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Mental and Physical Health at an Arm’s Reach — 
5 Ways Hugging Improves Quality of Life 

By Dr. Sonja Bethune 
 
 

 
Over the past several decades, the positive correlation between social support and physical well-being has drawn 
the attention of mental health and medical professionals as well as scientists, specifically researchers in the behav- 
ioral medicine field. A plethora of research has confirmed that a healthy social environment decreases the risk of 
illness (Cohen, 2001). On the other end of the spectrum, stressful environments can have a negative impact on 
one’s physical state by decreasing one’s immune system, thereby increasing a person’s risk for upper respiratory 
infections, such as the common cold (2001). 

On that note, there has been much interest in researching the various benefits of touch when it comes to interper- 
sonal relationships. Some researchers have even investigated the negative reactions to being embraced by one’s 
significant other when in a state of conflict (Murphy, Janicki-Deverts, & Cohen, 2018). Most people would turn 
down a hug when they are in a moment of contention; it’s true that some processing needs to take place before 
hugging can commence. However, within the same study, it was found that a hug produced an improvement 
in one’s mood if the couple hugged on the same day as when the conflict occurred. 

While there are just a few researchers who want to argue against the benefits of a simple hug, there has been em- 
pirically-proven evidence that physical, non-sexual touch (i.e. hugging) produces several benefits both physically and 
mentally. 

 
Benefits of the Act of Hugging 

 
1. Decreases Cortisol Levels 
Cortisol is a stress hormone that also seems to be a factor in weight gain. When a person’s level of stress is 
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heightened, cortisol naturally increases. In a study by Grewen, Girdler, and Amico (2005), blood pressure and stress 
levels were measured from 38 couples before and after viewing a 5-minute video that included romantic qualities. 
After the video, the couples were instructed to hug for at least 20 seconds. The results indicated a lower level of 
cortisol and norepinephrine in both partners. 

 
2. Improves Mental Health 
Through research on the neuropeptide oxytocin, findings suggest that it produces a calming effect and improves 
one’s ability to share emotions with others (Lane et al., 2013). For both men and women, hugging can have an imme- 
diate effect on one’s level of oxytocin, which is known as the love or hug hormone, according to Dr. Michael Weber 
(2017). Oxytocin has shown to decrease anxiety and depressive symptoms, increase feelings of empathy, as well as 
increase one’s ability to attach to another person in an intimate way (Keating, Dawood, Barton, Lambert, & Tilbrook, 
2013). Moreover, oxytocin improves pain tolerance. 

 
3. Boosts the Immune System 
A psychologist by the name of Dr. Sheldon Cohen (2001), who teaches at Carnegie Mellon University, remarked on 
a study in which participants consented to being exposed to those who were infected with the common cold. The 
participants, who received daily hugs, showed a better resistance to the cold virus and were less likely to show 
symptoms. The study concluded that hugs lower stress, which thereby boosts one’s immune system and prevents 
viruses like the common cold. Another theory is that hugging places pressure on the sternum, which then stimulates 
the thymus gland. The thymus gland is known for its role in the development of a healthy immune system (Savino, 
2002). 

 
4. Improves or Maintains Cardiac Health 
There have been some studies implemented that show how warm physical touch correlates to a lower heart rate or 
cardiovascular reactivity. One study in particular used a control group in which no physical contact was made and 
compared that group to the “warm contact” group. The warm contact group was instructed to engage in specific 
physical contact, such as 10 minutes of hand-holding and a 20-second hug with their partner (Grewen, Anderson, 
Girdler, & Light, 2003). The participants’ blood pressure was taken before and after warm physical contact from their 
partner. The findings indicated that “affection with a supportive partner may contribute to lower reactivity to stress- 
ful life events” (p. 123). Furthermore, this type of affection provides added marital support which results in less life 
stress and a healthier cardiovascular system. 

 
5. Feeling a Connection with Others 
The act of hugging is just another way to connect with others on an emotional and physical level. Experiencing this 
level of closeness naturally brings relationships closer together. What happens when someone is tearful and dis- 
traught about a recent occurrence, and another person reaches out to embrace him/her? If the hug is welcomed, 
that person begins to cry even more. The hug becomes the catalyst for releasing pent-up emotions. The physical 
contact develops into a deeper connection between two people. 

