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Author’s Note

This is a book about the importance of human connection, the hidden
impact of loneliness on our health, and the social power of community. As a
physician, I felt compelled to address these issues because of the rising
physical and emotional toll of social disconnection that I’ve watched
throughout society over the past few decades. What I could not anticipate,
however, was the unprecedented test that our global community would face
just as this book was going to press.

In the first weeks of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic turned physical
human contact into a potentially mortal threat. The novel coronavirus was
on the loose, like an invisible stalker, and any of our fellow human beings
could have been its carrier. Almost overnight, it seemed, getting close
enough to breathe on another person became synonymous with danger. The
public health imperative was clear: to save lives, we’d need to radically
increase the space between us.

As I write these words, we are still in the middle of this pandemic. With
health workers at risk, hospital equipment in short supply, and death rates
from the coronavirus spiking by the day, governments the world over have
mandated “social distancing,” closed schools and most businesses, and
ordered everyone but essential service workers to stay home. Those first
responders, health-care and food-supply workers, and others who must stay
on the job to protect us are now putting their lives on the line. They remind
us just how much we depend on each other. 

In response, parents like my wife, Alice, and I have canceled our
children’s playdates; nursing homes have banned visits to the elderly, who
are among those most at risk from this virus; and engaged couples must
postpone their long-planned wedding celebrations. So much of the



socializing that we all took for granted—concerts, ball games, movies and
meals with friends, office banter, and congregational worship—suddenly is
on hold.  

It seemed at first that this crisis must inevitably lead to social as well as
physical isolation. If we could not meet, how could we connect? If we could
not share the same space, how could we help each other? If we could not
touch, how could we love? Even that term, social distancing, seemed to
condemn us to loneliness.

And then there was the issue of trust. Fear of infection and panic over
the potential economic fallout drove some to ignore the official mandates
and hoard emergency supplies. Alongside the looming specter of a global
financial recession rose an equally disturbing prospect of a social recession
—a fraying of communal bonds that deepens in severity the longer we go
without human interaction.

As the pandemic continues, however, it becomes ever clearer that social
distancing is a misnomer. To be sure, we must practice physical distancing
to stop the spread of COVID-19, but socially, we may emerge from this
crisis feeling closer to friends and family members than ever before.

Each day brings new examples of our communal ingenuity as we meet
this crisis together. In Italy, one of the hardest hit countries, neighbors
isolated in their homes have found shared comfort by singing from their
windows in unison. In China, patients in quarantine units have turned to
square dancing to lift their spirits as they recuperate. And all over the world,
families, friends, and strangers have been performing acts of generosity—
bringing groceries to the ill and elderly, calling to check on vulnerable
neighbors, and sharing local updates on everything from grocery store hours
to the availability of toilet paper. (Who knew that toilet paper would be
such a hot commodity in a pandemic!)

We are fortunate today that technology offers us ready opportunities to
strengthen our connections remotely. The pandemic is inspiring creativity
online as artists dance and sing together through videos from home.
Families celebrate birthdays through FaceTime. Audiences enjoy live opera
performances streamed over the internet, and students, from kindergartners
to doctoral candidates, meet in classes online. As we learn to play, work,
and collaborate virtually, we are helping each other fend off loneliness and
reminding each other just how vital we are to our mutual resiliency.



I’m struck by how many of the lessons I learned while writing this book
now have immediate relevance. By strengthening our social connections,
we can fortify our communities and protect each other. Four key strategies
will help us not only to weather this crisis but also to heal our social world
far into the future:

1. Spend time each day with those you love. This is not limited to the
people in your immediate household. Reach out also to the other
members of your lifeline via phone or, better yet, videoconference,
so you can hear their voices and see their faces. Devote at least
fifteen minutes each day to connecting with those you most care
about.

2. Focus on each other. Try to eliminate distractions when interacting
with others. Forget about multitasking and give the other person the
gift of your full attention, making eye contact, if possible, and
genuinely listening.

3. Embrace solitude. The first step toward building stronger
connections with others is to build a stronger connection with
oneself. Solitude helps us do that by allowing us to check in with
our own feelings and thoughts, to explore our creativity, to connect
with nature. Meditation, prayer, art, music, and time spent outdoors
can all be sources of solitary comfort and joy.

4. Help and be helped. Service is a form of human connection that
reminds us of our value and purpose in life. Giving and receiving,
both, strengthen our social bonds—checking on a neighbor, seeking
advice, even just offering a smile to a stranger six feet away, all can
make us stronger.

I once had a physician mentor who would pause and take a deep breath
before he entered a patient’s room, using those few seconds to remind
himself how grateful he was for the chance to help someone heal. Today,
we all share this opportunity. Healthy relationships are as essential as
vaccines and ventilators for our global recovery.

This pandemic isn’t the first and won’t be the last time our social
connections are tested, but it is rare for the whole world to face such a grave



challenge simultaneously. For all our differences, our shared experience is
itself a bond. We will have this memory in common for the rest of our lives.
And if we learn from this moment to be better together, we won’t just
endure this crisis. We will thrive.

March 2020



Preface

On December 15, 2014, I began my tenure as the Nineteenth Surgeon
General of the United States. I expected that my focus as the “nation’s
doctor” would encompass issues like obesity, tobacco-related disease,
mental health, and vaccine-preventable illness. That’s what I’d told the US
Senate at my confirmation hearings some ten months earlier, and there was
plenty of data to support these as important focus areas. But the surgeon
general’s position, which oversees more than six thousand uniformed
Commissioned Corps officers working throughout the federal government
to protect, promote, and advance the health of the nation, comes with high
expectations. For more than a century, the physicians holding this office
have addressed national health crises ranging from yellow fever and
influenza outbreaks to the aftermath of hurricanes and tornados to the
terrorist attacks on 9/11. Over the past few decades, the nation’s doctor also
has become America’s most trusted voice on public health issues such as
smoking and HIV/AIDS. It mattered to me that the issues I selected as
focus areas also mattered most to the people I served.

I hadn’t grown up in the public eye or as a creature of politics. I was a
child of medicine. Much of my youth was spent in my father and mother’s
medical office, where my father practiced medicine and my mother
managed everything else. My sister and I spent many afternoons after
school helping out with paperwork, filing charts, cleaning the office, and
greeting patients as they came and went. It was there that I found my
inspiration to go into medicine. I saw the way people arrived looking
anxious and left more peaceful and reassured, with my parents as partners
in their healing. Medicine for my parents was all about relationship, and
they built those connections by listening. Insurance companies would



protest their spending more than the approved fifteen minutes with their
patients, but my parents understood that to truly listen, you have to meet
people where they are, emotionally and physically, however long that takes.

That was the kind of medicine I strived to practice. That was the kind of
leader I wanted to be. And so, as I began my tenure, I decided to listen
before setting my agenda and laying out my plans. That meant taking time.
And it meant showing up where Americans lived. “Let’s go talk to people
and see what they need,” I told my new team.

We spent the next few months on a listening tour of America. We were
welcomed into communities from Alabama to North Carolina, from
California to Indiana. We sat down in small group meetings and large town
halls, spending time with parents, teachers, pastors, small business owners,
philanthropists, and community leaders.

