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Abstract 

Background 

Social connectedness exerts strong influences on health, including major depression and 
suicide. A major component of social connectedness is having individual relationships 
with close supports, romantic partners and other trusted members of one's social network.  

Objective 

The objective of this study was to understand how individuals' relationships with close 
supports might be leveraged to improve outcomes for primary care patients with 
depression and at risk for suicide.  

Design 

In this qualitative study, a semi-structured interview guide was used to probe patient 
experiences, views, and preferences related to social support. 

Participants 

We conducted interviews with 30 primary care patients at a Veterans Health 
Administration (VA) medical center who had symptoms of major depression and a close 
support. 

Approach 

Thematic analysis of qualitative interview data examined close supports' impact on 
patients. We iteratively developed a codebook, used output from codes to sort data into 
themes, and selected quotations that exemplified themes for inclusion in this manuscript.  

Key Results 



Being there" as an important quality of close supports emerged as a key concept. "Being 
there" was defined in three ways: physical proximity, frequent or responsive contact, or 
perceived availability. Close supports who were effective at "being there" possessed skills 
in intuitively sensing the patient's emotional state and communicating indirectly about 
depression. Three major barriers to involving close supports in depression care were: 
concerns of overburdening the close support, a perception that awareness of the patient's 
depression would make the close support unnecessarily worried, and a desire and 
preference among patients to handle depression on their own. 

Conclusions 

Being there" represents a novel, patient-generated way to conceptualize and talk about 
social support. Suicide prevention initiatives such as population-level communication 
campaigns might be improved by incorporating language used by patients and addressing 
attitudinal barriers to allowing help and involvement close supports.



 


