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SOCIAL SUPPORT is the physical and emotional comfort given tous by our family, friends, co-workers and others. It’s knowing thatwe are part of a community of people who love and care for us,and value and think well of us.

Types of Social Support
Support can come in many different forms. Experts who study human relationshipshave identified four main types of social support:

Who needs social support?We all do!

Emotional support: This is what people most often think of when they talk about social support.People are emotionally supportive when they tell us that they care about us and think well of us. Forexample, if you separated from your partner or lost your job, a close friend might call every day for thefirst few weeks afterwards just to see how you are doing and to let you know that he or she cares.
Practical help: People who care about us give us practical help such as gifts of money or food, assist-ance with cooking, child care, or help moving house. This kind of support helps us complete the basictasks of day-to-day life. continued on next page

Someone to help whenyour basement is floodedor you need someone towatch the kids? Or maybe just someone youcan call when something reallygreat happens and you wantto share the news?

We all need people we can depend on duringboth the good times and the bad. Maintaininga healthy social support network is hard workand something that requires ongoing effortover time. Read on for more info about socialsupport; how it can enhance your life, how togive and receive it, how to enhance yoursupport network and more.

Are there people inyour life you can turnto when you just needsomeone to talk to?
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Many of the people who are a part of our lives can provide social support. Thesecan include our parents, spouse or partner, children, siblings, other family mem-bers, friends, co-workers, neighbours, health professionals and sometimes evenstrangers. We are unlikely to have all of our support needs met by just one person.Also, different people may be able to provide different types of support (e.g., ourmother may be great at helping with child care, and our best friend might givegreat advice).
In general, the best support comes from the people we are closest to. Research hasshown that receiving support from people we have close emotional ties to doesmore for our emotional and physical health than support provided by people weare not particularly close to. For example, having close friends listen and care foryou during a stressful time will likely do more for you than receiving the samesupport from someone whom you don’t know very well.

What is so importantabout social support? Social support provides us with important benefits in terms of both our physical andour emotional health. There are now many research studies showing a significantrelationship between social support and psychological well-being. For example,during times of stress, social support helps people feel less upset. There is alsoevidence that workplace stress is lower when people receive support from their co-workers or the company they work for. Some of the other benefits of social supportinclude improved marital and job satisfaction, and lower stress and less postpartumdepression in new mothers.

Getting yoursupport needs met

The greatest benefit ofsocial support may comefrom the protection from unhealthyrelationships that it provides.

THE PROS: Research tells us that it is important to have atleast one close friend. Having many close friends may notdo us any more good than having only two or three closefriends. Research also tells us that social support does thebest job of protecting us from the effectsof stress when we believe that emotionalsupport is easy to come by, and we haveat least one person we can confide in.

THE CONS: On the other hand, unhappy or poor qualityrelationships with other people have been shown to have anegative impact on mental health and well-being. Conflictual,distressing relationships may do us more psychological harmthan positive social relationships can do usgood. For example, compared with peoplewho are single, separated or divorced, peo-ple who are married and can talk with theirpartners are less likely to have problems withdepression. However, people who are mar-ried but cannot talk with their spouse are at much greater riskof clinical depression compared with others. It may be thatpoor quality relationships impair our ability to cope with stressmuch more than good quality relationships protect us.

CONsPROs
of support&

Sharing points of view: Another way for people to help is to offer their opinion about how they view aparticular situation, or how they would choose to handle it. In sharing points of view, we can develop abetter understanding of our situation and the best way to handle it. For example, if you tell a friend aboutdifficulties you are having with your teenage son, she may offer a point of view you hadn’t considered, andthis may help you to better address the situation with your child.
Sharing information: It can be very helpful when family, friends or even experts give us factual informationabout a particular stressful event. For example, a friend who recently married might provide information

Types of Social Support
continued from previous page

Sharing points of view: Another way for people to help is to offer their opinion about how they view a particu-lar situation, or how they would choose to handle it. In sharing points of view, we can develop a better understand-ing of our situation and the best way to handle it. For example, if you tell a friend about difficulties you are havingwith your teenage son, she may offer a point of view you hadn’t considered, and this may help you to betteraddress the situation with your child.
Sharing information: It can be very helpful when family, friends or even experts give us factual informationabout a particular stressful event. For example, a friend who recently married might provide information about thecost of various components of their wedding, or a cancer survivor might provide information about what to expectfrom different types of cancer treatment.
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Some people maintain the same set of friends, co-workers and contact withfamily members over their entire adult lifespan. However, many people makesmall and sometimes large shifts to their support networks. Here are some ofthe reasons why.

