical, emotional, and social 

changes. As life expectancy rises globally, societies face a critical question: how can we ensure 

that ageing is not merely about surviving but about living with dignity and emotional fulfilment? 

The concept of social-emotional well-being (SEWB) provides a useful framework to understand 

this challenge. 

 While traditionally discussed in the context of education and child development, SEWB 

has growing relevance for older adults, who often experience loneliness, loss of purpose, and 

emotional neglect. For the elderly, maintaining emotional health is closely linked to autonomy, 

social inclusion, and respect within families and communities. 

 In this backdrop, legal systems play a significant role in protecting the rights and welfare 

of senior citizens. Laws related to maintenance, elder abuse prevention, healthcare access, and 

social security all contribute to an environment where emotional well-being can flourish. 

This paper examines how the legal and policy frameworks of India, the United States, and 

Australia address social-emotional well-being in old age. It explores how each jurisdiction 

recognizes and promotes the emotional and social dimensions of ageing, drawing lessons for a 

more compassionate and inclusive legal approach. 

2. Understanding Social-Emotional Well-Being in Old Age 

 Social-emotional well-being refers to an individual’s capacity to understand and manage 

emotions, maintain fulfilling relationships, and participate meaningfully in society. According to 

the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2020), the core 
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elements of SEWB include self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship 

skills, and responsible decision-making. 

 Applied to old age, these elements translate into the ability to: 

 Recognize and manage feelings of loss or dependence, 

 Maintain meaningful connections with family and peers, 

 Engage in community life, 

 Adapt to changing roles post-retirement, and 

 Make informed choices regarding health and care. 

 The World Health Organization (WHO, 2021) emphasizes that mental and emotional 

well-being is essential components of active ageing. Emotional neglect and isolation can lead to 

depression and a sense of worthlessness, eroding both physical and cognitive health. Therefore, 

ensuring social-emotional well-being is not only a psychological necessity but also a human 

rights issue. 

3. Ageing, Rights, and Emotional Security 

 In recent years, the protection of the rights of older persons has become an important part 

of human rights discussions. Every individual, regardless of age, has the right to live with 

dignity, independence, and emotional security. For the elderly, emotional well-being is closely 

linked with these rights, it represents being respected, feeling included in society, and being free 

from neglect, abuse, or discrimination. 

 From a legal perspective, the Indian Constitution guarantees the Right to Life with 

Dignity under Article 21, which extends beyond mere survival to include emotional and social 

well-being. Similarly, laws like the Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act, 

2007 recognize the duty of families and the State to ensure care and protection for senior 

citizens. However, true protection requires not just physical or financial support, but also 

emotional and psychological care that allows the elderly to live meaningful and connected lives. 

 The United Nations Principles for Older Persons (1991) provide a global framework 

emphasizing five important values that are independence, participation, care, self-fulfilment, and 

dignity. Each of these principles reflects essential aspects of social and emotional well-being 

(SEWB): 

 Independence plays a vital role in helping older adults maintain their confidence and 

decision-making ability. When they are encouraged to make choices about their daily lives, 
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finances, and health, it strengthens their sense of control and self-respect. Acknowledging their 

independence helps them feel valued and capable, reducing dependency and enhancing their 

overall quality of life. 

 Participation is equally important, as it keeps senior citizens connected to family, friends, 

and the community. Being involved in social, cultural, and family activities gives them a sense of 

belonging and purpose. It helps prevent loneliness, isolation, and feelings of neglect, which are 

common challenges in old age. When the elderly are included in family discussions and 

community events, they feel recognized and emotionally supported. 

 Care for the elderly goes beyond providing physical help—it also involves emotional 

warmth, compassion, and mental health support. Elderly individuals need to feel safe, loved, and 

understood. Listening to their concerns, spending time with them, and offering comfort can make 

a huge difference in their emotional well-being. Holistic care ensures that both their physical and 

psychological needs are met with empathy. 

