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Improving the lives of people with diabetes through social connection

Being socially connected is important, as it can prevent developing diabetes and improve the health of people who are living with diabetes.
Below, we explore some of the latest research and provide helpful tips for improving the lives of people living with diabetes through social
connection. But first, let's define what we mean by social connection and social disconnection:

Social Connection Social Disconnection
Having enough relationships with other people and generally being Not having enough relationships with other people and/or being unhappy
happy with the quality of these relationships with the quality of these relationships

Social disconnection is a risk factor for diabetes.

Social disconnection is a significant risk factor for diabetes. Research shows that people who are more socially disconnected are more likely to
develop type 2 diabetes over time than people with satisfying social lives. Experiencing social disconnection can also worsen diabetes symptoms
and lead to complications. For example, people with diabetes who report being socially disconnected also experience greater physical decline
over time than those who feel socially connected. Likewise, social disconnection has been linked with heart disease and worsened blood glucose
management in people with diabetes.
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Diabetes is a risk factor for social
disconnection.

We know that social disconnection is a risk factor
for diabetes, but the opposite may also be true.
New research suggests that being diagnosed
with diabetes can push people to disconnect
from their friends and family. Similarly, people
with diabetes whose symptoms worsen over
time are more likely to withdraw socially than
those whose symptoms are being managed. For
example, individuals with diabetes who decline
physically experience greater social
disconnection over time than those without
physical impairments.

I’'m confused... what does social
connection have to do with
diabetes?

The link between social connection and diabetes may not be as obvious as some other known factors. So, let’s unpack what’s going on!

Firstly, having strong relationships with other people makes leading a healthy and active lifestyle a lot easier! For example, someone who is
often out and about is likely to do more walking than someone who rarely leaves home. Further, social people are more likely to participate in
sports, exercise classes, or other workouts with friends and family. People also drink more alcohol when they’re socially disconnected, perhaps
to try ‘pass the time’ or improve their mood. Finally, we know that socially disconnected people are more likely to experience mood disorders
like depression. Depression is a known risk factor for developing diabetes.
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And what about in the reverse; how can diabetes increase someone’s risk of experiencing social disconnection? People with worsening diabetes
symptoms and complications may be physically unable to do the everyday activities they used to be able to do with ease. Physical impairments
(including mobility problems) can restrict people from doing things they would usually do to socialise (e.g., walking). This could explain why

people with diabetes who
experience mobility limitations
report higher loneliness scores
than those without mobility
limitations. In addition, people
who have been diagnosed with
diabetes might avoid social
contact if loved ones pressure,
judge, or express concern
about how they’re managing
their condition. In other words,
people living with diabetes may
want to avoid being ‘nagged’
about their lifestyle choices.
Likewise, people with diabetes
might feel uncomfortable
injecting their insulin when
others are present. This might
limit the amount of time they
can spend, and number of
activities they can do, with
loved ones. It might also force
them to avoid social activities
with people to whom they
haven’t yet disclosed their
diabetes status.

Health Biological Mood
behaviours changes
Disconnected Disconnected Disconnected
people do less PH{{Ph pacp!a are
physical activity experience more likely to

more biclogical

experience
stress

and drink more k
depression

alcohel

Functional
impairments
may physically
Stressful = |im?sncin|ising
6 _,— managin ub'l'w
Family 'nagging insu|injmn:|?nul
ubuu.'l' hea aids in public
behaviours can settings

be distressing

Page 3 of 5



. Bolton | HEART OF
Clarke | PoSITIVE AGEING

What should | do? Social prescribing as a potential way forward

Social connection is crucial for establishing and maintaining wellbeing and a good life. If you want to reduce the likelihood that people living with
diabetes in your care will develop diabetes and/or improve the lives of those already diagnosed with diabetes, it’s important to consider social
connection in your practice.

Call to Action: Ask all people living with diabetes in your care about social connection and refer those who you identify as at-risk for social
disconnection to locally available social prescribing programs, if available. Most regions have a local Neighbourhood or Community House, so
having these details can be helpful to start their social connection journey. You can use this tool to help find Neighbourhood Houses in Victoria.

There are many social prescribing programs available, like Connect Local (currently operating for people aged 65+ in Glen Eira, Melbourne),
which work by tapping into local supports, services, and activities to bolster social connection for individuals in need. The idea is to unite health
and social care initiatives so that we might focus on holistic wellbeing together (including biological, psychological, and social components). By
prioritising the establishment of strong social connections, we can reduce the number of individuals who rely on the healthcare system to meet
their social needs and improve the wellbeing of Australians both with and without diabetes.

For more information on social prescribing please see:
Australian Social Prescribing Institute of Research and Education ASPIRE Australian Social Prescribing Institute of Research and Education

Australian Disease Management Association Social Prescribing Hub Social Prescribing Tools and Resources
Pharmacy Addressing Loneliness and Social Isolation Home- PALS Global Network

Or contact:
Dr Rajna Ogrin, Senior Research Fellow, Bolton Clarke Research Institute

Email: rogrin@boltonclarke.com.au
phone: 0400 253 459
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