
Health Benefits of Social Support 
and Relationships

There are many benefits of having positive relationships and social support. These include better mental health and better 

heart health. Having a variety of different types of relationships is beneficial, including close friends, acquantices, and 

mentors. 

Health benefits of having social support: 
 	� Social support is good for your heart. It is associated with a reduced risk of heart disease and stroke, 

better control of high blood pressure, and lower inflammation in the body.

 	� Close relationships are good for your mental health. People with social support have a lower risk of 
depression and may have better response to stress.

 	� Relationships are especially important to have as we age. Having social support may lower the risk 
of dementia.

 	� Animals can also be an excellent form of support. Studies have shown that having a pet may 
decrease blood pressure and heart rate. One study showed that walking a dog improved feelings of 
loneliness. Another study showed that petting an animal for ten minutes lowered the stress hormone 
cortisol.

Tips to increase your support network: 
 	� Cultivate a variety of relationship types, which could include both local and long-distance friends. 

For example, perhaps there is someone in your local area who supports the same sports team, while 
a long-distance friend shares a common interest or hobby with you. Each person can provide a 
different aspect of support in your life.

 	� Schedule virtual or phone dates with long-distance friends, or walks with local friends.

 	� Volunteer at a charity, food bank, or animal shelter.

 	� Join a book club or meetup group. Many areas have a wide variety of interest groups, including 
activity groups like outdoor or mall walking. There are also many online group options, such as 
those learning a new language.

 	� Take a class for something in which you’d like to learn more. Cooking classes are a great way to 
interact with new people and learn new skills. 

 	� Take care of a pet, such as walking your dog or petting your cat.

Image courtesy of 123rf © 2021 The Institute for Functional Medicine

http://www.meetup.com


References
1.	 Fastame MC, Hitchcott PK, Mulas I, et al. Resilience in elders of the Sardinian Blue Zone: an explorative study. Behav Sci (Basel). 2018;8(3):30. Published 2018 Feb 26. 

doi:10.3390/bs8030030.
2.	 Cohn-Schwartz E, Levinsky M, Litwin H. Social network type and subsequent cognitive health among older Europeans. Int Psychogeriatr. 2021;33(5):495-504. 

doi:10.1017/S1041610220003439.
3.	 Valtorta NK, Kanaan M, Gilbody S, et al. Loneliness and social isolation as risk factors for coronary heart disease and stroke: systematic review and meta-analysis of 

longitudinal observational studies. Heart. 2016;102(13):1009-1016. doi:10.1136/heartjnl-2015-308790.
4.	 Zhu T, Xue J, Chen S. Social support and depression related to older adults’ hypertension control in rural China. Am J Geriatr Psychiatry. 2019;27(11):1268-1276. 

doi:10.1016/j.jagp.2019.04.014.
5.	 Uchino BN, Trettevik R, Kent de Grey RG, et al. Social support, social integration, and inflammatory cytokines: a meta-analysis. Health Psychol. 2018;37(5):462-471. 

doi:10.1037/hea0000594.
6.	 Krause-Parello CA, Kolassa J. Pet therapy: enhancing social and cardiovascular wellness in community dwelling older adults. J Community Health Nurs. 2016;33(1):1-10. 

doi:10.1080/07370016.2016.1120587.
7.	 Carr D, Friedmann E, Gee NR, et al. Dog walking and the social impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on loneliness in older adults. Animals (Basel). 2021;11(7):1852. 

Published 2021 Jun 22. doi:10.3390/ani11071852.
8.	 Pendry P, Vandagriff JL. Animal Visitation Program (AVP) reduces cortisol levels of university students: a randomized controlled trial. AERA Open. April 2019. 

doi:10.1177/2332858419852592.
9.	 Grav S, Hellzèn O, Romild U, Stordal E. Association between social support and depression in the general population: the HUNT study, a cross-sectional survey. J Clin 

Nurs. 2012;21(1-2):111-120. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2702.2011.03868.x.
10.	 Heinrichs M, Baumgartner T, Kirschbaum C, Ehlert U. Social support and oxytocin interact to suppress cortisol and subjective responses to psychosocial stress. Biol 

Psychiatry. 2003;54(12):1389-1398. doi:10.1016/s0006-3223(03)00465-7.
11.	 Marseglia A, Wang HX, Rizzuto D, et al. Participating in mental, social, and physical leisure activities and having a rich social network reduce the incidence of diabetes-

related dementia in a cohort of Swedish older adults. Diabetes Care. 2019;42(2):232-239. doi:10.2337/dc18-1428.
12.	Almeida-Meza P, Steptoe A, Cadar D. Is engagement in intellectual and social leisure activities protective against dementia risk? Evidence from the English 

Longitudinal Study of Ageing. J Alzheimers Dis. 2021;80(2):555-565. doi:10.3233/JAD-200952.

© 2021 The Institute for Functional Medicine


