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children per household has dropped from roughly 2.25 to just 
under two children for married couples from 1970 to 2016.7 
Similar declines were demonstrated by single parents raising 
children.7 The effects of this recession in birth rate may be 
partially counteracted by the increase in multi-generational 
households. In the past thirty years, the trend of multi-gen-
erational households has risen to a positive.4 In 2008, Pew 
Research found that 16.1% of households were comprised of 
at least two adult generations.4 These two adult generations 

often represent a senior par-
ent and their adult child.4 The 
proximity of their children 
grants seniors the access to 
a consistent supply of social 
support, ensuring mental 
well-being and regulation of 
healthy behavioral choices. 

Some further insight 
regarding the relationship 
between social life and health 
may be gathered from the 
world’s blue-zones — regions 

defined by a population with an expected lifespan over 100 
years old.1 A National Geographic team was able to extrapo-
late nine behavioral similarities among these regions, three 
of which are direct components relating to a healthy social 
life.1 The team noted that a majority of the surveyed elderly 
engaged in some sort of faith-based community as a form of 
support on a regular basis.1 Additionally, the children of the 
elderly usually lived either with their parents or within close 
proximity to them.1 Finally, the elderly most often belonged to 
some sort of intimate social group and frequently interacted 
with friends whom they had known for most of their lives.1 
For instance, an Okinawan man reportedly spent some time 
each day with a group of his childhood friends.1 This case 
study of the high life-expectancy areas of the world serves to 
further underscore the potential benefits of social support on 
the lifespan of the elderly.

Social relationships appear to be a crucial factor in the 
maintenance of a person’s mental and physical well-being, 
especially for the elderly. The elderly comprise a growing pop-
ulation with characteristically high health risks and declin-
ing opportunity for social interaction, which are often due to 
decreased accessibility and other implications of increased 
age. It is worthwhile, then, to invest efforts into improving 
social connectivity among seniors and their close family and 
friends so that the social standard might reflect a better qual-
ity, and possibly quantity, of life during those later decades.
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THE MENTAL WELL-BEING OF THE ELDERLY 
is too often neglected. Because mental health can 
be less visible than physical health, it may be eas-

ily overlooked or deemed a lesser concern. Perhaps one of 
the strongest deterrents of mental illness and its subsequent 
physical consequences is satisfaction of social need. Seniors 
who receive sufficient social attention from friends and fam-
ily have both stronger mental resilience and better physical 
status.2 However, recent demographic transitions have stifled  
friends and family as sources of 
social support for the elderly.2

A person’s friends and fam-
ily provide them with physi-
cal aid, guidance, and a sense 
of emotional belonging.5 This 
support blunts the impact of 
stress and reinforces positive 
mental health.5 Social relation-
ships reduce physical burden, 
as well as lower blood pressure, 
heart rate, and production of 
stress hormones.5 The need for 
social attention is quite great among the elderly, whose cir-
cumstances put them at a higher risk of illness than people of 
other age demographics.2 

The elderly mainly rely on their relationships with their 
partners and children as avenues for social fulfillment.2 A 
spouse directly influences their partner’s health; the partner 
will tend to exhibit more social control because their spouse 
acts as a check to prevent detrimental behavior.5 In the 1950s, 
there were nearly twice as many married Americans as 
unmarried ones.6 However, the United States Census Bureau 
reported in 2015 that the number of married Americans was 
barely half of all adults.6 This steady decline in married indi-
viduals may insinuate that the average senior will be less likely 
to have an intimate partner to rely on for support and conver-
sation when they are in need. 

Yet, as beneficial as certain marriages can be, many even-
tually end, either due to the passing of a partner or divorce. 
The death of a spouse can seriously detract from a person’s 
mental health and can negatively impact their health behav-
iors.5 This reaction to loss can be alleviated by interactions 
with others; if family or close friends intervene to fill the hole 
with compensatory social support, further harm to mental 
health may be buffered.5

Still, access to supportive family members, from a quanti-
tative standpoint, is a dwindling resource. Americans are hav-
ing fewer children per household— the average number of 
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