When might I want to change mysocial support network?

here is good evidence that socialsupport plays an important role inmental health or substance use prob-lems. For example, people who areclinically depressed report lower lev-els of social support than people whoare not currently depressed. Specifi-cally, people coping with depressiontend to report fewer supportivefriends, less contact with theirfriends, less satisfaction with theirfriends and relatives, lower maritalsatisfaction, and confide less in theirpartners. It is likely that lack of so-cial support and feelings of lonelinesscan make us more vulnerable to theonset of mental health or substanceuse problems like depression. How-ever many of us will pull back fromother people when we are experienc-ing mental health or substance useproblems. In this way, mental healthor substance use problems can leadto problems with social support andaggravate our feelings of loneliness.For these reasons, reconnecting withothers in healthy, supportive ways isoften an important component ofmanaging most mental health or sub-stance use problems.
Intimate relationships with a spouseor partner are particularly importantwhen it comes to well-being. For ex-ample, not having a close intimaterelationship (i.e., a spousal type rela-tionship) puts us at risk for depres-sion. However, it isn’t being unmar-ried (single, widowed, divorced, etc.)that makes us vulnerable to depres-sion, it’s having a bad marriage! Thisis particularly true for women.Unsupportive relationships with ourfamily (e.g., negative or overbearingattitudes and behaviours) have alsobeen related to the relapse of symp-toms in both schizophrenia anddepression.

Social Supportand Mental Illness
!

!

!

TNot enough support: You may wish to incorporate new people intoyour support network if you have completed the online support surveyaccompanying this module and found that you are either short on thenumber of people in your life who can provide you with support, or if youare missing people in key areas (i.e., you have good emotional support,but no-one to go golfing or fishing with).
Change in lifestyle: People often need to make changes to theirsupport network when they experience important life changes. Here arejust a few examples of the kinds of life changes that may require a shift insupport.• Parenthood: People often change their social life significantlywhen they become parents, gradually spending more and more oftheir time with other parents, and sometimes less time with theirfriends who do not have kids.• Divorce or death of a spouse: Married people often socializewith other married people. Following divorce or the death of aspouse, one’s usual social network may no longer be a good fit forall our needs. New, single friends may need to be made.• Behavioural problems: People who smoke, drink heavily, or userecreational drugs on a routine basis may be in the habit ofsocializing with others who do the same. When we abandon thesehabits, we may need to make a new set of friends in order tomaintain our substance-free life.• New hobby/activity: When we take up a new activity (running,dancing, painting), we will often want to find others who share ourinterests.• Sexual orientation: When a person comes out as a lesbian,bisexual or gay person, he/she may want to make friends withpeople who are of the same sexual orientation as themselves orfriends who are sensitive and open to the issues.
Need for specialized knowledge or expert opinion: If weundergo a distressing life experience or stressful event that has not beenexperienced by anyone in our existing support network, we may wish toseek out someone who has. We will be able to share and learn fromsomeone who has walked a mile in our shoes. This person will likelyprovide better empathy, emotional support and understanding than peoplewho have not experienced this event or circumstance. He or she may alsobe better able to understand and accept how distressed we are by theexperience. Knowing we are not alone and that these things happen toother good people can also help reduce our sense of shame or self-blame.
Formal support (education group or professional) may be helpful whenyou need highly specialized or technical information that will not beavailable to you, or well understood by the average person. This may betrue if you or a family member has been diagnosed with a serious physicalor mental illness, if a family member is coping with substance use prob-lems, or if you are the parent of a disabled child.

wellness module 3: social support—get connected!
BC Partners for Mental Health and Addictions Information
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For more information about relationship issues, please contact the BC Council for Families: 1-800-663-5638 or www.bccf.bc.ca• Black, J. & Enns, G. (1997). Better Boundaries: Owning and Treasuring your Life. Oakland, CA: New Harbinger.• Burns, D. (1985). Intimate Connections: The Clinically Proven Program for Making Close Friends and Finding a Loving Partner. Toronto: Signet.• Gottman, J. & DeClaire, J. (2001). The Relationship Cure: A 5 Step Guide to Strengthening your Marriage, Family, and Friendships. New York:Three Rivers Press.