Everywhere we went, we asked a simple question: How can we help?
The answers in some cases confirmed what I suspected were major pain
points: the opioid epidemic and rising rates of obesity, diabetes, and heart
disease, to name a few. Other responses took me by surprise. Teachers in
Washington State, for example, told me that children were vaping during
class. Kids weren’t allowed to chew gum or smoke in class, yet there were
no rules prohibiting the use of e-cigarettes in school. It turned out, the
schools were waiting for guidance from the local government, which in turn
was waiting for the federal government.

These conversations played a central role in guiding the agenda I
pursued during my time in office and beyond. They moved me to produce
the first surgeon general’s report on the addiction crisis and to launch a
national campaign to address the opioid epidemic. And it was those
teachers, along with parents, scientists, and policymakers, who inspired me
to issue in 2016 the first federal report on e-cigarette use by youth.

But one recurring topic was different. It wasn’t a frontline complaint. It
wasn’t even identified directly as a health ailment. Loneliness ran like a
dark thread through many of the more obvious issues that people brought to
my attention, like addiction, violence, anxiety, and depression. The teachers
and school administrators and many parents I encountered, for example,
voiced a growing concern that our children were becoming isolated—even,
or perhaps especially, those who spent much of their time in front of their
digital devices and on social media. Loneliness also was magnifying the



pain for families whose loved ones were struggling with addiction to
opioids.

One of the first times I recognized this connection was a chilly morning
in Oklahoma City when I met a couple named Sam and Sheila, who had
tragically lost their son Jason to an opioid overdose. We met at their local
treatment facility more than a year after Jason’s death. The pain that both
carried was visible in their exhausted faces. Once they started talking about
their son, it didn’t take long for their eyes to well up. Their wounds were
still raw. Losing Jason had been unimaginably painful. But what made it
even worse was that, at their hour of greatest need, they found themselves
without the people they’d counted on for years.

“When bad things happened to our family before,” Sheila said, “our
neighbors would show up to help or express their support. But when our
son died, no one came by. They thought we might be embarrassed that he
died of a disease they believed was shameful. We felt so alone.”

Sam and Sheila were far from alone in their loneliness. In Phoenix,
Anchorage, Baltimore, and many other cities, I listened to men and women
who told me that the hardest part of addiction to alcohol and drugs was the
profound loneliness they experienced when they felt like their family and
friends had given up on them. This loneliness, in turn, made it harder for
them to stay on the path of treatment and recovery. It’s not easy handling a
substance use disorder, they would tell me. “Everyone needs some support.”

The people of Flint, Michigan, felt much the same way, though for
different reasons. I went to Flint at the height of their water crisis and
visited the home of a couple whose daughters had toxic levels of lead in
their bodies from the city’s contaminated water. It was bad enough that they
felt they’d failed to protect their daughters, but as the weeks went by with
no agreement on how to fix the city’s water supply, they also felt forgotten
by their government and their country. This was loneliness as abandonment;
the feeling of being left behind, cast out, ignored by society.

In some cases, loneliness was driving health problems. In others, it was
a consequence of the illness and hardships that people were experiencing. It
wasn’t always easy to tease out cause and effect, but clearly there was
something about our disconnection from one another that was making
people’s lives worse than they had to be.



As much as I learned about how prevalent loneliness is, I also learned a
great deal about the healing power of human connection. In Oklahoma, for
example, I met a group of Native American teenagers who felt lost in their
identity and forgotten by the outside world, so they developed the “I Am
Indian” program to strengthen a sense of culture and belonging among their
peers and reduce their risk of alcohol and drug addiction. I saw the power of
connection in a support network formed by parents in New York whose
children struggled with addiction. Having a community of fellow parents
who truly understood what they were going through made it easier to cope
when a child relapsed or when they blamed themselves for what was
happening. In Birmingham, Alabama, where obesity and chronic disease
were on the rise, I met a community of people who gathered to run, walk,
and swim together. Even those who felt too ashamed and discouraged to
exercise alone came out because their friends were participating. In Flint,
too, human connection became part of the solution when community
members organized to go door-to-door to educate neighbors about how to
properly install filters and avoid the lead in their city’s drinking water.

In these instances and so many others, I could see the vital role that
social connections can play when individuals, families, and communities
face difficult problems. While loneliness engenders despair and ever more
isolation, togetherness raises optimism and creativity. When people feel
they belong to one another, their lives are stronger, richer, and more joyful.

And yet, the values that dominate modern culture instead elevate the
narrative of the rugged individualist and the pursuit of self-determination.
They tell us that we alone shape our destiny. Could these values be
contributing to the undertow of loneliness I was witnessing? In Baltimore, a
couple expressed joy at having young children, but they also confided that
so much of their time was devoted to child care that they felt cut off from
their friends. In Los Angeles, a successful hospital executive reluctantly
told me he had just spent his birthday alone at home because his intense
work schedule had caused him to lose touch with his friends. People didn’t
easily volunteer these stories. Many were embarrassed to admit how alone
they felt. This shame was particularly acute in professional cultures, like
law and medicine, that promote self-reliance as a virtue.

Deeply committed doctors, nurses, and medical students I met in
Boston, Nashville, and Miami said they felt emotionally isolated in their
work, but they didn’t tell anyone for fear of repercussions from colleagues



and patients. Some even worried the medical licensing boards might
question their fitness to practice medicine if they even remotely admitted
having mental health concerns. Nevertheless, they knew that their
loneliness was contributing to their burnout and emotional exhaustion. They
just weren’t sure what to do about it.

Others didn’t even realize that loneliness was what they were feeling.
But once one person in the room broke the ice by naming loneliness, I’d see
hands go up with more stories to share. Men, women, children. Highly
trained professionals. Tradespeople. Minimum-wage earners. No group, no
matter how educated, wealthy, or accomplished, seemed to be exempt.

Many people described what they were feeling as a lack of belonging.
They’d tried to do things about it. Many had joined social organizations and
moved to new neighborhoods. They worked in open-office settings and
went to happy hours. But the sense of being “at home” remained elusive.
They missed the foundation of home that is genuine connection with other
people.

To be at home is to be known. It is to be loved for who you are. It is to
share a sense of common ground, common interests, pursuits, and values
with others who truly care about you. In community after community, I met
lonely people who felt homeless even though they had a roof over their
heads.

Sitting in my hotel room late at night at the end of a packed day of town
halls and community meetings, I would reflect on these stories with a mix
of curiosity and concern. I was no stranger to loneliness myself. During my
early years in grade school, when my parents dropped me off in front of my
school each morning, I’d have this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.
It was like first-day jitters, except that it repeated every day of the school
year. I wasn’t scared about exams or homework. I was worried about
feeling alone. And I was too ashamed to tell my parents that I was lonely.
Making that admission would have amounted to much more than saying I
didn’t have friends. It would feel like admitting I wasn’t likable or worthy
of being loved. The shame that accompanied loneliness intensified that
familiar pain for years until I eventually found a group of friends in high
school with whom I felt I truly belonged.

In spite of my personal bouts of loneliness, however, I’d never
considered this issue as a potential public health priority. It certainly wasn’t



on the agenda I’d shared with the US Senate during my confirmation
hearings less than a year earlier. But suddenly it loomed very large indeed.

The question was how to address it. Many of the people I was meeting
assumed I had billions of dollars in discretionary spending and a staff of
tens of thousands. I often had to tell them this was off by a few orders of
magnitude. Despite this, my new position gave me a bully pulpit from
which to raise public awareness about loneliness, to convene conversations
with key stakeholders, and to make the case for shifts in everything from
research and policy to infrastructure and individual lifestyles.

