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The new normal has made social distancing a new way of experiencing sociality.
Social neuroscience has for a long time been concerned with studying the beneficial
effects of social relationships, of physical contact. It is known that physical contact
activates neurophysiological processes that reduce the perception of discomfort and
even physical pain. So in the absence of physical contact, our social brain may be
modulated differently when we are with others. But what could be the long-term effects
of this normality? This mini-review focuses on highlighting with the support of social
neuroscience evidence such as isolation, distancing can affect people’s health.
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INTRODUCTION

The World Health Organization [WHO] (2020) has defined physical distancing as a useful behavior
to limit the spread of COVID-19. This means keeping a distance of at least 1 m and also
avoiding spending a lot of time in places with many people; thus, physical distancing can prevent
transmission of the pandemic and protect those most at risk, even after the vaccination campaign
is over (Jarvis et al., 2020). Thorp (2020) raised considerations and questions about public health
and epidemiology issues about the long-term effects on mental health and social wellbeing. What
might be the impact of physical distance in this context?

Kumar and Salinas (2021) summarized in a review how social isolation, loneliness, and the long-
term effects of social distancing may impact in population’s health, cognitive impairment, social
processes, and also neurodegenerative diseases (Morese et al., 2018, 2020; Palermo et al., 2018, 2020;
Morese and Palermo, 2020).

LONELINESS

Loneliness is defined as the subjective perception of feeling socially isolated and is often
described as dissatisfaction with the discrepancy between desired and actual social relationships
(Perlman and Peplau, 1984; Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015). While loneliness and social isolation
may arise from the experience of social isolation, they are not synonymous and appear to be
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independent constructs. Loneliness, in fact, refers to a subjective
perception that can be determined by an introspective assessment
of the subject, whereas social isolation concerns a lack or
deprivation in relation to a person’s objectively observable social
network. Loneliness tends to be associated with physical and
mental disorders (Groarke et al., 2020; McClelland et al., 2020;
Winterton et al., 2020). Rico-Uribe et al. (2018) in a recent meta-
analysis, also showed that loneliness is a risk factor for all-cause
mortality because it is strongly associated with depression. This
was found in both men and women, although slightly more
often in men. From an evolutionary theory perspective (Cacioppo
et al., 2014), social isolation may pose a risk to individual
survival. According to theorists, the feeling of loneliness has
evolved as an internal alarm signal that prompts individuals to
reconnect and restore social ties. The quality of relationships
and the narrowing of the social network may be triggers that
activate the feeling of loneliness, while physical contact may
be the element of the external environment that deactivates
the internal alarm signal. Although the way physical contact
occurs between people is influenced by cultural aspects (Heatley
Tejada et al., 2020), in line with evolutionary theory, it can be
observed how in all cultures physical contact is used by people
to establish interpersonal closeness and stay connected to their
social network. Social involvement and close relationships tend
to promote psychological adjustment in individuals by positively
influencing mood and affect regulation, thus promoting better
self-perception (Fabris et al., 2020; Lin et al., 2020; Marengo
et al., 2021). Along these lines, physical contact, understood
as positive contact, attests to the subject’s involvement in a
social network and satisfies bonding and close relationship needs,
reducing feelings of loneliness. Experimental evidence shows that
administering physical contact reduces perceptions of loneliness,
especially for single participants (Heatley Tejada et al., 2020).
Physical contact may make the subject feel more accepted by
others, which contributes to experiencing a sense of safety in
the relationship with the other and developing a perception
of oneself as a valuable and loved subject, which promotes
prosocial and protective behaviors in the relationship with others
(Jakubiak and Feeney, 2017). In fact, several lines of evidence
suggest that physical touch is associated with greater relationship
satisfaction (Gleason et al., 2008; Jakubiak and Feeney, 2017),
cooperative, and prosocial behaviors (Guéguen and Fischer-
Lokou, 2003; Kraus et al., 2010; Jakubiak and Feeney, 2017). By
making the subject feel socially included and accepted by others,
physical contact could positively influence the subject’s self-
esteem and mood, increasing focus on interpersonal relationships
and building close relationships (Jakubiak and Feeney, 2017;
Heatley Tejada et al., 2020). Overall, then, these observations
seem to suggest that physical contact, especially affectionate
contact, promotes individuals’ psychological wellbeing. It likely
makes subjects feel included in close relationships and social
networks, thus reducing feelings of loneliness.

Unfortunately, the feeling of loneliness has greatly
increased since the beginning of 2020, changing people’s
daily lives. It is known that the cause of this change is
the spread of a new coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2). There are

now numerous studies that have examined the impact of
foreclosure on mental health (Galić et al., 2020), as well as
the relationship to certain constructs such as depression
and poorer sleep quality, increased stress, social isolation,
loneliness, and anxiety for their health and economic aspects
(Rania and Coppola, 2021).

Notably, the most notorious effects were initially found
in older adults (Armitage and Nellums, 2020) and research
has highlighted that social isolation in older adults increases
the risk for psychological and medical problems (Cipolletta
and Gris, 2021). Loneliness increases the occurrence of
post-traumatic symptoms and, more importantly, both
received and perceived social support may be protective
factors against psychological problems. Based on these
findings, strategies have been proposed to assist older people
by maintaining social support and a sense of belonging
and reducing loneliness, such as technological support
(Parisi et al., 2021).

