
Social and Family Connections and Health Why are social ties and relationships so important?

• Humans have been social animals 
for about 2 million years

• Survival depended on being part 
of a social group

• Significant biological changes occur 
when an individual is separated from 
his/her social network

• Primate research

• Social Psychology

Social Ties and Mortality
Seeman & Crimmins, 2001 How do social factors affect health?

Buffering vs. Main Effects

• A buffer gets between an action and a reaction

• Social support buffers stress’s impact on health

• “Main effect” refers to the impact a factor can have on health whether or not 
stress is present

• Social integration is thought to have a main effect on health



The social environment and physiology

• Secure attachment between infant 
and mother predicts lower stress 
responses to new or strange 
situations

• In studies of adults, the stress 
response is lower when faced with a 
stressful task if a “supportive 
confederate” or friend is present

• Cardiovascular reactivity, autonomic 
activation, and HPA axis activation in 
the face of acute stressors is lessened 
by the presence of a friend or family 
member or even a supportive stranger

What is social support?

• “A social network’s provision of 
psychological and material 
resources intended to benefit an 
individual’s ability to cope with 
stress.”

• Cohen, 2004, p.676

Looking closer, it’s a matter of quality vs. quantity

• The number of social ties one has 
may or may not be protective from 
disease (Most prominent: 
Cardiovascular Disease)

• The quality of those ties is strongly 
related to disease outcomes

• How much emotional support do 
you receive?

• How much instrumental support 
do you receive?

Social Support

• One of the most widely studied factors in the coping/stress literature

• Functions as a stress buffer:

• Reduces the effects of stressful experiences

• Provides less threatening interpretations of adverse events

• Promotes effective coping strategies

Social support is about perception

• Crucial element: the perception that help is 
available if needed

• This makes appraisals and perceptions of 
self-efficacy more positive

• This also suppresses stress physiology & 
emotions

As perceived availability of social support increases, 
symptoms of depression decrease in college 
students under stress



Social Factors and Severity of Arthritis
Keefe et al., 2002 2 Major Types of Social Support

–Emotional support
• Empathy, caring, trust

• Opportunities for emotional 
expression & venting

–Instrumental Support
• material aid (money, chores)

Social support interferes with stress’s ability 
to trigger premature death What does social support do?

• Provides solutions to problems

• Reduces perceived importance/threat

• Provides distraction from the problem

• Facilitates healthy coping behaviors

• encouragement

• modeling

• companionship

Social Support and Surgery

• Surgery is a stressor

– Physical threat
– Loss of control
– Fear of pain & death

• Impact mediated by several factors

– Psychological preparation
– Coping strategies of the patient
– Social support

• Krohne & Slangen, 2005

Social Support and Surgery

• Study of perceived accessibility of 2 
types of support

– Emotional Support
– Informational Support

• Social Support assessed before 
surgery

• Levels of anxiety measured before 
surgery

• Amount of anesthesia required during 
surgery also measured (perioperative 
stress)

• Length of stay (postoperative stress)



Social Support and Surgery

• Informational and emotional 
support predicted preoperative 
anxiety

• Females with low emotional 
support had highest levels of 
anxiety preoperatively

• Male patients with low emotional 
support had the lowest levels of 
anxiety preoperatively

Social Support and Surgery

• In women, emotional support predicted need 
for anesthesia perioperatively; in men it did 
not

– This was also predicted by preoperative anxiety

• Length of stay was significantly shorter in 
patients with higher levels of perceived 
emotional support

– Men and Women

Social support and heart attack risk: having a close 
confidant can cut the risk of a second heart attack in half

Social support corresponds with stress hormone 
levels in women with metastatic breast cancer

• Turner-Cobb et al., 2000

Social Support Providers

• Informal Network Members

• Formal Network Members

• Empathic Understanding bolsters 
the effect

• Different types of people are best 
sources of different types of support

– Professionals: informational 
support

– Family: emotional support

Social Networks

• A social network is the 
structure that provides social 
support

• Made up of dyads (a dyad is a 
relationship between two 
people)

• Aspects of the network and the 
dyads within the network affect 
its potential benefits and 
drawbacks regarding health



What is a Social Network?

• The web of social relationships that 
surrounds a person

– Made up of dyads (pairs of 
people)

– All social relationships make up 
the network

– Family, friends, coworkers

– Church, clubs, sports

– Etc.

