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Introduction

Social connection is 

medicine

Social connections that create a 

sense of caring, contributing, and 

community have a range of 

benefits for health, well-being, 

and longevity at all ages. Social 

connection remains malleable 

throughout our lives.



Learning objectives

Identify at least two 
reasons social 
connection is 
medicine.

1

Learn about what 
Connection 
Planning involves 
and how it might 
help.

2

Try out making your 
own connection 
plan.

3



WHAT IS SOCIAL 

CONNECTION?

Social isolation 
&  loneliness (SIL).

Holt-Lunstad & 
Perissinotto (2023), 

NEJM



Humans are social 
creatures.

We have a need to 
belong.





Structure:

How often & who 

you connect with

1

Function: 

The support you 

get from your 

connections

2

Subjective: 

How you feel 

about your 

connections

3



Social isolation vs. integration 

Not able to leave 

your home

Not talking to 

friends and 

family every day

Not joining 

groups



Social support 

Help with daily 

tasks

Emotional 

support

Information & 

advice



Loneliness vs belonging

Lacking 

companionship

Feeling left out Feeling isolated



Social 

isolation 

& loneliness

Brain 

health



Memory

1

Executive 

functioning

2

Dementia

3



Having strong social 
connections was associated 

with a 46% reduced 
likelihood of developing 

dementia in one 
prospective study

Saito T, Murata C, Saito M, Takeda T, Kondo K. Influence of social relationship domains and 

their combinations on incident dementia: a prospective cohort study. J Epidemiol Community 

Health. 2018;72(1):7-12. 10.1136/jech-2017-209811 PMC5753026.



Social 

isolation 

& loneliness

Physical 

Health



Health conditions 

(e.g., high blood 

pressure, 

cardiovascular 

disease)

1

Self-rated health

2

Longevity

3



Social 

isolation 

& loneliness

Mental

Health



Depression & 

anxiety symptoms

1

Poor quality of 

life & low 

meaning in life

2

Suicide ideation, 

attempts, and 

deaths

3



Challenges 
to staying 
connected

Barriers: Working remotely, 

physical illness or mobility 

difficulties, hearing/vision loss

Transitions: Retirement, 

caregiving, bereavement 

Mental health concerns: 

depression, anxiety, guilt



How does 
connection 
help?

Social interactions are 

cognitively stimulating

Relationships promote healthy 

behaviors

Buffer stress



Introduction to 

Connection 

Planning



Connection Planning
An evidence-informed brief intervention

• Analogous to Safety Planning for suicidal behavior

• In primary care, akin to a robust form of ‘Social Prescribing’

• Social prescribing is a person-centered approach to address health-
related social needs (i.e., social determinants of health, including 
SIL) via linkage with community support services. 

• Connection Planning includes linking patients to community support 
services, but does so in a specific, systematic way to personalize 
services to individual needs while also increasing motivation for 
follow-through. Developed in collaboration with Dr. Emily Bower

Van Orden, Bower et al. (2021), Am J Geriatr Psychiatry. 2021 Aug;29(8):816-827. 
doi: 10.1016/j.jagp.2020.05.004. Epub 2020 May 18.



• Via Finger Lakes Geriatric Education 
Center

• Connection Planning in Long Term Care

• Connection Planning in Primary Care

Online training in Connection Planning
https://www.urmc.rochester.edu/medicine/geriatrics/flgec/online-training



Connection Planning Includes ‘EAR’ Components

Holt-Lunstad & Perissinotto (2023), Social Isolation & Loneliness as 
Medical Issues. NEJM. 



Download a 
worksheet to 
follow along!

https://rochester.box.com/v/ConnectionPlan-Form

https://rochester.box.com/v/ConnectionPlan-Form
https://rochester.box.com/v/ConnectionPlan-Form
https://rochester.box.com/v/ConnectionPlan-Form


Social pie of life: What matters to you? Barriers?

•Emotional 
support

•Advice & 
information

•Help with tasks

•Making a 
difference, 
volunteering, 
career

•Spirituality

• Closeness vs. 
conflict with life 
partner, family, 
friends

•How often you 
are with other 
people & do 
social activities

•How many 
people are in 
your life

Activities Relationships

SupportContribute



Download a 
worksheet to 
follow along!

https://rochester.box.com/v/SocialPieofLife-Form

https://rochester.box.com/v/SocialPieofLife-Form
https://rochester.box.com/v/SocialPieofLife-Form
https://rochester.box.com/v/SocialPieofLife-Form


Examples. Consider your own pie!



• Consider loneliness.

• The Three Item Loneliness Scale is a quick way to do 

that.

• If you scored a 5 or more, you may be experiencing 

loneliness that could have an impact on your health and 

well-being if unaddressed. 

• Other indicators are low social support or isolation. 

• Or just feeling unsatisfied with relationships.

• Or being proactive and planning ahead for transitions.

Is Connection Planning a good fit?



Thinking 
(self-talk)

Doing 
(actions)

Feeling 
(in your body)

SIL

The Cognitive Behavioral Model of SIL: 
What’s getting in the way & how do we tackle it?

Being aware of the importance of 
social connection for health is a great 
first step. 

But making a change isn’t simple! 

Connection Planning can help us 
increase the likelihood that we follow 
through with our goals, including 
recommendations from others. 



• Here are some of my barriers.

• Think about what might be barriers for you!

• The model on the right was developed for 

loneliness in later life (because that is what Kim 

studies) but it can apply to adults of any age.

Example: Kim’s barriers Lives alone; works full 
time

Good health and 

enjoying cycling (a 
strength to build on)

Work stress can be 
exhausting

Grief surrounding 

loss of mom and 
Mitsy (cat)



• What thoughts went through your mind 

when this was happening? What did 

you tell yourself about why this was 

happening? What concerns did you 

have? 