The more I studied the seesaw relationship between loneliness and
togetherness, the more convinced I became of the great power of human
connection. So many of the problems we face as a society—from addiction
and violence to disengagement among workers and students to political
polarization—are worsened by loneliness and disconnection. Building a
more connected world holds the key to solving these and many more of the
personal and societal problems confronting us today.

Social connection matters to an office worker who wishes to be seen
and appreciated, or a CEO who wants to connect with employees. It matters
to parents of young children who need more support from friends but
wonder how to ask. Or to citizens who see a way to make their community
better but wonder who’d care if they spoke up. And yes, social
connectedness matters to a doctor who wants to help patients get better but
doesn’t know how to heal their loneliness—or the doctor’s own.

To my surprise, the topic of emotional well-being, in general, and
loneliness in particular, received the strongest response from the public of
any issues I worked on as surgeon general. There were few issues that
elicited as much enthusiastic interest from both very conservative and very
liberal members of Congress, from young and old people, or from urban
and rural residents alike. After my presentations to city mayors, medical
societies, and business leaders from around the world, it was what everyone
seemed to want to talk about. I think this is because so many people have
known loneliness themselves or have seen it in the people around them. It’s
a universal condition that affects all of us directly or through the people we
love.

The irony is that the antidote to loneliness, human connection, is also a
universal condition. In fact, we are hardwired for connection—as we
demonstrate every time we come together around a common purpose or



crisis. Such was the collective action of the Parkland high school students in
South Florida after the 2018 mass shooting at their school claimed
seventeen lives. We also see this instinct in the outpouring of aid and
assistance by volunteers that follows major hurricanes, tornados, and
earthquakes around the globe.

One of the most dramatic demonstrations of community in the wake of
tragedy occurred on September 11, 2001. When the twin towers of the
World Trade Center fell that terrible morning in New York City, thousands
of people in lower Manhattan fled south in search of escape from the
growing inferno behind them. When they reached the Hudson River and
realized they had no way to cross, panic mounted. Recognizing they had no
way to rescue so many people in time, the US Coast Guard made an
unprecedented decision. It issued a radio call asking civilian boats to help.

The response was swift. Scores of boats pierced the dense cloud of dust
and debris and ferried their frightened, soot-covered passengers to safety. In
nine hours, the 9/11 Boat Lift rescued nearly half a million people,
becoming the largest boat rescue in the world’s history—even larger than
the Dunkirk evacuation of WWII.

Vincent Ardolino, the captain of the Amberjack, said his wife thought he
was crazy for wanting to take his boat toward Manhattan that morning after
the call. But he knew that he had to go. “Never go through life saying you
should have,” he said later, reflecting on the decision.1

Our community instincts remain alive and well. When we share a
common purpose, when we feel a common urgency, when we hear a call for
help that we are able to answer, most of us will step up and come together.

My own desire to heed this call continued beyond my tenure as surgeon
general. So did the persistent questions around loneliness that arose from
the people and experts I’d met. What exactly has led to the fraying of
relationships in communities and such high levels of loneliness? What other
aspects of health and society are affected? How can we overcome the
stigma of loneliness and accept that all of us are vulnerable? How can we
create stronger, more enduring and compassionate connections in our own
lives and communities, and a more unifying sense of common ground in our
larger society? How do we shift the balance of our lives from being driven
by fear to being fueled by love?

These are just a few of the questions that launched my journey to write
this book. Many more unfolded as I absorbed the research that’s shaping



our understanding of the critical roles that both loneliness and connection
play in every one of our lives. Beyond the facts and data are the people you
will meet throughout the pages of this book—scientists, philosophers,
doctors, cultural innovators, community activists, and people from all walks
of life—whose stories continually remind us that, truly, we’re better
together.

The first section of the book is focused on the underpinnings of
loneliness and social connection—the reasons why loneliness evolved in
our highly social species and the ways in which different aspects of culture
may help or hinder our efforts to bond with others and establish a sense of
communal belonging. The second section addresses the process of
connection that each of us individually must navigate in our own lives,
beginning with our relationship with ourselves and moving outward through
family and friends to ultimately build a more connected world for coming
generations. My hope is that the stories you are about to read will deepen
your awareness of your own place in our social universe and also inspire
and encourage you to reach out to those around you with a renewed sense
of the vital role we all play in one another’s lives. As you’ll see, when we
strengthen our connection with one another, we are healthier, more resilient,
more productive, more vibrantly creative, and more fulfilled.

In the writing of this book, I’ve come to realize that social connection
stands out as a largely unrecognized and underappreciated force for
addressing many of the critical problems we’re dealing with, both as
individuals and as a society. Overcoming loneliness and building a more
connected future is an urgent mission that we can and must tackle together.



Section I

Making Sense of Loneliness



Chapter 1

Under Our Noses

The whole conviction of my life now rests upon the belief that loneliness, far from being a
rare and curious phenomenon, peculiar to myself and to a few other solitary men, is the
central and inevitable fact of human existence.

—Thomas Wolfe, God’s Lonely Man

My first day as a doctor began one bright June morning when I walked
through the doors of Boston’s Brigham and Women’s Hospital. I was
wearing a pressed white coat and my best shirt and tie. I smiled at the
security guards and passing staff. For them, this was just another day at a
busy urban hospital, but for me, it was a day I’d remember for the rest of
my life.

My head was stuffed full of medical facts and trivia that I’d gathered
from medical school. My pockets were overflowing with tools, including a
stethoscope, ophthalmoscope, tuning fork, reflex hammer, Pocket Medicine
handbook, three black ballpoint pens, blank index cards for recording
patient details, a list of phone numbers for key hospital services, and
laminated cards filled with algorithms for everything from cardiac
resuscitation to the treatment of diabetic ketoacidosis. Yet none of those
cards and manuals mentioned the most common ailment I was about to
encounter among my patients.

In the days ahead, as I went on bedside rounds with my team of medical
residents and senior physicians, I focused my attention on getting the right
diagnosis and prescribing the right medications, treatments, and tests. It was
overwhelming at times, but as the months wore on, I got more and more
comfortable managing common illnesses like diabetes and cancer and
unusual ones that I had only read about in textbooks. As I slowly ascended



the steep learning curve of medical training, I began to notice other aspects
of the people I was caring for, including their social lives—or lack thereof.

Some patients always had a visitor in their room to keep them company
in the unfamiliar hospital setting. If they took a turn for the worse or were
nearing the end of life, they had an entourage of family and friends who
traveled from near and far to be with them and to explain to the doctors and
hospital staff how much their loved one meant to them. But other patients
went days and even weeks with no visits, no phone calls, no one from the
outside world asking how they were doing. Some of them died alone with
nobody but me and my hospital colleagues to witness their last moments.

It wasn’t just the physical presence or absence of friends and family that
I noticed. It was the hunger for companionship that was evident in so many
of the men and women who came through our hospital doors. While most
patients were eager to get out of the hospital and resume their lives, a
sizable minority turned to the medical staff for a long-missed friendly ear.
They shared lengthy stories of their lives with anyone willing to bear
witness to their existence. I often found myself torn between wanting to be
there for those patients and knowing that I had many other patients who
were waiting for me.