 Self-fulfillment emphasizes the importance of personal growth and satisfaction, even in 

later stages of life. Engaging in hobbies, learning new skills, or participating in volunteer work 

allows senior citizens to stay active and purposeful. Such involvement not only keeps the mind 

sharp but also provides joy and meaning to their everyday lives. 

 Lastly, dignity is the foundation of a respectful society. Every individual, regardless of 

age or health condition, deserves to be treated with kindness and honor. Protecting the dignity of 

older people means recognizing their lifelong contributions and ensuring they are not 

discriminated against or neglected. Upholding their dignity ensures that they continue to feel 

respected, valued, and integrated within the social fabric. 

 Integrating social-emotional well-being into elder law and public policy means 

recognizing that ageing is not merely a medical or economic issue, it is also a human rights 

concern. Effective legal frameworks must, therefore, address emotional neglect and ensure social 

inclusion through counselling services, community centres, and awareness programs. By 

combining legal protection with emotional support systems, societies can create an environment 

where older persons live not only longer but also happier and more dignified lives. 
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4. Social-Emotional Challenges in Old Age 

 Old age often brings emotional and social difficulties that affect mental well-being. With 

changing family structures and lifestyles, many elderly people experience a sense of loneliness 

and loss. 

1. Loneliness and Isolation: The decline of joint families and rise of nuclear living have 

left many elders alone or in old-age homes, leading to emotional emptiness and neglect. 

2. Elder Abuse: Physical, verbal, or financial mistreatment damages self-worth and 

causes fear. Though laws like the Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior 

Citizens Act, 2007 exist, emotional abuse often goes unreported. 

3. Health Anxiety: Illness, dependence, and limited mobility can create anxiety and 

depression, especially when emotional support is lacking. 

4. Loss of Role and Identity: Retirement or widowhood may cause a loss of purpose, 

making elders feel unwanted or forgotten. 

5. Digital Exclusion: Limited digital access isolates seniors from services and social 

connections in an increasingly online world. 

 Addressing these challenges requires community support, mental health awareness, and 

stronger legal measures that focus on emotional care and inclusion for older adults. 

5. Legal and Policy Framework in India 

 India has traditionally emphasized family-based elder care, but rapid modernization and 

urban migration have weakened these informal systems. Recognizing the need for formal 

protection, several legal and policy measures have been adopted. 

 5.1 The Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizens Act, 2007 

 This Act legally obligates children and heirs to maintain their parents. It allows senior 

citizens to claim maintenance and provides for old-age homes and healthcare facilities. 

The 2019 Amendment Bill (yet to be enacted) proposes to expand the definition of children and 

ensure better regulation of care homes. 

 While the Act secures financial support, it only indirectly addresses emotional well-

being. However, the inclusion of welfare provisions reflects a growing understanding of holistic 

elder care. 
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 5.2 The National Policy for Senior Citizens, 2011 

 This policy recognizes the need for social inclusion, participation, and emotional care of 

the elderly. It promotes community centres, senior clubs, and helplines to combat loneliness. 

 5.3 Judicial Recognition 

 Indian courts have gradually recognized dignity and emotional security as integral to 

elder rights. In Ashwani Kumar v. Union of India (2018), the Supreme Court directed 

governments to ensure proper implementation of welfare schemes for senior citizens, 

emphasizing dignity and care as constitutional mandates under Article 21. 

Despite these frameworks, implementation gaps remain. Many elderly people are unaware of 

their rights, and emotional neglect is often invisible under legal radar. 

6. The United States: A Rights-Based and Community Approach 

 The USA’s approach to ageing integrates legal protection with community participation 

and psychological well-being. 

 6.1 The Older Americans Act (OAA), 1965 

 The OAA established federal funding for programs addressing nutrition, caregiver 

support, community services, and elder rights. It explicitly promotes independence, dignity, and 

social engagement, key dimensions of emotional well-being. 

 6.2 Elder Justice Act (2010) 

 This Act addresses elder abuse, neglect, and exploitation. It mandates services that ensure 

safety and psychological care for victims, linking emotional well-being to justice mechanisms. 