• Cohen, S., Underwood, L.G., Gottlieb, B.H. (2000). Social Support Measurement and Intervention: A Guide for Health and Social Scientists.London: Oxford University Press.• Cutrona, C.E. (1996). Social Support in Couples: Marriage as a Resource in Times of Stress. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.• Pagel, M.D., Erdly, W.W., Becker, J. (1987). Social networks: We get by with (and in spite of) a little help from our friends. Journal ofPersonality and Social Psychology, 53, 793-804.

How do I improve my social support network?
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Don’t be afraid to take social risks Makingnew friends and acquaintances means that you will haveto take some risks. You will need to seek out and intro-duce yourself to new people. Ask a friend to help you ifthis is hard for you (e.g., come to a party or event withyou). If you have always been shy, and this has got in theway of you finding the support you need, consider gain-ing the help of a professional. Of course, parties andevents aren’t the only social venues at which to meetpeople; informal gatherings, community centres, recrea-tional courses or clubs, volunteer positions, schools andworkplaces are also common places to meet people.
Get more from the support you have    Whilebeing careful not to overwhelm support providers, askfor what you need from others and be as specific as pos-sible in your requests. It’s a mistake to think that peoplewill automatically know what you need—you will have totell them.
Ask for help  Ask the people you know to help youbroaden the network you have. If you have recently be-come single, ask your friends to introduce you to othersingle people your age. If you have recently come out,ask people you know who have gay friends to introduceyou to them.
Make a plan   Figure out what kind of new support youneed and brainstorm different ways you might be able tofind it.
Create new opportunities   Take a cooking classor join a hiking club. To meet new people, you will have tostep outside your usual activities and lifestyle. If you justkeep on doing what you always do, hoping to meet newpeople, you probably will fail.
Let go of unhealthy ties   This can be very difficult.Walking away from any relationship is painful. This is noless true because the relationship is doing you harm. Butsometimes this is what we need to do. If all of your friends
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are involved in activities you want to avoid (e.g., using recrea-tional drugs or shoplifting), you will need to let go of thesefriendships or risk getting back into your old habits. Use yourjudgement—sometimes we can simply spend less time withcertain people (e.g., friends who don’t like to exercise or meetnew people) without abandoning the friendship altogether.
Protect your marriage    We know that a good marriageoffers protection from depression and a bad marriage makesus vulnerable. If your marriage is faltering, do what you can toimprove it. Don’t be afraid to seek professional help when youneed it.
Be a joiner   Sometimes the best way to find the support youneed is through a support group. If you need support for ahighly specific problem (e.g., raising a child with Downs), youmay only be able to find this support through a formal groupsetting. See our tips for finding and evaluating a support groupat www.heretohelp.bc.ca/articles.
Be patient   While very much worth the effort, making newfriends is time-consuming. Recognize that you may need tomeet many new people in order to make just one new friend.Building intimacy also takes time. It may be several monthsfrom the time that you meet someone before you feel reallyclose to them and that you can count on their support.
Avoid negative relationships   We know that negative,conflictual relationships are hard on our emotional health. Thenegative aspects may be obvious (e.g., abuse) but other timesthey can be more subtle (e.g., excessive dependence or over-controlling). Sometimes it may be the other person’s behav-iour that is the primary problem but more often we are alsoinvolved in some way—even if it is just the unhealthy ways weare responding to the negative person in our life. As much aspossible, avoid long-term relationships that are more negativethan positive. Sometimes this can be hard—especially whenthese relationships are with family members. In this case, tryto limit the amount of contact with these people (or buffer thatcontact with other helpful supporters), and avoid relying onthem for support.

4 wellness module 3: social support—get connected!

Take our online quiz atwww.heretohelp.bc.ca


