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Study: From watching reruns to relationships,
there are many ways of feeling connected
UB researcher says don’t worry about how you’re doing it,
just keep filling your social fuel tank
By the University at Buffalo
New research from the University at Buffalo suggests nontraditional social strategies, which can
include so-called “guilty pleasures,”
are just as effective at fulﬁlling
critical social needs as family connections, romantic relationships or
strong social support systems.
The ﬁndings are particularly
relevant during the COVID-19
pandemic as people struggle with
direct social connections stunted
by social distancing and other necessary precautions, according to
Shira Gabriel, a professor of psychology in UB’s College of Arts
and Sciences and one of the paper’s
co-authors.
“I don’t think people realize that
these nontraditional connections
are as beneﬁcial as we found in our
research,” says Gabriel, an expert
in social psychology. “Don’t feel
guilty, because we found that these
strategies are ﬁne as long as they
work for you.”
And these nontraditional strategies all predict positive outcomes,
according to Elaine Paravati, a UB
graduate and co-author of the paper.
“People can feel connected
through all sorts of means. We
found that more traditional strategies, like spending time with a
friend in person, doesn’t necessarily work better for people than nontraditional strategies, like listening
to a favorite musician,” Paravati
says. “In fact, using a combination
of both of these types of strategies
predicted the best outcomes, so it
might be especially helpful to have
a variety of things you do in your
life to help you feel connected to
others.”
For over a decade, Gabriel has
studied in her lab the importance
of nontraditional social strategies.
These include everything from getting lost in pulp ﬁction page-turners
to preparing and enjoying comfort
foods. Volumes of research also exist on the importance of traditional
social strategies, like interpersonal
relationships or group memberships.
But no one had ever empirically
combined the traditional and nontraditional for comparative purposes to simultaneously test their
relative effectiveness.
The results published in the journal Self and Identity represent the
ﬁrst evidence that not only reinforces the utility of nontraditional social
strategies, but also suggest that doing something like binge-watching
a favorite television drama is as
useful as other traditional means of
fulﬁllment.
The research team, which also
included graduate student Esha
Naidu, recruited 173 participants
who were asked questions about
their well-being and their social
connections. Their responses provided a measurement inspired by
previous research, which the team
calls the “social fuel tank.”
“There’s a basic need for social
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connections, just as we have a basic need for food,” Gabriel says.
“The longer you go without those
sorts of connections, the lower the
fuel tank, and that’s when people
start to get anxious, nervous or depressed, because they lack needed
resources.
“What’s important is not how
you’re ﬁlling the social fuel tank,
but that your social fuel tank is getting ﬁlled.”
Participants ﬁlled their tanks as
many as 17 different ways (with a
median of seven), using a variety of
strategies in their lives to ﬁll their
social needs, with a majority of participants reporting both traditional
and nontraditional social strategies.
“This is especially relevant now,
with social distancing guidelines
changing the ways people connect
with others,” Paravati says. “We can
utilize these nontraditional strategies to help us feel connected, fulﬁlled, and ﬁnd more meaning in
our lives, even as we safely practice
social distancing.”
At a time when pandemic-related
restrictions have motivated questions about how to be social, Gabriel notes how these ﬁndings differ
from cultural perceptions regarding the unwritten rules for what’s
appropriate for creating a sense of
belonging.
“We live in a society where people are questioned if they’re not
in a romantic relationship, if they
decide not to have children, or
they don’t like attending parties,”
Gabriel says. “There are implicit
messages that these people are do-

ing something wrong. That can be
detrimental to them.
“The message we want to give to
people, and that our data suggest,
is that that’s just not true.”
And even before Gabriel had data
to support these conclusions, her
previous research had raised the
very questions addressed in the
current study.
“People had assumed these nontraditional connections weren’t
valuable. In fact, we used to call
them ‘social surrogates,’ as if they
were a surrogate for a real social
connection,” Gabriel says. “But after researching these connections
for so long, we never found evidence that they weren’t valuable.
Nothing suggested that people using nontraditional strategies were
lonelier, or less happy, less socially
skilled, or feeling any less fulﬁlled.
“These aren’t surrogates for real
social connections; these are real
ways of feeling connected that are
very important to people.”
“Symbolic social bonds don’t
function as a second-place option to
traditional means. They are an effective way of reaping positive mental beneﬁts,” Paravati says. “It’s not
about only using them when you
can’t access ‘better’ options – these
options are helpful to use any time.”
So, listen to music, follow the
gossip column, pet the dog, or play
a game.
“We have evidence that, as long
as you feel like you’re fulﬁlling your
belongingness needs, it doesn’t really matter how you’re doing it,”
Paravati says.

WWW.WNYPAPERS.COM
Don’t miss a thing!

-PDBM/FXTt4UPSJFTt$MBTTJGJFET
$PVQPOTt4FSWJDF%JSFDUPSZ
1MVT&YDMVTJWF1IPUPT 7JEFPT .PSF

BECOME A FAN!

Personally interact with us, find direct access to
your favorite stories, and share your favorite links.

BREAKING LOCAL NEWS!
Tweet! Tweet! Receive need-to-read news
links and breaking stories via Tweet.

FOR REPAIR WORK ON DOORS & OPENERS
Expires 6/30/20

COUPON

60 Off

$

PURCHASE & INSTALLATION OF
A SINGLE CAR GARAGE DOOR

PURCHASE & INSTALLATION OF
A DOUBLE CAR GARAGE DOOR

Expires 6/30/20

Expires 6/30/20

W W W. A DA M S D O O RCO M PA N Y.CO M
I N F O@A DA M S D O O RCO M PA N Y.CO M

SAVE 50%
Off Newsstand Price

GOOD BUY:
BETTER BUY
1 year @ $33.95
:
$
Newsstand Price -

65

2 years @ $50.9

5

BEST B$UY:

5
3 years @ 69.9
ISLAND

For subscriptions mailed
within Erie County

Dispatch
Since 1944

OUTSIDE ERIE COUNTY
1 yr 69.95 tZST$tZST$117.95
$

includes additional postage

4&/*03$*5*;&/4"/%07&3
&3*&$00/-:
1 year $tZFBST$46.95
ARMED FORCES 1 year $

COUPON MUST ACCOMPANY PAYMENT
GOOD BUY: Receive 52 issues (1 year) for $33.95
BETTER BUY: Lock in 104 issues (2 years) for $50.95
BEST BUY: Lock in 156 issues (3 years) for $69.95

SENIOR CITIZENS
1 year $ ZFBST$46.95

TNew Subscriber TRenewal/Account Account # _____________
Name
Address
City ________________ State______________ Zip _______________
Phone _____________________________ Date __________________
Charge my

TVisa TMC

Exp. Date

Card # _________________________________ Sec. Code _________
Signature _________________________________________________
Email _____________________________________________________

Bring or mail payments with coupon to:

THE ISLAND DISPATCH
1859 Whitehaven Road
Grand Island, New York 14072
phone: (716) 773-7676 fax: 773-7190
Subscribe online @ www.wnypapers.com

Credit Card customers
call 773-7676
for faster service