My focus as a physician was medical. The social issues, as wrenching
as they were, seemed outside the domain of doctoring. It would take a
patient named James to teach me just how wrong I was about this.

I only met James once, on the afternoon he walked into our clinic for
help with his diabetes and high blood pressure, but this middle-aged
gentleman taught me a profound and indelible lesson about loneliness and
connection that day.

James was stocky, with brown hair and red, rugged skin that bore the
signature of many New England winters. His face was set in a grim look of
frustration, which I assumed was related to the health problems I saw noted
in his chart.

“It’s good to meet you,” I said. “Tell me how I can help.”
James described the challenges of dealing with diabetes, high blood

pressure, his weight, and the accompanying stress he often felt. He looked
tired as he spoke. His gestures were listless. He seemed defeated by life.

Then, out of the blue, he delivered what seemed to me at the time a
complete non sequitur. “Winning the lottery was one of the worst things
that ever happened to me,” he said.



“Really?” I’m sure my bewilderment showed in my voice. “Why?”
Given this invitation, James poured out his whole story. It turned out he

was being quite literal: he actually had won the lottery. Prior to that, he told
me, he’d been a baker. He was good at his craft, and his customers
appreciated his talent. He enjoyed his work and was gratified that the food
he prepared gave people happiness and pleasure. Although he was single,
he had a community of people he liked. They worked alongside him at the
bakery, so he never felt alone. When he won the lottery, all that changed.

Suddenly, he was “rich,” so he thought he should upgrade his life.
Taking his cue from the messages he’d absorbed from television and
movies and advertising and other cultural media, he decided to enter the
world of luxury and leisure. He assumed this would make him happier than
slaving away in the kitchen. It was as if his new status compelled him to
become a different person.

James quit his job and moved to an upscale neighborhood in an
oceanside community. There, with all his needs met and a constant stream
of money coming in, he was living the proverbial dream. Yet despite his
new trappings, this dream felt like a nightmare. Instead of being fulfilled, he
was sick and miserable. Previously good-natured, humorous, and outgoing,
James grew increasingly withdrawn, isolated, and angry. He put on weight
and eventually was diagnosed with the diabetes and high blood pressure
that brought him in to see me. Instead of spending time with his bakery
colleagues and regular customers, he now visited doctors and otherwise sat
alone at home.

Too late, James realized that it had been a terrible mistake to do what he
thought a lottery winner ought to do, instead of heeding his own heart. “I
traded in my friends and a job I loved and moved to a neighborhood where
people keep to themselves in their giant houses. It’s lonely.”

James’s experience was an example of how what we seem to value most
in modern society—status, wealth, achievement, and fame—doesn’t
guarantee happiness. With more money, we can purchase more privacy, we
can live on secluded estates, we can even travel exclusively on our own
boat or plane. While all of these privileges have their appeal, there can be a
hidden human cost. If we’re not vigilant, such success can lead to a life that
feels increasingly lonely as the distance between the individual and other
people grows.



If James could find a way to break out of his gilded cage and strengthen
his human connections, I suspected his health would improve dramatically.
He’d likely become more active, engaged, happier, and more himself. After
all, he’d had community and connection before he won the lottery. But that
would mean bucking the prevailing assumptions about success and
redefining his own ambitions in social, rather than financial terms. He
seemed to understand this, but the process of change was daunting,
especially now that his health was in jeopardy. How could I, as his doctor,
help him?

In our one session together, I did my best to serve James. I listened
carefully and asked questions. I recommended adjustments to the doses of
his diabetes and blood pressure medication to bring his readings into a
healthier range. And I offered to refer him to our hospital social worker,
who might be able to help him make some community connections. Beyond
that, though, I honestly had no idea how to address the loneliness that
seemed to be driving his medical problems. It saddens me even now to
think about it, but as a fledgling doctor, I learned far more from James on
this subject than I was able to offer him.

My medical education did not prepare me to recognize the impact of
social connection on health, and it certainly didn’t give me tools to help my
patients who were struggling with loneliness. Instead, my training had been
focused almost entirely on the physical body. When we did discuss
emotions, it was primarily in the context of managing a psychiatric illness
like depression or building a trusting doctor-patient relationship so that
patients would feel comfortable to participate in the healing process.

This was simply not enough when meeting patients like the young
woman I took care of who had a bacterial infection on her heart valve
related to her intravenous drug use. I could counsel her on the dangers of
future intravenous drug use and the precautions she needed to take going
forward. I knew how to discuss the complexities of treatment pathways,
antibiotic courses, and the timing of follow-up imaging studies. I could
empathize with the stress and emotional toll of being seriously ill, and I
could listen to her and her family as they shared their worries. All of this
was very important, but it failed to address the critical need for healthier
connections in her life. Her relationships or lack thereof were an important
factor in both causing addiction in the first place and determining whether
or not she would return to drugs again. I was never trained to assess or



address loneliness, and now when confronted with it, I didn’t know where
to start.

One Isn’t Always the Loneliest Number

What is loneliness, anyway? This seemingly simple question becomes
unexpectedly complex upon closer examination.

Many people think of loneliness as isolation, but the difference between
these two terms is substantial. Loneliness is the subjective feeling that
you’re lacking the social connections you need. It can feel like being
stranded, abandoned, or cut off from the people with whom you belong—
even if you’re surrounded by other people. What’s missing when you’re
lonely is the feeling of closeness, trust, and the affection of genuine friends,
loved ones, and community.

Researchers1 2 3 have identified three “dimensions” of loneliness to
reflect the particular type of relationships that are missing. Intimate, or
emotional, loneliness is the longing for a close confidante or intimate
partner—someone with whom you share a deep mutual bond of affection
and trust. Relational, or social, loneliness is the yearning for quality
friendships and social companionship and support. Collective loneliness is
the hunger for a network or community of people who share your sense of
purpose and interests. These three dimensions together reflect the full range
of high-quality social connections that humans need in order to thrive. The
lack of relationships in any of these dimensions can make us lonely, which
helps to explain why we may have a supportive marriage yet still feel lonely
for friends and community.

Because everyone’s level of need for social connection is different, it’s
impossible to say how many friends are required to prevent loneliness. The
level varies not only throughout life, but also by personality. People who
are more extroverted tend to crave human contact and social activity,
feeling energized by networking with strangers. Those who are more
introverted need more time by themselves and feel drained by too much
interaction, preferring to socialize in smaller groups or one on one. Both
introverts and extroverts can experience loneliness, however, and both need
strong relationships in order to feel a secure sense of belonging. What often



matters is not the quantity or frequency of social contact but the quality of
our connections and how we feel about them.

Unlike the feeling of loneliness, which is subjective, isolation describes the
objective physical state of being alone and out of touch with other people.
Isolation is considered a risk factor for loneliness simply because you’re
more likely to feel lonely if you rarely interact with others. But physically
being alone doesn’t necessarily translate into the emotional experience of
loneliness. Many of us spend long stretches by ourselves when we’re so
involved in our work or creative pursuits that we don’t feel at all lonely. On
the other hand, we can feel lonely and emotionally alone even when we’re
surrounded by other people. What defines loneliness is our internal comfort
level.

