
the social psychology of social prescribing

Dr Debra Gray, Reader in 
Social Psychology, University 
of Winchester



A New Method of Health Service Delivery

© Dr Debra Gray

2



Social Prescribing

• Some concern voiced around the evidence base

• We…have found little convincing evidence for either effectiveness or value for money 
(p.15) 

• Have we missed a step?
• What are the active ingredients of social prescribing

• How do social connections benefit health? What is the impact of social prescribing?

• How do we deliver sustainable services?

• What role do volunteering organisations play in promoting social connectedness?
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Social connectedness matters

• If you are over 50 and join a social group then you cut your risk of 
developing depression by 24%. (Cruwys et al., 2013) 

• With every group that you lose after retirement, your quality of life declines 
by 10% and your life expectancy reduces by 3%. (Steffens et al., 2016)

• “If you belong to no groups but decide to join one, you cut your risk of 
dying over the next year in half”(Putnam, 2000)
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Social Identities & Social Groups

• Groups give us a sense of meaning, purpose and belonging; important 
source of support

• Groups motivate us to engage in behaviours that impact our health & well-
being

• Most important: identify with these groups.

• A large part of our sense of self (‘who we think we are’) derives from these group 
memberships —our sense of social identity —our sense of “us” and “we” (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979).
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Social Identities Matter

Extract 2: [74; F]

I: And when you’re volunteering do you feel like you belong in a group?

Mary: Yes usually and if I don’t I don’t continue volunteering, no. It, I’ve got to feel 
that this is a worthwhile use of my time, and if I feel that I don’t belong, then…I 
would question why I’m there really, why I’m giving any time to it. Ithink it’s being 
part of something good that’s bigger than yourself, and if you don’t feel part of it, 
then it’s, you’re not yeah. It’s not really… don’t know what it is really. Not 
volunteering really. You’re just doing something you’re interested in yourself if 
you’re not part of something bigger.
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Collective Effort, Collective Gain…

Extract 6 [M; 57]

Mark: Straight away you were feeling like you were helping people. And then the 
first live call-out, it’s difficult to say, but it’s an amazing experience, as us, 
for being operational volunteers, seeing the family gain, I’m not quite sure 
what the word is, it’s just knowing that people are out there looking for you, 

and knowing that something is being done. Seeing the relief on the family’s face 
when we turn up. There’s sixty of us in the team. So, seeing sixty odd people turn 
up, with the walking and everything, going out looking for your missing loved one. 
It’s quite a rewarding feeling. 
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Social Psychology & Social Prescribing

• Advocate a groups-based approach 

• Social connections need to be meaningful; provide people with opportunities to 
build and create social identities,

• Not just about putting people in activities; helping individuals to take charge of 
their social worlds

• Role of volunteering here: volunteering provides a means of social reintegration 
– move away from social isolation; managing transitions.

• Groups are not always good for you
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Workshop

• Reflect on your own experiences and issues with social prescribing 
around three themes:

1. Quality

2. Impact 

3. Sustainability

• Each table will focus on one theme

• Highlight a couple of points from each table in the feedback session
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Seminar Series

• https://spsocpres.wixsite.com/spsocpres

• 8th of April 2019: Building sustainable social prescribing through 
volunteering.
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