• Tip: Pay attention to thoughts that may 

be extreme or unhelpful that could be 

targeted in the Connection Plan. 

• Tip: Don’t believe everything you 

think!

Thinking (cognition)
Think about a time you felt isolated, like you lacked companionship, 
or left out this week?

Thinking 
(self-talk)

Doing 
(actions)

Feeling 
(in your body)

I can’t stand 
losing 

someone else I 
love.

I’m too tired to 
adopt a cat.



Ways to 
change your 
perspective

• Use these 3 prompts to use helpful self-talk:
• How can I view the situation from a different perspective? 

• Think of someone optimistic whose opinion you highly value: how would they perceive the situation?

• Remind yourself: Don’t believe everything you think!

• Examine the evidence for your thoughts:
• Write down your thought (e.g., no one cares about me)

• List the evidence in support of the thought (ask yourself: would this hold up in a court of law?)

• List the evidence that contradicts that thought (if not sure, ask yourself: what would someone who cares say?)

• “Three Good Things” 
• Think of 3 good things that happened during the day (e.g., The weather was nice, My granddaughter texted me)

• Ask yourself the following:

• Why did this happen?

• Why was this good thing meaningful?

• How can I experience more of this good thing?

• Engage in a mindful self-compassion exercise to practice self-compassion
• https://cih.ucsd.edu/mindfulness/guided-audio-video 

• https://self-compassion.org/guided-self-compassion-meditations-mp3-2/ 

• Engage in an activity to connect with a sense of our shared humanity (could also 
be in Connection section)

• Loving-kindness meditation https://ggia.berkeley.edu/practice/loving_kindness_meditation

• Prayer

• Listening to a symphony 

Material courtesy of Dr. Emily Bower
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• What were you feeling in your body when 

this happened? 

• Did you notice any tension in your body, 

and if so, where was the tension? Some 

people notice feeling slowed down, 

lethargic, or tired when they feel left out - 

did that come up for you? 

• Other people notice feeling nervous, 

keyed up, or agitated when they feel left 

out - did that come up for you? 

• Tip: start with a broad, open-ended 

question and then consider more specific 

feelings as needed.

Feeling (body)

Thinking 
(self-talk)

Doing 
(actions)

Feeling 
(in your body)



Strategies to change your body sensations

Soothe all five senses

Listen to music, smell freshly 
baked cookies, pet your dog/cat, 

look at artwork, taste your favorite 
food, step outside

Practice calming activities

Mindful breathing

Muscle relaxation

Imagery

Change your temperature

Warm up by taking a bath or 
sipping warm tea. Cool down by 

splashing cold water on your face 
or holding an ice cube.



• What did you do when this 

happened? 

• Did you try to do anything to 

change how you were feeling? 

• Is there anything you wish you 

did differently?

• Commit to take one small 

action; create SMART goals

Doing (actions)

Thinking 
(self-talk)

Doing 
(actions)

Feeling 
(in your body)



My Connection Plan

Body

Ways I can change how my body feels:

Mind

Ways I can change my perspective:

Connection

Ways I can connect:

Go for a bike ride or sit in my garden if I’m 
feeling lonely or stressed about considering 
adopting a cat.

Text a friend to met up for coffee to chat 
about pros and cons of adopting a cat;
Visit my friend and her cat;
See if a friend will meet me at a cat cafe

“Don’t believe everything you think!”
Adopting a new cat will take energy, but it 
will also give me energy—love!



Experiential Exercise
Step 1: Reflect on how often and who you connect with; the support you get from your 
connections (e.g., physical, emotional); how you feel and how you want to feel about 
your connections (e.g., lonely vs belonging). Barriers and facilitators (thinking, feeling, 
doing). 

Step 2: Create your Connection Plan! Write down: 

• Ways you can change your perspective. (Mind)

• Ways you can change how your body feels. (Body)

• Ways you can connect with others. (Connection)



Take the Surgeon General’s Challenge!



Connection Planning Resources
• Free handouts: 

• https://www.eenet.ca/resource/social-connection-isolated-older-adults

• Article in The American Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry (free download): 

• https://www.ajgponline.org/article/S1064-7481(20)30333-X/fulltext

• VA VISN 5 MIRECC Connection Plans manual:

• https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn5/training/connection_plans.asp

• FREE Training online (Finger Lakes Geriatric Resource Center):

• https://www.urmc.rochester.edu/medicine/geriatrics/flgec/online-
training.aspx
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Connection 
Planning 

Resources 
Guide

https://rochester.box.com/v/ResourcesConnectionPlanning

https://rochester.box.com/v/ResourcesConnectionPlanning


C O A CH I N G  PA RT I C I PA N T

I realized that when I was 

connected to others there 

was hope.



Vivek Murthy, MD 
US Surgeon General

Unlike many other illnesses, what 

I find profoundly empowering 

about addressing loneliness is 

that the ultimate solution to 

loneliness lies in each of us. We 

can be the medicine that each 

other needs. We can be the 

solution other people crave. We 

are all doctors and we are all 

healers.



Stay connected!

• Kim Van Orden: 
kimberly_vanorden@urmc.rochester.
edu

• The HOPE Lab

• https://www.urmc.rochester.edu/labs/van-
orden/projects.aspx

• Email: HOPE@urmc.Rochester.edu

• Emily Bower, PhD
esbower@pacificu.edu

• Behavioral Health & Aging Research Lab:
https://www.pacificu.edu/directory/college-health-
professions/school-graduate-psychology/research-
research-labs/behavioral-health-and-aging-research-
lab

mailto:kimberly_vanorden@urmc.rochester.edu
mailto:kimberly_vanorden@urmc.rochester.edu
https://www.urmc.rochester.edu/labs/van-orden/projects.aspx
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