This is what makes loneliness distinct from solitude. When we feel
lonely, we’re unhappy and long to escape this emotional pain. Solitude, by
contrast, is a state of peaceful aloneness or voluntary isolation. It is an
opportunity for self-reflection and a chance to connect with ourselves
without distraction or disturbance. It enhances our personal growth,
creativity, and emotional well-being, allowing us to reflect, restore, and
replenish. For millennia, monks and ascetics from various spiritual
traditions have sought out solitude as an opportunity for introspection and
to renew their connection with the divine. Unlike loneliness, solitude is not
burdened with shame. Rather, it can be a sacred state.

Solitude also can feel a bit daunting, even scary, since it allows both
positive and negative thoughts and emotions to surface. The space where
we confront our demons is not always a space we enter willingly. But it’s in
the grappling that we work through issues, gain clarity about our feelings,
and build comfort with ourselves. Developing comfort with solitude, then,
is an essential part of strengthening our connection to ourselves and by
extension enabling our connection with others. Solitude, paradoxically,
protects against loneliness.

The Loneliness Question

According to a 2018 report by the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 22
percent of all adults in the US say they often or always feel lonely or



socially isolated.4 That’s well over fifty-five million people—far more than
the number of adult cigarette smokers and nearly double the number of
people who have diabetes. A 2018 AARP study using the rigorously
validated UCLA loneliness scale found that one in three American adults
over the age of forty-five are lonely.5 And in a 2018 national survey by the
US health insurer Cigna, one-fifth of respondents said they rarely or never
feel close to people.6

Studies in other countries echo these findings. Among middle-aged and
elderly Canadians, nearly one-fifth of men and around a quarter of women
said they feel lonely once a week or more.7 One-quarter of Australian adults
reported being lonely as well.8 More than two hundred thousand seniors in
the United Kingdom “meet up with or speak on the phone with their
children, family and friends less often than once a week”;9 13 percent of
Italian adults report having no one to ask for help;10 and in Japan, over
1 million adults meet the official government definition of social recluses,
or hikikomori.11 12

What prevents all these people from simply joining a club, making new
friends, or reconnecting with family and old friends? In a word, loneliness
itself.

When we already feel lonely and then see others having fun together,
enjoying the company of those around them, there’s a natural tendency to
withdraw instead of approaching the group. We fear being labeled and
judged as social outcasts. (To understand this worry, just spend some time
in a grade school cafeteria or playground.) So we hide our true feelings
even from those who may try to connect with us. Shame and fear thus
conspire to turn loneliness into a self-perpetuating condition, triggering
self-doubt, which in turn lowers self-esteem and discourages us from
reaching out for help. Over time, this vicious cycle may convince us we
don’t matter to anyone and that we’re unworthy of love, driving us ever
inward and away from the very relationships we need most.

This emotional spiral also contributes to the stigma that surrounds
loneliness. Because people tend to hide and deny their loneliness, others
who might help—including friends, family, and doctors—shy away from
probing what seems like a sensitive emotional issue. Then the risk of self-
destructive behaviors increases. Many people use drugs, alcohol, food, and
sex to numb the emotional pain of loneliness. In this way, the combination



of loneliness and stigma creates a cascade of consequences that affect not
only our personal health and productivity, but also the health of society.

As intractable as the cycle of loneliness may seem, however, it can be
interrupted. By learning to recognize and address the signals early, we can
intervene to forge connections when loneliness strikes, instead of allowing
it to become a constant in our daily lives. A first step is to acknowledge the
vital need that all humans have for social connection.

Quite simply, human relationship is as essential to our well-being as
food and water. Just as hunger and thirst are our body’s ways of telling us
we need to eat and drink, loneliness is the natural signal that reminds us
when we need to connect with other people. There’s no cause for shame in
that. Yet hunger and thirst feel much more acceptable to acknowledge and
talk about than loneliness. To combat this silencing effect, then, we need to
more deeply appreciate the relationship between loneliness, social
connection, and physical and emotional health. In so doing, we can lift the
burden of shame, blame, and criticism that fuels the stigma around
loneliness.

We’ve seen this approach work with conditions like depression. For a
long time, depression has been so stigmatized that most people would suffer
in silence rather than admit they felt depressed. Now, professional athletes
like twenty-three-time Olympic gold medalist Michael Phelps13 and cultural
figures like Lady Gaga,14 Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson,15 and J. K.
Rowling16 have opened up about their depression. Schools and workplaces
have begun to recognize how widespread the problem is, and many now are
setting up programs to get people help. We are seeing a similar evolution in
how we think about addiction. While there still is much work to be done to
ensure that people with depression and substance use disorders do not feel
shamed or discriminated against because of their illness, a great deal of
progress has been made. There’s every reason to believe that the stigma
around loneliness also will decline if and when we’re willing to speak
openly about our experiences and understand loneliness for what it is: a
near-universal human condition.

A Matter of Life or Death



Dr. Julianne Holt-Lunstad learned the power of social connection firsthand
growing up in Saint Paul, Minnesota. The fourth of six children, she came
from a clan that prided itself on hard work and sticking together. Her
father’s four siblings all had large families of their own, which meant there
were many cousins, aunts, and uncles, and everyone spent a whole week
together every year. This tradition was encouraged by her grandparents,
staunch believers in the importance of family.

“Growing up, we always had family around, and my family were often
my closest friends,” Julianne told me. The power of these social
connections was destined to inform her career path. After college in Utah,
where she developed a fascination for the biological processes of mental
health, Julianne pursued a PhD in health and social psychology focusing on
the impact of our relationships on everything from our behavior to our
cellular function.

By the time she’d joined the faculty at Brigham Young University, there
was good data supporting the connection between relationships and health,
but Julianne still found that many inside and outside academia were
skeptical about her whole area of inquiry. They thought it was fluff.
Julianne wanted to change their minds. So she and her collaborators spent
more than a year painstakingly analyzing 148 studies with over three
hundred thousand participants from around the world.17

The team pored through study details and wrote countless lines of
computer code for the analytics software—all in an effort to answer one
simple but profound question: Do social relationships reduce our risk of
dying early?

Finally, in the summer of 2009, Julianne had her answer. As the long-
awaited analysis was pulled up on her computer, she stared in disbelief.
“This is going to be huge,” she said to herself. And she had good reason to
think so.

Julianne’s study showed that people with strong social relationships are
50 percent less likely to die prematurely than people with weak social
relationships. Even more striking, she found that the impact of lacking
social connection on reducing life span is equal to the risk of smoking
fifteen cigarettes a day, and it’s greater than the risk associated with obesity,
excess alcohol consumption, and lack of exercise. Simply put, Julianne had
found that weak social connections can be a significant danger to our
health.



On the surface, this might seem hard to believe. What if the real issue
driving more heart disease and early deaths was obesity or poverty, and
people with these conditions just happened to be lonely? In statistical terms,
what if loneliness was just a confounder and not the culprit? Julianne had
been concerned about this, too. So she’d designed her study to also analyze
a broad range of risk factors among participants, including age, sex, initial
health status, and cause of death, that would help clarify what was
responsible for the health effects she was seeing. The protective effect of
social connection remained consistent across these variables, as did the
contribution of loneliness to premature death.

Public reaction to Julianne’s study was swift. Newspaper reporters
began writing articles about her curious findings. Television and radio
producers invited her to their studios to speak with their audiences about
this previously neglected condition that might be as dangerous as smoking.
Organizations in the UK and Australia reached out for her counsel as they
worked on plans to address loneliness in their countries.

