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Land Acknowledgement

Toronto is the traditional territory of many 
Nations including the Mississaugas of the 
Credit (Treaty 13), the Anishnabeg, the 
Chippewa, the Haudenosaunee and the 
Wendat people. It is now home to many 
diverse First Nations, Inuit and Métis 
peoples.



What we will learn today

1. Social isolation and caregiving are 
important determinants of our health.

2. Health promotion is about helping 
individuals and communities use their gifts to 
help themselves and others build better 
health.

3. Social prescribing is a promising new tool 
for health promotion that links health and 
social care services.
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1. Social isolation and caregiving are important 
determinants of our health.



5

COVID-19 has reminded us of the importance of 
social connection as a determinant of health



People who are lonely or excluded face other 
health threats too.

In Canada, people already facing health 

inequities are the most likely to be isolated, 

and large-scale research has shown early 

mortality and other health impacts of their 

non-participation in social life. For some, 
the health or social service system is their 

only point of service contact.

Communities most impacted by new 
epidemics like COVID-19 often are already 

facing other threats to their health.

https://angusreid.org/social-isolation-loneliness-canada/
https://angusreid.org/social-isolation-loneliness-canada/
https://angusreid.org/social-isolation-loneliness-canada/
https://angusreid.org/social-isolation-loneliness-canada/
https://angusreid.org/social-isolation-loneliness-canada/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32644761/


How does social isolation affect health?

• 50 per cent greater risk of dying 
early 

• same negative impact on health as 
smoking 15 cigarettes a day

• twice as deadly as obesity and as 
big a killer as diabetes 

• increases the risk of dementia by 64 
times

• Affects people across all 
socioeconomic levels



How does social connectedness affect health?

• Being socially connected can help 
people overcome adversity and 
lead longer, happier lives

• 50-year UK study of 17k people: 
strong family support matters 

• 75-year Harvard study: strong, 
loving relationships matter





Is health care helping?

• Stigma prevents many from 
talking about loneliness

• Primary care providers are 
rushed, social issues are 
beyond their expertise

• Payment models encourage 
“one issue per visit”
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Health promotion is about helping individuals and 

communities use their gifts to help themselves and others 

build better health.



Social Prescribing is Supported Self Determination



Social Prescribing & COVID-19

Throughout the pandemic, health and social 

organizations have used social prescribing to 

address social isolation and other social 

determinants of health like food insecurity.
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3. Social prescribing is a tool for health promotion that links 

health and social care services.



Social Prescribing A structured pathway linking health and social care, 
fuelled by cocreation, inclusion & belonging



Key components: Identification and referral

Individual
• Have social and medical needs

• Have interests and gifts to 
contribute

Health Provider

• A trusted relationship with people 
facing higher barriers

• Can identify those who are in need of 
support

• A ‘door’ to supporting individual’s 
non-medical needs

Having the primary care 

provider suggest something 

else that will help instead of 

a prescription – I think that 

validity from a primary care 
provider has been the 

biggest reason that people 

will come and take it more 

seriously, with the sense that 

‘participating in this group 
will help me get out of the 

house or become more 

healthy.’”



Key components: Navigator / Link Worker

“What matters to you?” instead of “What’s the matter with you?”

• Provides intentional support for clients to access non-medical services 

that may include goal-setting, referral, accompaniment, follow up.

• Listens deeply and is guided by the client to co-produce local solutions.

• Recognizes people’s abilities and works from an empowering 

perspective.

• Has fulsome knowledge of internal and external non-medical 

resources.

“We would go to a program with clients to introduce that 

program to them, because there is a fear of the unknown… It’s 

getting them into the room to understand what it was like and to 

see what a vast range of people were there, and that they did 

fit in.”



Key components: Social Prescriptions

• Internal programs and supports

• Cross-sector partnerships

• Co-creating with volunteers: Clients are invited and 

supported to work alongside clinical staff to identify needs 

and co-create solutions.



Key components: Data & evaluation

What we tracked:

1. Client identification 
(including socio-demographic and 
race-based data)

2. Reason for referral + type of 
referral

3. Referral uptake
4. Health outcomes
5. Client and provider experiences

“The excitement of saying, we can actually 
translate this into health outcomes, into 
data!  We already do this, but do we do it 
the best way possible? I don’t know, 
because we’re losing out on the linking and 
follow-up.”

“When you don’t have a process in place 
there’s nothing to look back on or to reflect 
on how you’re doing.”



Salima’s Story



Key Finding 1: Positive impact on wellbeing of 
clients

“Before… I wasn’t very good 
at accepting myself and 
looking after myself, and 
what I was taught here 

helped me realize that I could 
do something to look after 

myself, to improve my health, 
that there was something I 

could do.”

See Rx Community Final Report for more details: allianceon.org/Social-Prescribing

http://www.allianceon.org/Social-Prescribing


Key Finding 2: Positive experience for healthcare 
providers

“The pilot has helped me provide better care for my clients. It gives us a better 
understanding of how important social connections are in somebody’s health, and it’s 

not just their physical health. It also helps us explain to our clients, and really looking at 
the client as a whole and exploring their interests. I find that’s the beauty of this 

approach.” 



Key Finding 3: Deeper integration and co-creation: 
clinical care, interprofessional teams, social support, & 
community

“We’ve explored a bit more on breaking down 
barriers, and it’s promoted that 

communication between teams. We have the 
health promotion team, the primary care 

team, the diabetes team, and so sometimes 
we’re in our own bubbles. This helped to open 
up a little bit those doors for communication.”



“This program said, ‘In fact, you identify the 
different needs in your local community, and 
then create the solutions they need.’

It was a philosophy that we are creating the 
solution for each other. That really spoke to 

me. It’s given back to me so much.”

People want to help more than they want to be helped



During COVID-19, social prescribing 

includes home visits, dropoffs, online 

and telephone outreach, capacity 

building, snail mail, digital equity work.

Online approaches can reach people 

facing isolation, disability and other 

barriers to physical access. These are 

not going away!

COVID-19: SP Reaching more people than ever



Points to remember

1. Social isolation and caregiving are important determinants of our health.

2. Health promotion is about helping individuals and communities use their gifts to help themselves 
and others build better health.

3. Social prescribing is a promising new tool for health promotion that links health and social care 
services.
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