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Why Social Support is Important 
Human beings are more effective and happier when they have someone 

• they can talk to about personal matters 

• who cares about them 

• who can help them when they need help 

The risk of death associated with social isolation is greater than the risk associated with 

cigarette smoking 

 

What Makes People Feel Supported? 

When someone…  

… takes an interest in them 

… empathizes with their experiences 

… recognizes changes in their lives, for good or bad 

… celebrates their progress and achievements 

… checks in to see how things are working out 

… is there for them when it’s most needed 
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Practical Steps 
 

Getting and Giving Support 

• The first step in getting and giving support is connecting with others. 

• When we were children, this may have happened naturally through school and 

playing with others in our neighborhoods. 

• As adults, it can take effort 

o Our coworkers may provide a sense of connection, but that can be 

complicated by demands of the job, conflicts, or supervisors that make us 

feel always needing to be “on our guard” 

o Families are a huge source of support for many of us, but there are times 

when we want someone outside the family to help us put things in 

perspective or make us feel they are just on our side 

• So, think about who are your friends, whom you can turn to, with whom you enjoy 

doing things. 

• You may need to take some initiative in developing some connections, maybe 

through church or other groups, identifying some coworkers with whom you feel 

comfortable getting together outside of work. 

 

Challenges in Getting Support 

There are two things that get in the way of our getting support 

1. Many of us are not comfortable getting support 

• This can be because of cultural or other influences: 

o Lots of women feel they need to meet everybody else’s needs before 

thinking of their own. 

o Lots of men feel they need to be the “rock of Gibraltar.” 

• The evidence is clear, however.  Being socially isolated, feeling that you don’t 

have someone you can turn to, is as big a cause of death as smoking 

cigarettes. 

• Humans just do better when they have others with whom they can talk about 

personal matters or call on for a favor. 

2. People are often not very good at realizing what support others need or sensitive 

in supporting each other 

• We need to be given hints – sometimes more than hints – about what others 

need. 

• We often overlook the obvious, for example, forgetting that someone who lost 

a close relative a couple of months ago is probably still going through some 

hard times. 
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Letting Others Know 

• People can’t read our minds 

• We need to tell them what support we need 

• This may mean letting them know about an issue they wouldn’t notice 

o “My partner’s father is going through some really bad health challenges, 

so I’m sorry if I may not be at my best.” 

• They may need help in figuring out what would be most helpful to you 

o “I really appreciate your concern, but what I’m finding is that it’s just a 

relief to me to concentrate on the job and not have to think about those 

other things.” 

o “What would really help me is if we could get a cup of coffee together and 

let me tell you what I’m going through.” 

• It’s also important to thank others and give them feedback 

o “Thanks for asking about my parent’s situation.  I don’t want to be talking 

about it all the time, but your letting me know you are available to talk is 

really helpful.” 

 

Giving Support 

• We can’t read others’ minds 

• We need to ask them what support would be helpful (show sensitivity) 

o “I can imagine this must be tremendously upsetting to you.  I’m not sure 

what would be helpful, but if I can do anything or if you’d like just to go for 

a walk or something, just let me know.” 

• We need to watch out for others 

o Many will be hesitant to say that they are going through a tough time. 

o Keep your eyes and ears open and reach out to folks having problems. 

• Don’t be hesitant but don’t make too many assumptions either 

o “I know what you are going through is really hard, but I’m not sure how I 

can be helpful.  Would it be helpful to talk or go get lunch together, or just 

to know that I’m here for you if you need me.  Please let me know what I 

can do.” 

• It can be really challenging to support a friend or coworker who lost a family 

member 

o You don’t need to say anything all that sophisticated, just that you are 

sorry for the loss and hope they and their family are getting through it OK. 

o It’s often helpful just to ask about the person who has died, just simple 

things like how old they were, what work or interests were important to 

them, etc.  However, some may find such conversation painful so be 

prepared to drop it and just reassure them that you are there for them. 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
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• Giving support can sometimes be as beneficial as receiving support (consider the 

benefits of volunteering) 

• Don’t worry about always knowing the right thing to say 

• Meet people where they’re at 

o Not everyone is ready to make changes - some just want to talk with 

someone who understands 

• Don’t forget the good stuff – congrats on a promotion or particular 

accomplishment or birth of a child, etc. 

• Respect personal privacy 

• Respect personal differences, choices, and decisions 

• Active listening skills can be helpful 

o Stop other things you are doing 

o Focus on feelings and emotions (validate and acknowledge) 

o Make reflections (summarize and paraphrase) 

o Ask open-ended questions 

o Make affirmations and give encouragement (see next slide) 

o Don’t interrupt the other person 

• Don’t underestimate the impact of just being there for someone! 

 

Encouragement / Affirmations 
Affirming is a positive confirmation. When you affirm something that someone has done 

or said, you are providing them with support and encouragement. 

• “That’s good.” 

• “I’m glad you asked that.” 

• “That’s a great question.” 

• “You’re on the right track.” 

• “You really seem to have given this a lot of thought.” 

 

Tones to Avoid 

• Ordering: Telling a participant to do something in manner that gives them little or 

no choice 

• Threatening: Telling a participant that if their behavior continues, certain 

negative consequences will happen 

• Preaching: Telling a participant things they ought to do 

• Criticizing: Making a negative interpretation of someone’s behavior 

• Diverting: To change the subject and avoid the problem 

• One-upmanship: To try to “top” the participant’s problem by telling a worse one 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
http://sph.unc.edu/osherc/osherc
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• Kidding/ teasing: To try to avoid talking about the problem by laughing or by 

distracting the other person  (OK to use humor -- but not too much -- to 

communicate shared understanding of irony or other feature of situation) 

 

Killer Phrases 

• Don’t worry 

• Things could be worse 

• Cheer up 

• What do you have to feel sorry about? 

• Don’t think like that 

• Think positively 

• Why don’t you just…  

 

Summary 
• Social support is essential for our happiness and wellbeing. As adults, we may 

go through periods of time when lack the type and amount of social support that 

we need to thrive. 

• We can actively do things to ask for and receive support. On the flip side, we can 

learn skills to intentionally give support to others. When we both give and receive 

support, we call that mutual support. 

• Social support can add value to any strategy for addressing problems related to 

mental health. 

If the strategies provided here don’t seem right for you, consider the list of resources 

below. 

 

Resources 
Here are some suggestions for how you can find additional help in dealing with the 

problems addressed in this series of modules. 

• Your primary care provider or family doctor 

• Your employer’s EAP program – Employee Assistance Program 

• Hotlines providing support and information on resources in your area, including: 

o Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration -- 24-hour 

helpline for people dealing with mental health issues. (800) 662-HELP 

(4357) 

o National Alliance on Mental Illness -- free hotline with trained specialists 

who can provide information, resources and referrals to those who need 

mental health assistance. (800) 950-NAMI (6264) 

o National Suicide Prevention Lifeline -- (800) 273-8255 

• Affordable psychotherapy at www.openpathcollective.org 

http://PROSPER@unc.edu
http://sph.unc.edu/osherc/osherc
http://www.openpathcollective.org/
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• Helpful resources in this section of the Peers for Progress website: 

https://go.unc.edu/mhr 
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