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Social support: Tap this tool to beat stress 

 
Dr. Praveen Singh Jadon 
 
Abstract 
Stress is a state of mental or emotional strain or tension resulting from adverse or demanding 
circumstances. Stress touches all social groups and all age categories; no one can truly escape it. 
However, some people are more deeply affected by its consequences, depending on their personal, 
psychosocial, professional and health background. Stress is a problem that infiltrates our society in 
countless ways. It manifests itself at the office, at home and in our relationships with others, and it can 
also affect our loved ones. We should all take the time to re-evaluate our stress level for the well-being of 
our society and ourselves. 
Having close friends and family has far-reaching benefits for your health. Here's how to build and 
maintain these essential relationships 
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Introduction 
A strong social support network can be critical to help you through the stress of tough times, 
whether you've had a bad day at work or a year filled with loss or chronic illness. Since your 
supportive family, friends, and co-workers are such an important part of your life, it's never 
too soon to cultivate these important relationships.  
 
What is a social support network? 
A social support network is made up of friends, family and peers. A social support network is 
different from a support group, which is generally a structured meeting run by a mental health 
professional. Although both can play an important role in times of stress, a social support 
network is something you can develop when you're not under stress. It provides the comfort of 
knowing that your friends are there for you if you need them.  
You don't need to formalize your support network with regular meetings or an official leader. 
A coffee break with a friend at work, a quick chat with a neighbor, a phone call to your sibling, 
even a visit to church are all ways to develop and foster lasting relationships with the people 
close to you. Don't wait for someone else to make the first move. If you meet someone you 
think might become a good friend, invite him or her to join you for coffee or another casual 
activity.  
 
Benefits of a social support network 
Numerous studies have demonstrated that having a network of supportive relationships 
contributes to psychological well-being. When you have a social support network, you benefit 
in the following ways:  
 Sense of belonging: Spending time with people helps ward off loneliness. Whether it's 

other new parents, dog lovers, fishing buddies or siblings, just knowing you're not alone 
can go a long way toward coping with stress. 

 Increased sense of self-worth: Having people who call you a friend reinforces the idea 
that you're a good person to be around. 

 Feeling of security: Your social network gives you access to information, advice, 
guidance and other types of assistance should you need them. It's comforting to know that 
you have people you can turn to in a time of need. 
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Cultivating your social support network 
If you want to improve your mental health and your ability to 
combat stress, surround yourself with at least a few good 
friends and confidants. Here are some ideas for building your 
social network: 
 Volunteer: Pick a cause that's important to you and get 

involved. You're sure to meet others who share similar 
interests and values. 

 Join a gym: Or check out the local community center. 
Start a walking group at work or at your church. You'll 
make friends and get some exercise. 

 Go back to school: A local college or community 
education course puts you in contact with others who 
share similar hobbies or pursuits. 

 Look online: The newest generation of social networking 
sites can help you stay connected with friends and family. 
Many good sites exist for people going through stressful 
times, such as chronic illness, loss of a loved one, new 
baby, divorce and other life changes. Be sure to stick to 
reputable sites, and be cautious about arranging in-person 
meetings. 

 
Give and take: The foundation of social networks 
A successful relationship is a two-way street. The better a 
friend you are, the better your friends will be. Here are some 
suggestions for nurturing your relationships:  
 Stay in touch: Answering phone calls, returning emails 

and reciprocating invitations let people know you care. 
 Don't compete: Be happy instead of jealous when your 

friends succeed, and they'll celebrate your 
accomplishments in return. 

 Be a good listener: Find out what's important to your 
friends — you might find you have even more in 
common than you think. 

 Don't overdo it: In your zeal to extend your social 
network, be careful not to overwhelm friends and family 
with phone calls and emails. Save those high-demand 
times for when you really need them. And while sharing 
is important, be wary of "oversharing" information that's 
personal or sensitive, especially with new or casual 
acquaintances and on social networking sites. 

 Appreciate your friends and family: Take time to say 
thank you and express how important they are to you. Be 
there for them when they need support. 

 
The bottom line 
Remember that the goal of building your social support 
network is to reduce your stress level, not add to it. Watch for 
situations that seem to drain your energy. For example, avoid 
spending too much time with someone who is constantly 
negative and critical. Similarly, steer clear of people involved 
in unhealthy behaviors, such as alcohol or substance abuse, 
especially if you've struggled with addictions.  
Taking the time to build a social support network is a wise 
investment not only in your mental well-being but also in 
your physical health and longevity. Research shows that those 
who enjoy high levels of social support stay healthier and live 
longer. So don't wait.  
Start making more friends or improving the relationships you 
already have. Whether you're the one getting the support or 
the one doling out the encouragement, you'll reap a plethora 
of rewards.  
 
 
 

References 
1. Li L, Power C, Kelly S, Kirschbaum C, Hertzman C. 

Life-time socio-economic position and cortisol patterns 
in mid-life. Psychoneuroendocrinology. 2007; 32(7):824-
833,  

2. Lupien SJ, King S, Meaney MJ, McEwen BS. Child’s 
stress hormone levels correlate with mother’s 
socioeconomic status and depressive state. Biological 
psychiatry. 2000; 48(10):976-980.  

3. Lynch M. Consequences of children’s exposure to 
community violence. Clinical Child and Family 
Psychology Review. 2003; 6(4):265-274.  

4. Margolin G, Gordis EB. Children’s exposure to violence 
in the family and community. Current Directions in 
Psychological Science. 2004; 13(4):152-155.  

5. Miguel E. Poverty and witch killing. Review of 
Economic Studies. 2005; 72(4):1153-1172.  

6. Miguel E, Saiegh SM, Satyanath S. Civil war exposure 
and violence. Economics & Politics. 2011; 23(1):59-73.  

7. Moffitt TE. Adolescence-limited and life-course-
persistent antisocial behavior: a developmental 
taxonomy. Psychological Review; Psychological Review, 
1993; 100(4):674.  

8. Murali R, Chen E. Exposure to violence and 
cardiovascular and neuroendocrine measures in 
adolescents. Annals of Behavioral Medicine. 2005; 
30(2):155-163.  

9. Pico-Alfonso MA, Garcia-Linares MI, Celda-Navarro J, 
Herbert, Martinez M. Changes in cortisol and 
dehydroepiandrosterone in women victims of physical 
and psychological intimate partner violence. Biological 
Psychiatry. 2004; 56(4):233-240.  

10. Roozendaal B, McEwen BS, Chattarji S. Stress, memory 
and the amygdala. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 2009; 
10(6):423-433.  

11. Roozendaal B, Okuda S, De Quervain DJF, McGaugh JL. 
Glucocorticoids interact with emotion-induced 
noradrenergic activation in influencing different memory 
functions. Neuroscience. 2006; 138(3):901-910.  

12. Schwabe LM, Tegenthoff O, Höffken, Wolf OT. 
Concurrent glucocorticoid and noradrenergic activity 
shifts instrumental behavior from goal-directed to 
habitual control. The Journal of Neuroscience, 30 
(24):8190–8196, 2010.  