 

What if I’m Not a Hugger? 
One important piece of information that must be mentioned is that this article doesn’t apply to those who have a 
complete disdain for the act of hugging. Yes, some people feel quite uncomfortable when another person touches 
them, even if it’s just a soft touch on their shoulder. This resistance can stem from their childhood in which physical 
touch was lacking throughout their development. They simply aren’t accustomed to it. Also, a person may have 
been touched inappropriately, which can cause them to flinch or cringe even when touched in an appropriate way. 
Furthermore, this article may not apply to hugging strangers, although there are individuals who feel quite 
comfortable hugging anyone they meet. Overall, though, one will most likely experience the benefits of receiving a 
hug when the hug is coming from someone who is familiar (i.e. family, friend, significant other, etc.). With that being 
said, if a person doesn’t particularly like hugs, it is encouraged to take a leap of faith to experience the positive 
effects a hug can have on their life. 

 
Make a Difference! 
Start making this world a better place to live in by offering hugs any chance you can get. Perhaps it might be this one 
simple gesture that will help a person see the beauty that is left in this world. It can give them the hope that life does 
get better. ◆ 
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How to Channel Anger & Be Productive 
 

By Dr. Jaime Kulaga 
 
 

Anger, desire for revenge, and rage are very strong emotions. These emotions, if used for bad, can do harm and 
cause damage in your life on a multitude of levels. After all, “holding onto anger is like drinking poison and expect- 
ing the other person to die” (Buddha). However, since these emotions are so powerful and full of energy, if chan- 
neled toward goals, dreams, and the greater good, can soar you toward success. 

 

 

3 Ways to Take Your Anger Within & Be Massively Productive 
 

1. Refocus Back to You 

When we are raging mad at someone who hurt us, we spend our days and nights ruminating on that person and 
everything they did to hurt us. The focus is on them. Instead, shift the focus back to you. Take a step back and 
think about what you want out of your life. Set goals for yourself and begin taking steps to achieve those goals right 
away, today. The motivation and energy you can muster up in a body full of adrenaline can be intense and can pro- 
pel you forward. Forget baby steps, this anger channeled toward being productive instead of vengeful can send you 
leaping toward your goals. Refocusing your anger will make you mentally clearer-minded when making additional 
decisions in all sectors of your life. It will also give you the power and control to change your situation and envi- 
ronment. 

Try This Tip! When you are angry, walk away and write down a dream goal you have always had for yourself. 
Then, write down the first two small steps you would need to take to begin the journey toward achieving this goal. 
Within the next 2 days, take your first small step. 
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2. Get Physical 

Now, more than ever, is a time when you need to feel pretty, handsome, beautiful, and full of life. Nothing can make 
you feel as confident in your own skin like physical activity. Exercise allows you to minimize negative emotions and 
release endorphins (those feel-good neurotransmitters). Take the power of anger to run faster and lift more weight. 
As you work out, imagine your body transforming into what you want it to become. Exercise can also reduce stress, 
so that when you leave the gym, you are more mentally clear to make strong, solid decisions in a time that might be 
chaotic and upsetting. 

Try This Tip! The next time you are angry, go for a run or powerwalk. Don’t overthink it. Put on workout clothes 
and get out in nature and start running/walking. Let your mind destress itself and refocus on your breath. You will be 
amazed at how the power of nature and exercise can reduce your angry energy. 

 
3. Learn More About Yourself 

During a time of anger and rage a man/woman shows their true character. It is how you handle these strong emo- 
tions that shows your true colors and level of integrity. It is okay to be angry, it is a normal emotion, but the key is 
how you release that emotion and what you can take from a trying time in life. To really gain self-awareness, journal. 
You can say all those nasty things you want to say in your journal. You can voice all your concerns and even how 
pains in your past might be coming out now in your adult years. Write about your emotions, decisions, and thoughts. 
Writing things out does two things at the very least. First, it allows you to vent and get emotions out safely. This 
kind of outlet can help minimize nightmares and panic attacks that can stem from a buildup of emotions. Second, it 
allows you to note patterns of thoughts and behaviors. Eventually, this pain and these emotions will pass. You can 
then look back at your writings and note patterns and better understand what led you to certain emotions, actions, 
and reactions. You can use your past journal entries as a tool to help you be more self-aware in the present and to 
help you react differently moving forward. Writing out your emotions and reflecting on them will make you clearer 
on your goals, expectations, feelings, and relationships. It will help you be clearer minded in future situations and help 
you to refocus your path. 

