
At our very essence, human beings are social creatures that are hard-wired for 
connection with other human beings. From prehistoric times until now, we have 
understood at a very basic level that we need other people to survive, and certainly 
we need other people to thrive. What started out as a mechanism to increase our 
safety and defend against predators has become a built-in requirement for living. 
Scientists now describe social isolation as a health risk factor on par with cigarette 
smoking and obesity. Furthermore, research has shown a very strong relationship 
between social connectivity and cognitive health. Elders that identified themselves as 
lonely had a 64% increased risk of developing dementia and those that had the 
highest number of social connections had a 39% reduced rate of cognitive decline. 
Taken together, research supports what we intuitively know, feeling connected to 
other people improves our health outcomes. The specific mechanisms are varied and 
we get a sense for how feelings of connection and belonging impact cognitive health 
when we consider the research around the impact that our feeling of connection has 
on our physiological health. 

We know that positive social interactions change our biology. They improve our 
immune function, they stimulate hormones that impact every body system, they 
regulate our stress response system and create an anti-inflammatory state within the 
body, and they assure us at a very base level that we are alive.   
Dan Buettner, a investigative journalist who brought the concept of Blue Zones into 
the world of integrative health has identified Nine lessons from his research into the 
common themes in the longest lived communities in the world: 
1. Move naturally 
2. Have purpose in your life 
3. Manage stress through daily routines 
4. Eat until 80% full, have your smallest meal at the end of the day 
5. Plant slant means have a plant-centered diet 
6. Wine in moderation on a regular basis 
7. Right tribe which puts you in social circles that support healthy lifestyle 
8. Community based in faith 
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9. Loved ones comes first, committed relationships a priority 

What makes Dan’s work interesting is that these are communities of people that 
routinely live past 100 and live in a healthy way. There is plenty of variety in across 
these communities, there is no one right way, but there are key aspects that aren’t 
often discussed in terms of our conventional model of health care which makes sense 
when we consider the short health span of most of our country. You will notice that ⅓ 
of the Power Nines relate to relationship management and a sense of belonging! 

With the rise in social media, many wonder if connections built and sustained online 
provide the same health benefits. Most of the evidence points towards online 
connections being either neutral or deleterious to our physical and mental health. 
Cyberbullying aside, people with preexisting mood disorders such as depression and 
anxiety are more impacted by the negative side effects. While we don’t understand 
the full impact of connecting online, I think we can see how positive online 
connections can add to our sense of connectedness. I know several people that feel 
more connected to their family and friends through the use of online tools that help 
them share pictures and family milestones. However, in these cases it seems that 
there is an underlying support network and sense of belonging that predates the 
online connection. I think it’s safe to say that online connection is not a replacement 
for in person connection in terms of health outcomes and that it can be apart of a 
healthy lifestyle if used in moderation and with a skilled approach. Connecting online 
may work for you in other ways, but in terms of supporting long term cognitive health 
and improving health outcomes as you age, focusing your attention on in person 
social connection is the best bet.   
 
Now I can hear some of you say, what about my cat or dog or llama??? While there is 
ample research supporting the reduction of health risk factors for pet owners but I 
haven’t seen anything specific for cognitive health. As long as you don’t have allergies 
to them, pets can be a great addition to your healthy brain lifestyle. 

How can you improve your social connections and reduce loneliness? 
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• Build a community of like-minded people that also want strive for a health 
promoting lifestyle.  Organize group hikes, potlucks with healthy food, trips to 
a meditation class, etc. 

• Make time for family and friends a priority.  Put it in your schedule, plan your 
vacations around family visits, eat dinner at home with your family, coach your 
kids basketball team. 

• Strengthen relationships by letting people know what you appreciate about 
them, seek meaningful dialogue and share your thoughts and feelings. 

• Spend time doing activities that you are passionate about.  For example, if you 
feel a strong connection to a particular outdoor space, join a clean up 
committee or social event scheduled there. 

• Manage your environment in a way that makes it easier to live in alignment with 
a brain healthy lifestyle. 

• Get a pet! 

What are your next steps for this week? 
• Review any additional information you are interested in from the resources 

section. 
• Listen to the interview with Dr. Mikhail Kogan. 
• Make an assessment of where you are currently at in terms of social 

connection. 
◦ Are there areas that you could improve upon?       
◦ Are there relationships that may need attention in your life? 
◦ Does the way you spend your time align with your priorities?  

• Based on the information you just learned, what health goals can you define? 
◦ What is your ideal social state?  Pick one goal to focus on first.  Choose 

the one that feels like it’s the most attainable with the least amount of 
effort.  Remember, we want to build momentum by putting some quick 
wins under our belt. 

◦ What small step can you take this coming week that would move you 
closer to this goal? 

◦ What are the barriers you face?  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◦ Who or what can help you navigate this change? 

Complete the Your Healthy Mind Workbook for Social Connections and set aside 
time this week to work on this health goal.
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