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Social Connection and the Link to Well-being 
Human beings are social creatures. Social connections provide us with an important part of our 
identity and help us live happier and meaningful lives. We all have a need to be loved and to 
belong. A sense of social connection is one of our fundamental human needs and it impacts our 
mental health, physical health, and longevity. Feeling socially connected, especially in an 
increasingly isolated world, is more important than ever.  

What is Social Connection?  
• The feeling that you belong to a group and generally feel close to other people. 

Scientific evidence strongly suggests that this is a core psychological need, essential to 
feeling satisfied with your life. 

• We are wired to connect reach out to and interact with each other.  
• Connection registers in our brains much like physical pleasure.  
• Decades of research suggest that the quality of our social ties might be the single 

biggest predictor of our well-being. 

Why Social Connection? 

Improves your quality of life: Social connection is a greater determinant to health than obesity, 
smoking, and high blood pressure. And social connection doesn’t necessarily mean physically 
being present with people in a literal sense, but someone’s subjective experience of feeling 
understood and connected to others. One scale that experts use to determine a person’s 
subjective level of loneliness is the UCLA Loneliness Scale. 

Boosts your mental health: Friendships offer several mental health benefits, such as increased 
feelings of belonging, purpose, increased levels of happiness, reduced levels of stress, improved 
self-worth and confidence. A study conducted at a free health clinic in Buffalo, New York found 
that respondents with insufficient perceived social support were the most likely to suffer from 
mental health disorders like anxiety and depression. 

Helps you live longer: Research has shown that social connections not only impact your mental 
health, but your physical health as well. A review of 148 studies indicated that the individuals 
with stronger social relationships had a 50% increased likelihood of survival. This remained true 
across several factors, including age, sex, initial health status, and cause of death. 

Decreases your risk of suicide: There are several factors that put people at higher or lower risk 
for suicide. One of these factors is connectedness, which the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 
defines as “The degree to which a person or group is socially close, interrelated or shares 
resources with other persons or groups.” Relationships can play a crucial role in protecting a 
person against suicidal thoughts and behaviors. 

http://fetzer.org/sites/default/files/images/stories/pdf/selfmeasures/Self_Measures_for_Loneliness_and_Interpersonal_Problems_UCLA_LONELINESS.pdf
http://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1000316
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/asap_suicide_issue3-a.pdf
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Social Connection Practices 
Practice gratitude:  
Not only does this increase our happiness, but it also makes us feel more connected to others. 
Recognize small ways to express gratitude to the people around you and pledge to express 
gratitude to someone specific monthly through an email, letter, or phone call (most impact). 
What is one way you can express gratitude with co-workers? What is one way as an organization 
you can express gratitude in the community or with customers or business partners? 
 

Environmental changes:  

1) Post gratitude wall & calendars to promote ideas for expressing simple acts of 
gratitude https://www.randomactsofkindness.org/ 

2) Set up a place where can find resources for getting connected 

Systems changes:  

1) During staff meetings, regularly identify a customer or partner you work with and 
write a gratitude card to them and have the staff sign it. 

2) Create a well-being champion position on your wellness committee 
3) Make social connection part of job descriptions.  
4) Include information in onboarding or HR materials 
5) Communications system: Offer a Teams page, Facebook page, email system, slack 

channel, google form, constant contact, newsletter, or create a distribution list for 
connecting about work or things not related to work. 

6) Incorporate into a recognition event/special lunch celebration/ice cream sundae 
social into staff meetings 

7) Form a study group or book group/ 
8) Find an ‘accountability buddy’. The pair can work together to keep connected with 

each other and be accountable for connecting with colleagues. 

Policy change: Employee Handbook Well-being sample: 

“It is the policy of business name to promote health and wellness for all employees 
through leadership support, peer involvement, resources, education, awareness, 
environment, and activities.  Because employee wellbeing affects job satisfaction, 
productivity, healthcare costs, morale, and overall performance of work, we support a 
culture of personal, physical and mental wellness and encourage employees to make 
healthy lifestyle choices.  We will embed, connections practices into our culture.” 

 
Notice the people in your neighborhood/work environment 

 

Environmental change:  
Rather than rushing during the day, take time to briefly connect to the people you 
encounter daily. Make time to get out of cubical in the office and socialize with others, 
schedule it if you must. 

   
When you are feeling lonely, recognize the people who have supported you  
You can do this as a journaling practice. Write a list of people who have supported you in the 
past and how that made you feel.   
  

https://www.randomactsofkindness.org/
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Make a list of your 4 AM friends 
Friends who could call you if they were feeling lonely and needed someone to talk to.  Let them 
know that you are here for them. Develop at least one confidant in the workplace. 
 

Leading Experts 
Dr. Brene Brown: Research Professor University of Houston, expert on connections, courage, 
and vulnerability https://brenebrown.com/ 

Dr. Robert Waldinger: Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, Director of the 
Center for Psychodynamic Therapy and Research at Massachusetts General Hospital, and 
Director of the Harvard Study of Adult Development 

What Makes a Good Life: Lessons from Longest Happiness Study 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8KkKuTCFvzI 

Dr. Emma Seppala: Science Director of Stanford University’s Center for Compassion and 
Altruism Research and Education https://emmaseppala.com/about/  

The Power and Science of Social Connection 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WZvUppaDfNs 

  

Resources and Evidence 

Social Connection Boosts Health, Even When You're Isolated 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/feeling-it/202003/social-connection-boosts-health-
even-when-youre-isolated 

Emotional Bank Account: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y1ugYimvfhQ  

Braving: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0SqFiTeka_I 

 

View a 2021 Behavioral Health guidebook from a vendor to better understand employee 
mental health in the workplace. https://www.mindwise.org/behavioral-health/ 

 

 
Minnesota Department of Health 
Office of Statewide Health Improvement Initiatives  
85 East 7th Place, Suite 220, PO Box 64882 
St. Paul, MN 55164-0882 
https://www.health.state.mn.us/communities/ship/index.html 
Updated: November 2022 

To obtain this information in a different format, call 651-201-5443.  

Printed on recycled paper. 
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