Five years later, Julianne published another massive analysis of data
confirming the higher risk of early death among the lonely.18 By that point,
a growing number of research papers were reporting that loneliness was
associated with a greater risk of coronary heart disease, high blood pressure,
stroke, dementia, depression, and anxiety. Studies were also suggesting that
lonely people were more likely to have lower-quality sleep, more immune
system dysfunction, more impulsive behavior, and impaired judgment.19

Calls from mainstream media and organizations around the world
quickened, all asking the same question: Why is loneliness so dangerous to
our health?

The Missing Link

By this time, many physicians were noticing loneliness among their
patients. In a 2013 poll, 75 percent of general practitioner physicians in the
United Kingdom reported that they saw between one and five patients each
day whose visit was primarily driven by loneliness.20

One of these doctors was Dr. Helen Stokes-Lampard, a primary care
physician in Lichfield, about twenty miles from Birmingham, England.
Helen is as enthusiastic and excited about caring for her patients as if she



were just out of medical school. When we met in her office, she greeted me
warmly and set about making me tea as we spoke. There was no pretense
with Helen. She’s compassionate, brilliant, and down-to-earth.

But Helen is not only a practicing physician, she’s also the chair of the
Royal College of General Practitioners, one of the largest medical
associations in the UK, representing over fifty-three thousand British family
physicians. When she assumed her position as head of the Royal College,
she took the surprising step of giving her inaugural speech on her patients’
struggles with loneliness. More than three decades earlier, a series of studies
had found an association between loneliness and the rate at which people
utilized British medical services, yet the medical profession had made little
effort to address loneliness. Helen, who wanted to make loneliness a high
priority for the Royal College, was determined that this time would be
different.

She focused her speech on a patient named Enid, who’d fallen into a
deep spell of loneliness after losing her husband late in life. Helen could
have simply prescribed antidepressants and moved on to the next patient.
Instead, she did something increasingly difficult to do in modern medicine’s
highly regulated checkbox culture: she listened closely to Enid and allowed
the patient’s needs to guide the session.

As Helen put it in her speech:

I didn’t follow the rules. I chatted to her, I listened. I did what all good GPs [general
practitioners] do—I saw the world through Enid’s eyes for our precious few minutes together. I
prioritised what Enid wanted over [the] guidelines . . . sometimes I offered advice about a new
class, group, or a charity that I thought might suit her, might benefit her health and well-being.

In the end, Enid connected with a local primary school that is linking mature women with
young mums who are a long way from their own families. [It] was exactly what Enid needed. A
couple of hours, twice a week where she has purpose, is needed and appreciated. Where she can
use a lifetime of experiences to help others.

Enid isn’t making GP appointments as regularly anymore—she is not taking up space in a
hospital bed for a hip replacement she didn’t really need. She’s not taking anti-depressants, and
actually, she’s not taking much medication at all . . . I noticed that Enid has started to wear
makeup again. She’s had her hair done properly for the first time since Brian died. Social
isolation and loneliness are akin to a chronic long-term condition in terms of the impact they
have on our patients’ health and well-being . . . they must be addressed if we are to be patient-
centred in our approach.

Talking about loneliness to the leading medical organization in the
country was unconventional. “But the reaction was overwhelming,” Helen



told me. “Everyone in the audience could think of patients who struggled
with loneliness.”

What these doctors were beginning to grapple with was the link
between social and emotional health that often shows up in the physical
health of medical patients. If neglected, loneliness can have long-term
health implications, yet it is not a state that can be fixed with a pill or a
procedure. It is a human condition that reminds us of our need for the love,
compassion, and companionship of fellow human beings.

Helen’s approach to helping Enid followed a practice known as social
prescribing. Clinicians recommend—or “prescribe”—resources and
activities in the community that can help patients forge healthy social
connections. This practice reflects a recognition that loneliness affects our
health, and we have a universal need to connect with one another.

Dr. Sachin Jain, too, has come to this conclusion, and like Helen, he’s been
working on ways to focus on social connection at scale among his patients
in the United States. Sachin is CEO of CareMore, a health care delivery
system that primarily serves the elderly and poor. In 2017, Sachin and his
team launched the Togetherness Program to identify and assist patients who
are lonely. Within a short time, they’d enrolled six hundred patients in the
program, which included home visits, weekly phone calls, and connection
to existing social programs in the community. One of CareMore’s
participants was a woman in her late fifties named Virta.

When I first met Virta in 2019, at the CareMore Care Center in Downey,
California, I could tell it had taken a lot of effort for her to come see me.
Struggling with the debilitating effects of diabetes, she spent much of her
day confined to a wheelchair. Neuropathy caused excruciating pain in her
legs and feet. Yet Virta seemed optimistic for the future. She told me I was
meeting her at a major turning point in her life.

Originally from Memphis, Virta’s parents had moved the family to Long
Beach, California, when she was just a baby. After high school, Virta
worked many odd jobs before landing a position as a security guard at the
Port of Long Beach. She enjoyed the work and kept the job for fifteen
years.

Although I’d only just met her, I could tell that Virta had had a big
personality in her youth and a highly social lifestyle to match it. “When I
was healthy,” she told me, “you couldn’t catch me.” But she also lived on a



diet of fast food and sugary sodas, and eventually, she developed diabetes
and resulting complications, which made it difficult for her to walk and left
her with chronic pain. Soon, she could no longer work, and she found
herself housebound. That changed everything.

“I got so lonely,” she told me. “I was too sick to go out and too sick to
have people over.” Although she shared an apartment with her adult
daughter, they rarely interacted, and when they did, they fought. Other
family members didn’t show any interest in talking with her, either. Unable
to sustain the relationships that nourished her, Virta began to lose hope.

She vividly remembers the day she got a postcard in the mail touting the
services available at CareMore’s Togetherness Program. These included
counseling, an exercise program, social engagement opportunities, and
health care services. The center even provided transportation. “I read the
letter and I started crying,” she said. “I felt like it was talking to me.”

Virta signed up for the services, and a few days later she got a call from
one of CareMore’s Togetherness Program “Phone Pals.” He said his name
was Armando, and that he was calling to check on her and see how she was
doing.

“He just listened to me,” she said. She found Armando’s voice soothing.
He promised to call again the next week, and he followed through.
Sometimes he’d tell her about his children’s busy schedules, his daughter’s
soccer game the day before. Virta soon began looking forward to
Armando’s calls.

But without being able to work and with bills piling up, Virta couldn’t
pay rent. She eventually lost her home and was forced to live out of her car
in the parking lot of a city park. It was a scary place at night. Her legs were
causing her pain, and her health was declining.

CareMore had assigned Virta a social work intern named Ruby, who
desperately wanted to help, but rents in Southern California were
impossibly high for people on low incomes. Then one day Ruby spotted an
in-law unit on Craigslist for $700 a month, utilities included, a steal in the
rental market. “I wanted to take a shower first,” Virta recalled, “but Ruby
said, ‘No, no, just go!’”

The homeowners, Sonya and Earnest, were waiting for Virta when she
arrived. Ruby had already told them about her situation and her ill health,
and the couple was eager to make it work. All they needed to find out was if
Virta would hit it off with their dog, a pit bull named Protector. With huge



jaws and a massive chest, the dog leapt up and licked Virta’s face. “When
Sonya called later to say I got the place, I cried.”

