
 

Face-to-face socializing more powerful than
phone calls, emails in guarding against
depression
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Alan Teo, M.D., M.S., lead author, assistant professor of psychiatry at Oregon
Health & Science University, and researcher at the VA Portland Health Care
System. Credit: Dr. Alan Teo

In a slight knock on digital and telephone communications, a new study
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points to the unsurpassed mental health benefits of regular face-to-face
social interactions among older adults. Study participants who regularly
met in person with family and friends were less likely to report
symptoms of depression, compared with participants who emailed or
spoke on the phone. The gains people derived from face-to-face
socializing endured even years later. The findings were published online
today in the Journal of the American Geriatrics Society.

"Research has long-supported the idea that strong social bonds
strengthen people's mental health. But this is the first look at the role that
the type of communication with loved ones and friends plays in
safeguarding people from depression. We found that all forms of
socialization aren't equal. Phone calls and digital communication, with
friends or family members, do not have the same power as face-to-face
social interactions in helping to stave off depression," says Alan Teo,
M.D., M.S., lead author, assistant professor of psychiatry at Oregon
Health & Science University, and researcher at the VA Portland Health
Care System.

Teo and colleagues assessed more than 11,000 adults aged 50 and older
in the United States who participated in the longitudinal Health and
Retirement Study at the University of Michigan. Researchers examined
the frequency of in-person, telephone and written social contact,
including email. Then they looked at the risk of depression symptoms
two years later, adjusting for potential confounding factors including
health status, how close people lived from family and pre-existing
depression.

The researchers found that having little face-to-face social contact nearly
doubles your risk of having depression two years later. Researchers
reported that having more or fewer phone conversations, or written or
email contact, had no effect on depression.
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Study participants who met up with family and friends at least three
times a week had the lowest level of depressive symptoms two years
later - 6.5 percent - than those who had less frequent contact. Individuals
who met up just once every few months or less frequently had an 11.5
percent chance of depressive symptoms.

The study also detected significant differences between the types of
individuals - family member versus friend - that participants should
socialize with in order to have the most impact on their depression
levels. The researchers found that among adults aged 50 to 69, frequent
in-person contact with friends reduced subsequent depression. In
contrast, adults 70 and older benefited from in-person contact with
children and other family members.

  More information: "Does Mode of Contact with Different Types of
Social Relationships Predict Depression Among Older Adults? Evidence
from a Nationally Representative Survey," Journal of the American
Geriatrics Society, 2015.
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