 6.3 Learning and Empowerment Programs 

 Many U.S. states promote lifelong learning initiatives for seniors through universities and 

community colleges. These programs enhance cognitive stimulation, confidence, and social 

connections, demonstrating how emotional learning continues into old age. 

 6.4 Mental Health and Ageing 

 The National Institute on Aging (NIA) and Centers for Disease Control (CDC) emphasize 

emotional health through community interventions, counseling, and peer networks. Emotional 

resilience is viewed as a lifelong skill that can be nurtured through active participation and social 

learning. 
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7. Australia: A Holistic and Preventive Model 

 Australia has developed one of the most comprehensive frameworks linking elder care 

and emotional well-being. 

 7.1 Aged Care Act, 1997 (and Reforms 2023) 

 The Act guarantees access to safe, respectful, and person-centered care. Recent reforms 

emphasize emotional support, social participation, and cultural respect as part of “quality of life” 

standards. 

 7.2 The National Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy (2021) 

 This strategy explicitly includes older adults, recognizing loneliness and depression as 

key health challenges. It promotes programs that combine physical, emotional, and digital 

inclusion. 

 7.3 Learning and Connection Programs 

Australia’s University of the Third Age (U3A) model allows seniors to engage in lifelong 

learning, fostering purpose, social relationships, and mental stimulation, strongly aligned with 

the concept of social-emotional learning. 

 7.4 Elder Abuse Prevention 

 Through the National Plan to Respond to the Abuse of Older Australians (Elder Abuse 

Prevention Strategy, 2019–2023), the government promotes early intervention, counselling, and 

community awareness, protecting emotional security alongside physical safety. 

8. The Role of Social-Emotional Learning in Elderly Care 

 Social-emotional learning (SEL) is not limited to schools; it can help older adults 

maintain resilience, empathy, and connection. Integrating SEL principles into elder care can: 

 Improve mental health and reduce depression. 

 Foster empathy among caregivers and family members. 

 Encourage older adults to continue learning and participating. 

 Build emotionally safe communities. 

 Policy Recommendation 

 Governments should develop “Elder Emotional Learning Modules” that include 

communication, empathy, digital literacy, and mental health support. Senior citizen centers 

should serve as spaces for both recreation and emotional growth. 
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9. Way Forward: Towards Emotionally Inclusive Ageing 

 Legal reform is essential to ensure comprehensive protection for older adults in India. 

The Senior Citizens Act should be expanded to include emotional and psychological well-being 

as enforceable rights, recognizing that true welfare extends beyond financial or physical support. 

Alongside legal measures, community engagement plays a crucial role in improving the lives of 

the elderly. Intergenerational programs that encourage interaction between youth and older 

people can help bridge the generation gap, promote mutual learning, and reduce feelings of 

loneliness and neglect among elders. 

 Another important step is promoting lifelong learning opportunities. Establishing 

University of the Third Age (U3A)-type institutions across India can offer senior citizens 

avenues for intellectual growth, skill development, and meaningful engagement, thereby 

enhancing their sense of purpose and self-worth. Digital inclusion must also be prioritized so that 

older adults can easily access online resources, stay connected with loved ones, and participate in 

virtual learning platforms without facing technological barriers. 

 Finally, public awareness initiatives are vital for creating a society that values its elderly. 

Campaigns that promote emotional literacy, empathy, and respect toward older individuals can 

help change public attitudes and encourage younger generations to treat elders with greater care 

and understanding. Together, these measures can create a more inclusive and compassionate 

environment for senior citizens in India. 

10. Conclusion 

 Social-emotional well-being is central to the dignity and happiness of older adults. As the 

elderly population grows, societies must recognize that emotional security is as important as 

financial or physical care. 

 India’s legal framework provides a foundation but needs to evolve toward a more 

inclusive and emotionally responsive system. The experiences of the USA and Australia 

demonstrate how combining law, learning, and emotional empowerment can transform ageing 

into a phase of growth rather than decline. 

 Ultimately, fostering social-emotional well-being in old age is not merely a policy goal,it 

is a moral and human imperative that reflects the values of compassion, respect, and lifelong 

learning. 
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