Sonya and Earnest welcomed Virta like family, and their friendship
helped her open up and start connecting with other people again. Armando
continued to call every week, and he often asked her what she was doing to
take care of herself. He encouraged her to try to get out of the house.

Sometimes Virta worried that she was taking too much of Armando’s
time. Afraid of letting him down, she tried to show him she could do better.
“Armando would call, and I’d say, ‘I got cleaned up,’ or ‘I put makeup on
today.’” She started losing weight.

It was the human connection that made the difference. Even though
theirs was a phone relationship, Virta found it easy to be open and
vulnerable with Armando because he listened without judgment and seemed
to genuinely care about her well-being. When Virta finally got the
opportunity to meet Armando in person at the Togetherness Program’s
holiday party, she was surprised to learn that he was not middle-aged, as
she’d pictured him, but in his early thirties. “Young man, you’re Armando?”
Virta asked, unable to contain her surprise. “You’re such an old soul on the
phone.”

When I spoke with Virta, she was still getting weekly calls from
Armando and proudly told me she’d lost thirty-nine pounds. “Without Mr.
Armando calling, I wouldn’t have made it.”

Virta is grateful to have a place to live that’s quiet and safe and close to
her new friends. She still has more work to do on her health, and she still
finds herself feeling very alone at times, particularly at night. But she’s
determined to keep working to rebuild her health and start living a fuller
life. And she intends to reach out to share the power of connection that’s
changed her life.

“There are so many lonely people out there,” she said. “I want to help
somebody else.”

Virta’s right. There are so many lonely people, and among those who
are struggling with illness, the health care system too often compounds their
sense of isolation. Particularly in hospitals, patients may feel that they’re
reduced to their illness—a problem to be diagnosed and treated rather than
a person with hopes, yearnings, dreads, and a terrifyingly immediate need
for solace. The pain of this experience also can extend to patients’ loved
ones.



Mychele spent most of the last year of her husband’s life at Ronald
Reagan UCLA Medical Center. Her husband, Vincent, had myelodysplastic
syndrome, or MDS, a disease where your bone marrow stops making the
healthy blood cells you need to survive. He’d endured chemotherapy,
constant blood transfusions, and a stem cell transplant from his brother. But
by Christmas Day, 2017, Vincent was in the intensive care unit (ICU).
Nothing seemed to be helping him. Mychele had never felt so alone.

When we spoke two years later, Mychele recalled her husband as “the
most loving, hugest man you ever met. He was six foot one, a big Samoan
man who loved everyone.” Vincent had been an active duty member of the
US Navy when he was diagnosed. But by that Christmas, he’d already been
in the ICU for over a month. His face was half-hidden behind the ventilator
tube in his mouth, and he was surrounded by machines keeping him alive.
He was a shadow of the man Mychele had married.

Mychele knew things were bad, and she was terrified of losing him. The
medical staff paid attention to what was of immediate concern, but it felt
impersonal to Mychele. With little to guide her as Vincent’s fiercest
defender and decision-maker in his incapacity, she was scared and
frustrated and didn’t know where to turn.

And that is how things might have stayed had it not been for Dr. Thanh
Neville, a pulmonary and critical care doctor who is known for her laser-
like focus on making sure patients’ wishes are honored. Thanh is self-
deprecating, hardworking, and fiercely protective of her patients. She had
recently started a program modeled on the work of a Canadian physician
Dr. Deborah Cook. The 3 Wishes Project granted wishes to patients who
were dying in the ICU. Their goal was to shift the experience from what can
be an impersonal and alienating experience into something that honors the
dying and their loved ones.

Mychele remembers how skeptical she was when she first met Thanh
and her team that Christmas Day. “I was such a Negative Nancy given the
situation we were in. She talked to me about the program, and I looked her
in the eye and said, ‘I want the truth and I want it now. Is he dying?’ She
took my hand and said, ‘I will be honest with you. Your medical team told
me, as they have shared with you, that they don’t believe he will survive
this hospital stay. We are here to honor him in his remaining time and to
help you prepare.’” Vincent was indeed dying, and there was nothing the
medical team could do to change that. “At first, I was angry. I was rude.



‘You don’t know me. How much is this going to cost me?’ It took a minute
to believe that she was there only because she cared.” But that was the
whole point of 3 Wishes.

When Mychele realized this, her guard came down. “I said to Thanh
with tears in my eyes and a whole family of frogs in my throat, ‘I’m afraid
to be alone.’ She embraced me and said, ‘We won’t let you be alone.’ Her
colleague took my hand with tears in her eyes and said, ‘We’re going to be
here with you the whole way.’”

Mychele paused. “Honestly, when I realized I didn’t have to go through
this alone, there was a sense of acceptance and gratitude that I’m not going
to have to watch the machines get turned off alone.”

The team made good on their promise for the remaining three days of
Vincent’s life. He requested to be moved to the cancer floor, where he knew
the nurses so well he had nicknames for many of them. He wanted his wife
to be around the people who had journeyed with them through the last year.
And even though the cancer unit wasn’t equipped for patients on
ventilators, Thanh’s team was able to get approval for an exception and
honor Vincent’s wish.

“Without me even asking,” Mychele recalled, “they brought in fresh
flowers. I’m Hawaiian, and my husband is Polynesian, so flowers are
important to us. They brought in as many Polynesian flowers as they could.
That small detail meant so much.”

And when the time came to let Vincent go, Thanh’s team was there for
them. “Till today,” Mychele said, “I’m dumbfounded that anyone would
even care to stand with me for the half hour it took for me to decide that it
was time to pull out my husband’s tube. It made such a difference to have
someone sit with me as we were removing my husband’s life support even
though it wasn’t the doctor’s duty.”

For Thanh, the basic premise and power of the program is simple: “The
goal of 3 Wishes is to stop asking what’s the matter with the patient and
start asking what matters to them.”

In less than two years, the program has helped over two hundred
patients and their families. They have performed two weddings, set up a
final date night complete with a tablecloth over the bedside table and a
Netflix movie, arranged for a local arts school to perform a patient’s
favorite musical live in her bedroom, decorated a woman’s room with
photos of Hawaii because that was her favorite vacation spot, and created



numerous keepsakes for bereaved families, including hand molds—castings
of couples holding hands for the last time.

Part of the program is sending a sympathy card a few weeks later signed
by ICU doctors, nurses, and other members of the care team. Thanh is
always surprised at the response: “I’m shocked at how much it means to
people. So many families during interviews say the card shows that ‘we
haven’t been forgotten, that we mean something.’ One person wrote us a
letter that said, ‘A few weeks after I lost my mom, I thought I lost
everything, but your card showed me that people still care.’”

Medicine and technology may fail us at times, but human connection
grounded in love and compassion always heals. Perhaps the sense of
loneliness and disconnection that comes with death can’t entirely be
prevented, but it can be eased. Helping patients and their families feel
known, helping them feel seen and loved, is perhaps the most powerful
medicine we have.

