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Social Connectedness as a 
Social Determinant of Health



There is Ample Evidence That the Quality of 
Social Connections Influence Health Outcomes

Social relationships—both 
quantity and quality—affect 
mental health, health 
behavior, physical health, and 
mortality risk (Umberson and 
Montez 2011)

In a study of 7,000 men and women in Alameda County, 
Calif., begun in 1965, Lisa F. Berkman and S. Leonard Syme 
found that “people who were disconnected from others 
were roughly three times more likely to die during the 
nine-year study than people with strong social ties,” John 
Robbins (Berkman and Syme 1979)

In another study, published in The New 
England Journal of Medicine in 1984, 
researchers at the Health Insurance Plan of 
Greater New York found that among 2,320 men 
who had survived a heart attack, those with 
strong connections with other people had 
only a quarter the risk of death within the 
following three years as those who lacked 
social connectedness (Ruberman, Weinblatt, 
Goldberg, and Chaudhary 1984)

In a 2010 report in The Journal of Health and Social Behavior, sociology 
researchers at the University of Texas at Austin, cited “consistent and 
compelling evidence linking a low quantity or quality of social ties with 
a host of conditions,” including the development and worsening of 
cardiovascular disease, repeat heart attacks, autoimmune disorders, 
high blood pressure, cancer and slowed wound healing. (Debra 
Umberson and Jennifer Karas Montez)











“Socially isolated women with breast cancer have a
40% higher risk of recurrence, a

60% higher risk of dying from breast cancer, and a 
70% higher risk of dying from any cause 

when compared with socially integrated women.”

Kroenke CH, Michael YL, Shu XO, et al. Post-diagnosis social networks, and lifestyle and treatment factors in the 
After Breast Cancer Pooling Project [published online ahead of print December 12, 2016]. Cancer
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Social Network Analysis

•Collects data on who is connected to whom 

•How those connections vary and change

•Focus on patterns of relations

•Nodes (People, Orgs, Etc)

•Lines (Relationships)
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Network Science Provides Unique Methodologies



Basic Network Science Principle: More is Not (Always) Better

You can mitigate risk related to adverse social connectedness,

but you need data to do it.

Network Science as a Unique Perspective



Network 
Science 

in 
Real Life

Planning a Wedding…





Assessing Personal 
Support Networks

A tool to assess the strengths 
and gaps in a person’s personal 
support network, allowing 
providers to use the information 
to make a personalized 
assessment of a person’s needs 
for connection to community 
and systems resources to 
improve their mental wellness.



With funding from 
The Colorado 
Trust





723 Partnerships

450 Organizations





County Level Look at the Data Shows Lots of Variation

Adams/Arapahoe/Douglas Weld









SYSTEM NETWORK

FAMILY NETWORKS



 Question:  Why do we expect people to fit into the 
system? Why don’t we expect the system to fit 
around people?

 Hypothesis: If the system is coordinated, then this is 
reflected in the personal networks of families.

 Outcome Measure: When 100% of families say their 
personal networks are coordinated, then we know the 
system is working.
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How many 
people do you 

live with?

Which of the 
following are 

your most 
pressing 

concerns?

Please rate 
your own 

health

Please rate 
your health 
(on a scale).

How open are 
you to receiving 
help with any of 
the concerns you 

identified?

How often do 
you feel lonely 

or isolated from 
those around 

you?
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Who do you 
rely on 

when you 
have 

problems?

To what 
degree do 

you depend 
on this 

person?

To what 
degree do 
you trust 

this person 
to help you 

From whom do 
you currently get 

help for any of 
these concerns?
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We are also discovering 
the other ways we can 
apply this – FOR KIDS!



Pilot Testing:  
What are we learning?

• Key to Success: Build Tools with 
Users and Clients

• Success = Functionality + Trust 
+ Clarity + Security + Integration 

• Data = Risk Scores, Social 
Connectedness Scores, Outcomes

• People are getting connected to 
more resources

• Providers are all-in in because this 
gives them a new way to 
understand their patients

The PCN App has the potential to 
change the way care is provided to 
patients. It illustrates how important 
it is to ask questions to patients that 
will get us to a better understanding 
of their system.

The PCN App is groundbreaking with the 
potential to reach a greater number of 
people, greatly eliminate human error and 
communicates to the patient/client that the 
system is something that will adapt around 
them. I very much enjoyed being a part of 
this pilot experience. I learned something 
new about the way technology and mental 
health can work together to offer the best 
care possible.



Closing the 
Loop:

Creating 
“Whole 
Network of 
Care” Plans



ASPEN – A Social Connectedness Platform

Aspen is a comprehensive 
platform that provides the 
technology and tools needed so 
that organizations, funders, and 
providers can map out both 
personal and organizational 
networks, spot the breakdowns, 
and create action plans to fill in 
the gaps and strengthen social 
connectedness for people.



TransportationFoodChildcare



Patient Safety & Satisfaction Provider Efficiency Reduced Systems Costs



What is your call to action?







Let’s Stay Connected:

danielle@visiblenetworklabs.com

www.visiblenetworklabs.com

@visiblenetworklabs