Social Networks can be harmful...

• Spouse pairs show concordance for smoking, 
drinking, and level of physical exercise

• Heavier drinking is associated with greater social 
activity

• The presence of other smokers in one’s social 
network has been associated with greater 
relapse in efforts to quit

• Engaging in risky behavior such as unprotected 
intercourse, is more frequent in young people 
when they perceive that their friends and social 
contacts engage in that behavior

Social Network’s Impact on Health

• Determines behaviors 
by setting social norms

• Influences access to 
information

• Provides a structure for 
social support

The spread of obesity in a large social network 
over 32 years (Christakis & Fowler, 2007)

• Data collected in the Framingham heart study (n = 12,067) was used to map 
the influence of social ties on the increase in obesity

• Clusters of obese persons were identified in the network at all time points

• Clusters extended to three degrees of separation

• A person’s chances of becoming obese increased 57% if he/she h ad a friend 
who became obese

• Among pairs of adult siblings, one sibling’s obesity increased the risk of a 
person becoming obese by 40%

The spread of obesity in a large social network 
over 32 years (Christakis & Fowler, 2007)

• If one spouse became obese, the 
likelihood that the other spouse would 
become obese increased by 37%

• Immediate geographical proximity (i.e. 
neighbors) did not have an effect

• Same-sex dyads had more influence 
than opposite-sex dyads



nejm animation

Effects of relationship type on risk of obesity

• Closer, mutual friendships have a 
stronger effect than other types of 
friendships

• Geographical proximity appeared 
to be unrelated

• Opposite-sex relationships were 
not influential

• Friendships appeared to be more 
influential than family relationships

Early Theorists

• Social Network Approach

– Barnes (1954)

• Norwegian village

• Social Support & Health

– Cassel (1976)

• Epidemiologist

• “Protective” factor against 
disease vulnerability

Assessing one’s social support and social network

• DYADS

• Intensity

• Reciprocity

• Complexity

• NETWORK

• Homogeneity

• Dispersion

• Density

Reciprocity

• The extent to which resources and 
support are given and received

• How much give and take is there in 
each social relationship in your 
network?

• As reciprocity increases, the influence 
and importance of the dyad increases

• Lack of reciprocity tends to create 
conflict

• financial

• emotional

• fidelity

• chores



Housework and Women’s Health

• In a study of 1600 married 
couples, husbands’ 
involvement in housework 
was inversely associated 
with wives’ marital 
dissatisfaction and 
unhappiness

• RR  for unhappiness was 
2.96 for women whose 
husbands did nothing 
around the house

Men and Housework

• Cohabiting boyfriends do more 
housework than husbands

• Theory - more “non-traditional” 
outlook

• As housework in males increases, 
infidelity in females decreases

• Marriages last longer and are happier 
when the male does his share of 
household chores

• These couples also have more sex...

Intensity

• The degree of emotional 
closeness in a dyad

• This can be strongly 
positive or negative

Complexity
• Reflects the variety of functions served by the dyadic relationship

• The exchange of more than one kind of social support within a dyad:
• Emotional
• Instrumental
• Informational, etc.

Love and Money

• Money is the topic most often 
avoided by couples planning to get 
married

• Money causes more fights for 
couples than any other issue

• As financial strain increases, so 
does likelihood of divorce and/or 
separation

• Divorce/separation usually 
causes more financial strain

• Grable et al., 2007

Dyadic characteristics affect social influence

• Relatively high levels of reciprocity, intensity, and complexity in social 
dyads make the dyads more influential

• How does this affect stress?

• Depends on the people in the network

• good vs. bad influence

• What behaviors are considered healthy or normal in your network?



Homogeneity

• How much alike are the people 
in your network?

• How much do they have in 
common with respect to ideas 
about stress, health, and 
behavior?

• Does bringing them together 
create stress?

Density

• How well acquainted are the 
important people in your life?

• How much do they interact with 
each other & is this harmonious?

• Could they pull together to support 
you if something happened?

Dispersion

• Where are the members of 
your network located? Are 
they scattered all over the 
place or all in one place?