Try This Tip! Everyday find two minutes to journal out what you were grateful for that day. When you are angry, 
go to that journal and read the list of the things that you have gratitude for. This reflection will help an angry mind 
keep perspective on all the good things that surround you. Reading the grateful list over and over may minimize 
some of the tension you are experiencing in that angry moment. ◆ 
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IN THE NEWS… 

You may have heard about or seen the White House’s 2020 Budget Proposal. There 
are a number of proposed changes that affect health, human services, and science. 

A few include: 
A. Broad cuts across the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). 
B. Few targeted areas where increased funding has been proposed (combat the 

opioid epidemic, behavioral health programs, and initial investment for 
the Initiative to End the HIV Epidemic in America). 

C. Severe cuts to funding for global health research and development within the 
HHS and global health programs at the U.S. State Department. 

D. Funding for Department of Housing and Urban Development, slated to be 
cut by 16.4 percent, and the Department of Agriculture, by 14.8 
percent. 

Please click the above link to review the full proposal and share it in your classrooms if you 

think it is appropriate. ◆ 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/budget-fy2020.pdf


 

Lettuce romaine calm. (Let us remain calm) 
 

By Dr. Roxanne Beharie 
 
 

Ahem! This is a Public Service Announcement. Back away from the lettuce! 

You may have heard about the romaine lettuce recall around Thanksgiving of last year due to an E. coli outbreak 
and may still be a little leery of consuming lettuce, especially romaine lettuce. Given that it was the second E. coli 
outbreak of the year connected to romaine lettuce, you have every right to be leery. However, the CDC report- 
ed that as of January 9, 2019 the latest outbreak of E. coli linked to romaine lettuce appears to be over. See the 
Media Statement along with general E. coli prevention information here: https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2019/ 
s0109-final-ecoli-update.html. Additional information on E. coli prevention from the CDC can be accessed here: 
https://www.cdc.gov/ecoli/ecoli-prevention.html. 

 

So… 

Ahem! This is a Public Service Announcement. Pick up that lettuce! Just make sure that you wash it properly  and 
avoid cross contamination from surfaces and other foods. Plus, if romaine lettuce still causes you to worry, keep 
in mind that there are other varieties of lettuce such as leaf (also called loose-leaf lettuce), crisphead, butterhead, 
and stem (also called asparagus lettuce). 

Now that lettuce is back on the menu…did you know that lettuce is actually from the daisy family? Yes, the daisy 
flower of “he/she loves me…he/she loves me not” fame. Did you also know that lettuce was a symbol of sexual 
prowess and potency to ancient Egyptians and ancient Romans? It is also believed to have healing properties for 
ailments ranging from pain to insanity. And to think, I used to believe that lettuce was just a garnish. Oh, youth. 

 

 
Well, if you are not interested in any of the potential benefits above, consider the nutritional benefits of consuming 
lettuce. For example, the spine and ribs provide dietary fiber, while the leaf contains vitamins and minerals such as 
vitamin C, calcium, iron, potassium, and copper. Another fun fact: did you know that lettuce contains some carbo- 
hydrates, a little protein, and a trace of fat. Fat? In lettuce? Trace amount or not, I am looking at my salad a little 
differently now. But, at 9 calories per cup of chopped, raw leaf lettuce, I think I will be okay. 

But lettuce is more than just salad mix. So, consider preparing and consuming it in other ways, such as in soups 
and sauces, and juices and smoothies. It can also be grilled and stir-fried. So, if you are willing to give lettuce a try 
again, grab some iceberg lettuce and try this stir-fried lettuce recipe from The Woks of Life. 

 

Enjoy! ◆ 
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https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2019/s0109-final-ecoli-update.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ecoli/ecoli-prevention.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ecoli/ecoli-prevention.html
https://thewoksoflife.com/2017/03/stir-fried-lettuce/


 

What Health Means to Me... 
 
