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Background
• People with severe mental illnesses (SMI) are at greater risk of

mortality and morbidity from cardiovascular disease (CVD) (1)

• Research in the general population suggests that social support may

protect against CVD morbidity and mortality (2,3) however little research

exists on social support and CVD health in people with SMI

*Reproduced from Uchino, 2006 (4)
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Context and setting
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Involving supportive others



Method

• How was social support used as a strategy for

engagement by practice nurses/healthcare

assistants within the PRIMROSE intervention in

primary care for people with SMI?

• Thematic analysis of audio recorded first

appointments between practice nurses/HCAs and

people with SMI



Social support as an enabler to engagement

• All but one health provider explored social support

• Two thirds of participants identified a supportive other to help 

them engage with CVD risk reducing behaviours. 
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PROVIDER: Do you think it would help if you 

were both trying to give up together?

PATIENT: Yes, I think so, yes.  Well, it definitely 

would because, you know, if someone’s 

smoking there, then the other wants to, don’t 

they?
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PATIENT: Yes. And also [name of partner] is 

great at being able to, she has a great quality of 

being able to keep you in line but not feel like 

you’re getting told off, you know so she’s good 

at encouragement, so, yes, she'll be great for 

that, the encouragement.
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PROVIDER: Could he do with losing a bit (of weight)?

PATIENT: Yes, he could. 

PROVIDER: So you could do it together, couldn’t you?

PATIENT: He could do with it a lot, yes. [husband] could, 

yes.  He has a lot of health problems, physically like, my 

husband
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PATIENT: I said bless you, you’re really 

thinking about my cholesterol and he was 

like yes, well obviously because it’s going 

to affect your life and you know so he’s 

being…

PROVIDER: Well it’s great.  So you’ve got 

somebody who’s being supportive.

PATIENT: Yes, he really is, yes.
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PATIENT: Well, I’ve been… My wife goes, so I’ve 

been doing what she’s been doing.

PROVIDER: So you sort of tagged on to what 

she’s done is some ways, yes. 

PATIENT: Well, I think it’s better because I’ve 

been eating a bit healthier.  It seems to be a 

better thing.



Social support as a barrier to engagement
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A third of participants did not identify a supportive other to help them 

engage with CVD risk reducing behaviours. 
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PROVIDER: Do you think your colleagues would come on board with that?

PATIENT: Well, <work colleague> is a bit of a tease because he knows I 

want to lose weight and sometimes he’s my spanner in the works. 

PROVIDER: He can be a bit jealous, maybe, of your efforts?

PATIENT: Maybe. I don't know, but (he) can be the spanner in the works 

because he’s the one that will, you know, I’ll be going well for a few weeks, 

then he’ll say, well, I’ve bought you a biscuit or a—like, a feeder—I’ve 

bought you something
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PATIENT: Yes. And my other half, bless him, 

has... We’ve been on all the diets that he wants 

to go on, and I go on them with him, but he 

doesn’t particularly want to do anything that I 

want to do
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PATIENT: I don’t know. I suppose its friends and alcohol, 

stuff like that.

PROVIDER: Okay, so Wednesday night is pub night, is it? 

How will you manage at the pub with no cigarettes? Oh, I 

suppose you’re smoking tonight.

PATIENT: Well, I have to play it by ear and just go for it
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PROVIDER: Is there anybody else that you 

want to rope in to help you with this?  Is 

there anybody or is it something that you 

feel you can do by yourself?

PATIENT:  My partner has been 

brilliant…..He’s been saying right we’re 

going to start eating healthy and he’s been 

going out and getting all the stuff ….. And 

then he was away yesterday and I was 

working and didn’t get home until about 

eight with the kids and I thought do you 

know what I’ve been really good all week 

I’m going to have steak bake and some 

chips.
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PATIENT: Yes. I mean, you know, the thing is, a 

lot of my mental health friends that aren’t 

particularly well, we make all these 

arrangements and then it all goes a bit, like, oh 

we’re not doing it



Lack of social support

A small number of participants described having nobody to

involve and/or being lonely

PATIENT: Because it’s long 

nights on your own and… As I 

say, I see my daughter quite 

often; I’m lucky. But if I didn’t 

have her I wouldn’t see anybody. 

PROVIDER: Do you have friends or family if you need some 

support?

PATIENT: Well my family’s about 100 miles away. I’ve got 

some friends though yes so... But most of them are working, 

so I can’t really ask them

PROVIDER: Are you going to do 

that by yourself or would you 

like to involve somebody else?

PATIENT: That would be… I 

don’t have anyone else to 

involve.



Conclusions

• Identifying and harnessing positive social relationships

could be considered as a simple strategy for use by

primary care professionals to encourage uptake of healthy

lifestyle behaviours in people with SMI

• Further work is needed to explore whether social support

positively impacts on engagement in health behaviours

• Future interventions should aim to both increase social

support and improve health outcomes for people with SMI

who have negative or limited social contacts.
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