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Expert commentary from Chris Segrin, department head and Steve and Nancy Lynn Professor of Communication at
the University of Arizona. His research focuses on social skills, relationship development and satisfaction, and such

problems as depression, anxiety, loneliness, and marital distress.

WHAT DOES PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE SAY
ABOUT SOCIALIZING AND ISOLATION?

Human beings are inherently social, not solitary, creatures. We
thrive in the presence of other people, and separation from other
people is harmful to most humans. Short-term social distancing is
probably not a major problem for most people. However, over time
this can become bothersome and stressful for a lot of people who
long for meaningful face-to-face contact.

HOW DOES THE HUMAN NEED FOR SOCIALIZING
RELATE IN TIMES OF EPIDEMICS?

The human need for connection with other people is probably what
fuels a lot of disease transmission. One could think of this as the
price we pay for our inherently social nature.

HOW DOES SOCIAL DISTANCING DURING THE
COVID-19 PANDEMIC AFFECT CHILDREN AND
THEIR PARENTS?

COVID-19 is increasingly requiring people to stay away from others,
especially in settings where people normally congregate. Part of what
makes the experience of a sporting event, seeing a concert or a movie
in a theater, or eating at a restaurant meaningful is the presence

of other people. Even if we don't interact directly with them, their
presence makes the event a more substantial experience. (For example,
imagine the reaction of a crowd when a batter hits a home run at a
baseball game—it wouldn't be the same if there was just one person in
the ballpark.) Much of this is lost in the “stay at home” orders to slow
the spread of COVID-19.

Human behavior is one of the most
important factors dictating the severity
of pandemics for both the spread of the
disease and the psychological impacts it
triggers, such as anxiety, isolation, and
uncertainty. Through an ongoing series
of backgrounders, the Association for
Psychological Science (APS) is exploring
many of the psychological factors

that can help the public understand

and collectively combat the spread

of COVID-19. Each backgrounder
features the assessments, research, and
recommendations of a renowned subject
expert in the field of psychological
science. This content has not undergone
separate peer review and is provided as a
service to the public during this time of
pandemic.

For more COVID-19 resources from
APS, visit psychologicalscience.org/
covid-19-information.

WHAT ARE THE 2-3 MOST RELEVANT FINDINGS IN YOUR FIELD

THAT THE PUBLIC SHOULD KNOW AND UNDERSTAND?

When people’s actual or achieved social contact falls below their desired level of social contact, they begin to feel lonely.

Loneliness is stressful.

The stress of loneliness degrades mental and physical health (e.g., cardiovascular fitness, immune fitness) through disruption of
recuperative behaviors (e.g., sleep and leisure) and corruption of health behaviors (e.g., substance use, poor diet, less exercise).
There is a very large literature suggesting that maternal depression and anxiety have a negative impact on children (e.g., sleep
and leisure) and corruption of health behaviors (e.g., substance use, poor diet, less exercise).
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WHAT SHOULD PEOPLE BE AWARE OF
AS THIS CRISIS ENDURES?

As short-term “social distancing” starts to become long term,
people need to make adjustments in their communication
behaviors in the service of their mental health. For those who
are not well versed in the use of communication technologies,
now would be a good time to learn how to use them. If there
is someone in your life (e.g., an elderly relative) who is not
tech savvy, use “low-tech” means to communicate with them
(e.g., the telephone) and perhaps try to coach them on using
more advanced technologies that they might have available but
just haven’t learned (e.g., audio/video conferencing over the
computer or smartphone).

Make a conscious effort to check in with people in your social
network who live alone. They are particularly vulnerable at
times like these.

WHAT IS THE ONE MESSAGE PEOPLE
SHOULD KNOW THAT PSYCHOLOGICAL
SCIENCE TEACHES US?

Practice PHYSICAL distancing, not SOCIAL distancing. The
term “social distancing” has an unfortunate connotation and
is actually not an accurate descriptor of what public health
officials are trying to achieve. Meaningful social contact can
occur in the absence of close physical contact.
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