 
 
 
 

George Bell 
Associate Faculty — 
College of Health, Human 
Services, and Science 

 

Play video 

 

 
 

 
 
 
Qiana Amos 
Associate Faculty — 
College of Health, Human 
Services, and Science 
 

Play video 
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https://youtu.be/MnmbcNqb0S0
https://youtu.be/O-HHE2Jpq6k


 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Sonja Bethune is a professor in the Division of General Education and pri- 
marily teaches GEN 499 General Education Capstone. She earned her PsyD in 
Clinical Psychology with an emphasis in Health Psychology and an MEd with an 
emphasis in Counseling. She is also a licensed Clinical Psychologist in the state of 
California. She is originally from Kansas, and she enjoys spending time traveling to 
new places with her husband. 

 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Jaime Kulaga is a full-time remote faculty in the Division of General 
Education at Ashford University. She is the host of The Dr. Jaime Show and 
author of The SuperWoman’s Guide to Super Fulfillment which is published in 
over 10 countries over 4 continents. She has been featured nationally, both on 
TV and other major media outlets, for her expertise in work-life balance, goal 
setting, and reaching success. 

 
 
 
 
 

George Bell is an Adjunct Instructor working with Ashford University for 
about six years. He also works full-time as the Clinical Director for the Penn- 
sylvania Northeast Regional Office of Developmental Programs, with teams 
supporting individuals with a dual diagnosis of intellectual / developmental disa- 
bility and mental health. He has been happily married for 13 years to his won- 
derful wife LIa, and has two amazing girls, Amelia, 12, and Ariella, 9. 

 
 
 
 
 

Qiana Amos has a BS in Psychobiology from UCLA, a Master’s in Public 
Health from Loma Linda University, and is working on her Doctorate in Health 
Administration from Capella University. She has been teaching at Ashford 
University for the last 9 years in the College of Health, Human Services, and 
Science. She resides in Southern California with her husband and 4 children. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Roxanne Beharie is an Assistant Professor with Ashford 
University. Dr. Beharie earned her Doctorate in Public Health from 
Morgan State University in Baltimore, Maryland. Dr. Beharie also earned a BS in 
Exercise Science from the University of Pittsburgh and an MPA in Health 
Services Management from Mercy College. 
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Special Thanks 
 
A very special thank you goes out to our copy editor 
for this edition, Heather Auger, Instructor of English, 
Division of General Education. 
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 Next Quarter Conferences 
 
 NEHA 2019 Annual Educational Conference 
July 9 - 12, 2019 | Nashville, TN 
 
 National Conference on Tobacco or Health 
August 27 - 29, 2019 | Minneapolis, MN 
 
 2019 United States Conference on AIDS 
 (USCA) 
September 5 - 8, 2019 | Washington, D.C. 

 June 
 
• Alzheimer's & Brain Awareness Month 
• National Aphasia Awareness Month 
• National Safety Month 
• 2 - 8 Rip Current Awareness Week 
• 8 Family Health & Fitness Day USA ® 
• 19 World Sickle Cell Day 

 May 
 
• Better Hearing and Speech Month 
• Global Employee Health and Fitness Month 
• Mental Health Month 
• National Teen Pregnancy Prevention Month 
• 1 - 7 National Physical Education & Sport Week 
• 5 Hand Hygiene Day 
• 18 HIV Vaccine Awareness Day 

 April 
 
• National Minority Health Month 
• Sexual Assault Awareness and Prevention Month 
• Alcohol Awareness Month 
• National Autism Awareness Month 
• National Distracted Driving Awareness Month 
• 1 - 7 National Public Health Week 
• 10 National Youth HIV and AIDS Awareness Day 
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If you would like to be a part of future editions of the 
Health Promotion Quarterly newsletter, including 
being featured on the cover, please email 
Dr. Roxanne Beharie, Editor-in-Chief, at 
 healthpromotionquarterly@ashford.edu. 

 

 
To view the January 2019 edition of the Health Promotion Quarterly newsletter, press 
the Ctrl key and click on the picture below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Here’s to your health! 
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