• This also determines how 
helpful the network as a 
whole could be to you if you 
needed high levels of 
support

Participation in a social network affects behavior

• Norms are set by the network - this is an important aspect of TRA/TPB

• Peer pressure works negatively and positively to affect behavior

Dyadic and Network characteristics shown to be 
beneficial to health

• In dyads: Reciprocity and intensity associated with better mental health

• In networks: Relatively few ties, high density, and close proximity are the most 
beneficial to health



Social Network Theory enhances Social Support 
Theory

– Incorporates functions of dyads beyond SS

• Allows for the impact of negative interpersonal interactions

– Mistrust

– Hassles

– Criticism

– Demands

– Domination

• Better predictor of risky health behaviors than simple lack of social 
support

Social Network Theory enhances Social Support 
Theory

– Allows for the study of how 
changes in one relationships 
affects all the others

– Allows for study of how the 
network affects the quantity 
and quality of SS that is 
exchanged

Social Integration

• The extent to which a person participates in his/her social network

• Has a direct effect on health: 

• Promotes positive psychological states such as identity, purpose, self-
worth and positive affect

• Provides information

• Source of motivation and social pressure to care for oneself

Social Ties and Mortality in 51,529 U.S. Men 
Eng et al., 2002

Hawkley et al., 2006
Social integration and blood pressure 



Hawkley et al., 2006
Social integration and blood pressure Hawkley et al., 2006

Hawkley et al., 2006 Seeman & Crimmins, 2001

Evidence that social integration works through 
effects on immunity

Lack of Social Support is Linked to Elevated Cortisol 
Levels

• Study of women with breast 
cancer

• Cortisol levels also 
corresponded with likelihood of 
metastatic disease

• Turner-Cobb et al., 2000



Social integration’s effects on emotional tone

• Increases positive affect 
(good moods)

• Limits intensity and duration 
of negative affect (bad 
moods)

• Alleviates despair and 
loneliness

Proven benefits of social integration to health/
longevity

• Longer lifespan

• Better survival after heart attacks

• Less risk of cancer recurrence

• Less depression and anxiety

• Less cognitive decline with aging

Social Isolation & Brain Chemistry

• Isolation affects the function of the 
amygdala, part of the limbic system

• Isolation results in changes in brain 
levels of GABA and greatly reduced 
levels of 5-alpha-reductase type I

• Administration of oxytocin reduces the 
cardiovascular risks of social isolation

• “love & bonding” hormone

Social Isolation and Loneliness

• Loneliness: similar to social 
isolation (objective) but is a 
subjective experience of being 
alone

• Not always highly correlated 
with social isolation

• People can be lonely even with 
large social networks

Measuring loneliness
Berkman, 2008 Health Risks of Loneliness

– Poorer physical health on self-report

– Increased mortality after heart bypass

– Abnormal hemodynamic functioning

– Poorer immune status



Health Risks of Loneliness

• Major risk factor for morbidity and mortality
• On a level with smoking, blood pressure, obesity, blood lipids, and physical 

activity

Loneliness affects immunity - even in young healthy 
people

• Pressman et al. (2005) 
study
– College students grouped 

according to responses to 
loneliness scale

– Influenza vaccinations given

– Level of antibody response to the 
vaccine were measured at 
baseline, one and four months

Research in Social Support Enhancement

• Mentor studies

• Ireys et al., 1996

• Buddy Systems

• Smoking cessation: no convincing data (May et al., 2000)

• Group Interventions

• Seem to be the most effective

Social Support Interventions

• Diagnosis-specific support groups

• Enhancing utilization of a more naturalistic, existing network

• Targeting the marital relationship as a source of support

• CanCOPE program for women with breast/gyne cancers and their 
husbands emphasizes mutual support and effective communication

• Greater improvements in communication and sexual adjustment

• Reduction in distress

But there’s a dark side to “social support”

• Social relationships have costs

• requests/demands for assistance, 
criticism, conflict

• Social relationships can be bad 
influences

• embarrassment, envy, 
disappointment, devaluation, 
models for risky behaviors

Negative Social Interactions

• Source of stress - elicits behaviors and 
physiological changes that increase risk for 
disease

• In an argument situation, individuals exhibit 
increased cardiovascular and neuroendocrine 
activation if they feel nobody agrees with them

• If only one other person shifts to 
agreement, blood pressure elevation is 
halved



Negative Social Interactions are harmful

• Women report more frequent 
negative interactions with family/
kin ties than men

• These interactions are strongly 
predictive of psychological 
distress

• Negative social relationships are 
associated with increased risk of 
angina and elevations of 
cholesterol