LONELINESS AND SOCIAL BRAIN

Lam et al. (2021) associated loneliness with increased morbidity.
Humans have developed evolutionarily rooted neural, hormonal,
and genetic mechanisms to live with others; they have a
need to belong to society, to feel included. Belonging to
social groups is a need of all individuals. It also has an
evolutionary advantage, because thanks to the support of
others, the chances of survival increase. In line with this,
some authors have studied how the brain activates the reward
network during behaviors that promote group cooperation
and affiliation (Fehr and Gächter, 2000; Tomasello, 2009;
Morese et al., 2016; Rabellino et al., 2016; Gerfo et al.,
2019). Courtney and Meyer (2020) studied 43 individuals using
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and asked them
to perform a reflection task to elicit activation associated
with thinking about close people and acquaintances under
the following experimental conditions: Self, nominated close
persons, nominated acquaintances, and known personalities.
In addition, participants indicated their subjective closeness to
each person and their sense of loneliness in a questionnaire.
The authors examined neural responses in a specific brain
area normally associated with self-representation, the medial
prefrontal cortex (mPFC). This brain area is associated with
cognitive processes related to identity, including in cases of
psychopathology (for example, borderline personality disorder,
see Bozzatello et al., 2019). Results showed that participants
who had less social contact (i.e., were more lonely) had altered
self-other mapping in social brain regions. The importance of
being socially connected to others is well known, but the brain
mechanisms involved in relationships with others, particularly
in the case of loneliness, have not been sufficiently studied or
clarified. This research suggests how the social brain appears
to map our interpersonal ties, and changes in the social
map may influence other cognitive and social processes at
different stages of life.
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PHYSICAL CONTACT

On the other side of loneliness, a physical contact is an important
form of social support known to play a protective role in reducing
neural, physiological, and neuroendocrine responses to pain,
stress, and inflammation (Montoya et al., 2004; Ozbay et al.,
2007; Thomas and Kim, 2021). Social support as physical contact
effectively reduces physiological responses to social stress, even
painful responses to social exclusion and experiences in which
negative emotions are felt and some brain areas are recruited
that are similar to those of physical pain (Morese et al., 2019a).
The effect of physical contact on the emotional brain is possible
thanks to the modulation of the activity of brain areas concerned
with emotions and emotion regulation (Longobardi et al.,
2020; Morese and Longobardi, 2020). Interpersonal relationships
provide an important context for emotion regulation and
promote better adjustment across the lifespan (Morese et al.,
2019b; Lindsey, 2020; Morese and Longobardi, 2020). Along
these lines, physical contact tends to reduce stress in adults and
children, and physical contact that is perceived as affectionate,
thus signaling caring and love, leads individuals to feel more
secure and in a more intimate relationship with others, which
promotes feelings of emotional connection and inclusion in
relationships with others (Jakubiak and Feeney, 2017; Suvilehto
et al., 2019). It is possible, then, that physical contact is associated
with deeper and more intimate emotional relationships in
which individuals feel accepted and included, contributing
to individuals’ positive adjustment and reduced psychological
distress. This seems to be particularly relevant for those at risk of
social exclusion, such that their network of social contacts shrinks
and they experience feelings of loneliness.

Recently, in line with the new evidence on the effects and
consequences of social exclusion and isolation, authors (Gryksa
and Neumann, 2022) presented in a review paper the possible
short- and long-term consequences of social restrictions imposed
to avoid contagion and their impact on mental health, with
particular emphasis on the immune system. The immune system
is strongly modulated by the stress response (all types of
stress, including social stress) and is dysregulated in mental
disorders (e.g., depression, anxiety); lack of social support may
exacerbate this immune system dysregulation, but oxytocin
may reduce the stress response. In this context, the authors
suggest that oxytocin may be a potential treatment option for
reducing psychological and physical stress levels and mental
health (Gryksa and Neumann, 2022).

CONCLUSION

The lack of social support in the form of physical contact in
painful social situations can put the most vulnerable at greater
risk for mental health, anxiety, stress, depression, and even
suicidal behavior. Suicide represents a possible scenario of very
extreme situations, but the lack of social support can worsen
the conditions, even those of family members and survivors
(Entilli et al., 2021).

In line with this, Entilli et al. (2021) highlights the importance
of social support and suggest the importance of further delving
into what specific areas are to be investigated while evaluating
social support in bereaved individuals.

For example, Cipolletta et al. (2022) indicate the importance of
studying new possible ways of social support also through the use
of new technologies. The authors (Cipolletta et al., 2022) indicate
how live-chats can represent, for example, in the case of survivors,
a valid form of social support to be accessed as a first resource
in order to obtain useful information to create the meaning of
one’s experience.

The application of new technologies can be a valuable help
in reaching more people and offering more help to provide
social support. The main challenge of the future will be to be
able to integrate new technologies, supported by neuroscientific
evidence in order to create new ways of social support. The
need to seek new types of effective social support, i.e., not
just physical, for the most vulnerable, such as youth and the
elderly, is critical in the coming months when social habits
may be more restricted (Jawaid, 2020). For example, through
an interdisciplinary approach, it could be possible to enhance
computer and technological knowledge to implement new
realities not based on physical mechanisms (for example, the use
of apps, wearable devices) but which help to feel supported thanks
to digital innovation.

Research in the field of neuroscience and psychology
can contribute to this international debate of the scientific
community in an interdisciplinary approach to understand
how to reduce the discomfort of physical distancing in
social relationships.
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