Negative Social Interactions are harmful

• Increased likelihood of developing 
illness after exposure to viruses

• Marital conflict is particularly 
harmful, especially to women

• increased stress in daily life

• limited ability to seek support 
in other relationships

• Unmarried people are happier 
than people in troubled marriages

Negative social relationships hurt several ways

• Poor marital quality increases risks of 
illness, especially heart disease

• As marital quality declines, health tends 
to decline as well

• Poor marital quality is associated with 
poor immune function

• Perceived lack of support from family 
members is linked to elevated 
cholesterol and more frequent 
symptoms of illness

When relationships are bad:

• Increased depression

• Decreased subjective well-being

• Decreased clinical well-being in older people

• Increased psychological distress

• The relationships themselves become a major 
source of stress

• Some research suggests that the “negative 
qualities of relationships may have stronger 
impacts on affect and mental health than 
positive qualities.” (Seeman & Crimmins, 
2001 , p. 95)

In general, marriage is good for health

• These effects are stronger for men than for 
women. Compared to married men/
women:

• single women have 50% higher 
mortality

• single men have 250% higher mortality

Gender differences in marital dissatisfaction

• In studies of couples participating in conflict research, the women showed 
greater increases in depression, hostility, and systolic blood pressure than the 
men

• In the same studies, women’s immune cell function declined while the men’s 
generally improved, in the hours after the argument (Mayne et al., 1997)

• In another study, couples who showed high levels of hostility in both 
supportive and conflictive situations healed experimentally applied mouth 
wounds at 60% the rate of low hostile couples (Kiecolt-Glaser)



Marital Dissatisfaction

• Self-reported levels of satisfaction in several areas

• Highly associated with health status in men and women

• Associated with poor immune function compared to happily married people

• Activation of Epstein Barr virus

• Suboptimal T Cell counts

• Recently separated people  have a greater incidence of health problems than 
those who’ve been divorced for several years

Marriages high in conflict are bad for health

• Higher rates of cardiovascular 
disease

• More frequent cardiovascular 
symptoms such as chest pain

• Higher blood pressure overall 
and during stress

Why does marital conflict hurt women more than 
men?

• While marital and work conflicts are 
associated with higher frequency of 
injuries and illness in women, they 
seem to have little or no effect on 
the risks for men (Appelberg, 1996)

• “...women’s self-representations 
tend to be characterized by greater 
relational interdependence...and 
women tend to spend more time 
thinking about marital events than 
men.”  (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., in 
press)

Being a hostile person (or being married to one) is 
harmful to health

• Hostility is a strong risk factor for early 
death due to cardiovascular disease 
and all other causes

• This is true for both men and women

• Men, however, are triggered by any 
anger-provoking stimulus

• Women are most reactive to stimuli 
that are personally relevant (i.e. 
relational issues)

Bad marriages hurt women more than men

• In women, marital strife has a 
direct effect on stress hormones 
and immune function

• In men, this strife seems to have 
to make the them feel lonely 
before it makes them sick

Effects of Stressful Life Events on Risk Factors, Health 
Behaviors, and Relationship Dissatisfaction 

Coker et al., 2003



Blood pressure effects of conflict in couples Marital Satisfaction (or lack thereof) and Immunity

Marital Satisfaction (or lack thereof) and Immunity

Marital status and quality in middle-aged women: Associations with levels and 
trajectories of cardiovascular risk factors.
By Gallo, Linda C.; Troxel, Wendy M.; Matthews, Karen A.; Kuller, Lewis H.
Health Psychology. Vol 22(5), Sep 2003, 453-463.
Abstract
The current study compared cardiovascular risk profiles and trajectories (i.e., within-
person changes) of women who were married or cohabitating and who had high 
relationship satisfaction with those of women with moderate or low satisfaction and 
with those of women who were single, divorced, and widowed. Participants were 493 
women from the Healthy Women Study, a prospective investigation of health during 
and after the menopausal transition. Risk factors were measured across more than 5 
occasions and 13 years, on average. Data were analyzed using a multilevel modeling 
technique. Overall, women in relationships with high satisfaction had lower levels of 
biological, lifestyle, and psychosocial risk factors when compared with the other 
groups. In some cases, women in satisfying marriages also showed a lower risk 
trajectory on risk factors relative to other women. Hence, marriage appears to confer 
health benefits for women, but only when marital satisfaction is high. (PsycINFO 
Database Record (c) 2009 APA, all rights reserved)