How much, I wondered, is a program like 3 Wishes worth? It’s not easy
to put a price on fulfillment, peace, and connection for patients and their
families during one of life’s most stressful moments. Which makes it all the
more striking that the average cost of Thanh’s 3 Wishes program has been
just $30 per patient. Not $30,000. Just $30. When you consider the
additional impact on the doctors, nurses, and staff involved in the care of
each of the patients, this represents a staggering return on investment.
Mychele, for example, now aspires to start a program to support caregivers
in the hospital. One of the reasons that family members are afraid to leave
the bedside is fear of missing the doctor’s brief visit, so one of the things
Mychele wants to do is give caregivers a break by sitting with the patient
and calling family members if the doctor shows up. These are the kinds of
priceless gifts that connect us as human beings, that help reassure us and
remind us we’re not alone.

These and many other stories I’ve encountered over the years leave no
doubt in my mind that loneliness can wreak havoc on our physical and
emotional lives, yet the very same stories persuade me just as compellingly
that social connection is the bigger subject here. We all have a deep and
abiding need to be seen for who we are—as fully dimensional, complex,
and vulnerable human beings. We all need to know that we matter and that
we are loved. These are the deep-seated needs that secure relationships



satisfy, and when they are met, we tend to live healthier, more productive
and more rewarding lives. When they go unmet, we suffer.

When we’re in the throes of such suffering, it’s difficult to imagine that
this misery is part of some evolutionary design. Yet it’s clear that loneliness
serves a vital function by warning us when something essential for our
survival—social connection—is lacking. The scientists who first recognized
this vital function thought that perhaps, if we could learn to respond to
loneliness (like we do to hunger and thirst), instead of surrendering to it, we
might be able to reduce both its duration and negative effects and actually
improve the overall quality of our lives. The first step was to study the
tandem evolution of social connection and loneliness.



Chapter 2

The Evolution of Loneliness

With every true friendship, we build more firmly the foundations on which the peace of the
whole world rests.

—Mahatma Gandhi

If we have no peace, it is because we have forgotten that we belong to each other.
—Mother Teresa

One warm fall afternoon in 2017, while visiting my parents in Miami, I
joined Iowa Public Radio by phone to speak with callers about loneliness. I
was pacing outside on the driveway as I listened and talked, and my feet
were bare, an old habit from childhood, when I would run through this very
yard feeling the earth between my toes. The combination of my bare feet,
my childhood home, and the discussion topic unexpectedly brought back
memories of the times I had struggled with loneliness during elementary
and middle school. When we moved to our neighborhood, we were the only
immigrants and we didn’t have anyone who shared, much less understood,
our culture or traditions. It was what we expected, but it took me a long
time to feel that I belonged here.

The radio station had reached out to me in response to a Harvard
Business Review article about loneliness that I’d written a few months
earlier. Truth be told, the response to the piece surprised me. I hadn’t
expected many business journal readers to be interested in the topic of
social connection, yet week after week, messages poured in from all corners
of the globe. Some came from reporters who wanted to know why a former
surgeon general was talking about loneliness instead of traditional topics
like smoking or obesity, but many more were from people who’d



experienced loneliness and felt a sense of relief when they realized they
weren’t alone in their feelings.

The first listener to call into the radio show was Maureen. “I want to
talk about my daughter [who is] just back from college,” she said, her voice
quivering as she struggled to hold back tears. Maureen’s daughter loved
being around friends but she confided to her mom that the relationships she
had felt one-sided. “She said to me last night, ‘No one ever asks about me.
Mom, I’m lonely.’ I didn’t know what to do.” Maureen began crying softly.
I could feel my heart breaking for her. Maureen had sent her daughter to
college thinking she would be part of a community. Yet, as much as she was
connected to people online and surrounded by them on campus, she still
hadn’t found the genuine, fulfilling relationships she craved.

A few minutes later, Rod, a middle-aged man, called in saying that he’d
felt profoundly lonely since his best friend died from cancer ten years
earlier. He hadn’t spoken about this much and wasn’t quite sure what to do.
He wondered if there were things that could ease the pain of his loneliness.
“It’s hard to find another good male buddy,” he said.

Rachel, who drove trucks for a living, joined the conversation next. She
worked long, solitary hours on the road and found that friendships and
romantic relationships were few and far between. “I feel lonely a lot,” she
said, “and I basically want to know, is there something wrong with me?”

Her question made me stop pacing, even as the hot asphalt started to
burn the soles of my feet. How many times over the course of my life had I
asked myself the same question: What is wrong with me? As a child I
thought not only that I was bad at making friends but that there was
something inside that made me unlikable. I imagined that everyone in my
school except me had someone—or many people—to confide in, that I was
the only outcast. This was the very same anxiety that the caller was
expressing, which suggested an important question. Could it be that this
kind of self-doubt was not a reflection of actual flaws but, rather, a
misperception resulting from loneliness itself?

As the radio interview concluded I reflected on my own periods of
loneliness. When you’re chronically lonely—as a child or an adult—it seeps
deeply into your state of mind. It colors how you think about nearly
everything, especially your own character. You imagine that you’re a misfit.
You worry that you’ll feel lonely even when you’re with people. And most



destructive of all, you question your self-worth, thinking that there might be
something truly wrong with you that’s causing this pain.

But I could see how a long-haul trucker, a grieving friend, and a college
student away from home for the first time could feel lonely. I could see why
I’d felt socially insecure trying to fit in to a suburban American school.
What was much more difficult to grasp was how someone like me now—an
adult surrounded by people, with a history of close friendships, fulfilling
work, and a loving family—could struggle as I still did from time to time
with these same feelings of social disconnection and loneliness. And for
that matter, why do any of us feel lonely?

Dr. Loneliness

The late Dr. John Cacioppo was the first to liken loneliness to hunger and
thirst, identifying it as a necessary warning signal with biochemical and
genetic roots. His work was regarded as so central to the field that many
called him “Dr. Loneliness.”

I first met John at the US Department of Health and Human Services in
Washington, DC, in 2017. My team had invited him to share his work with
us as part of our initiative on emotional health and well-being. Tall, slim,
and bearing a full head of salt-and-pepper hair, John had an intense, focused
expression when he was speaking that would periodically give way to a
warm, disarming smile.

John’s decision to focus specifically on loneliness began with a
harrowing car accident when he was in college. When driving one day, he
accidentally struck a horse, totaling his car and injuring himself so severely
he nearly died. During those moments when he thought his life was ending,
his thoughts flew to the people he loved. Not to his work or reputation, but
to the people he loved.

The experience caused him to reexamine his life and his academic focus
with fresh eyes. What mattered most in life was love and human
connection. This realization was at once obvious and profound. It led him to
change the direction of his studies and research to focus on the biological
underpinnings of human relationships and on the tension between social
connection and loneliness.



John went on to graduate school at Ohio State, where he became
fascinated by the brain’s connection with social behavior and the idea that
mental states can have dramatic impact on the body. Skeptics—including
his graduate school professors—did not see the biology of psychological
factors as serious science. Social factors weren’t relevant to the nervous
system, he was told. But John was sure there was a connection. He forged
forward and eventually teamed up with an old friend and fellow researcher
from grad school, Dr. Gary Berntson. Together, they founded the field of
“social neuroscience,” which focuses on understanding the interaction
between biological systems and social processes.

Cacioppo’s work on loneliness gained traction when he landed at the
University of Chicago in 1999. He built a major research program at the
University of Chicago, led its social psychology department, and founded
the Center for Cognitive and Social Neuroscience. The work he did there
transformed the modern-day understanding of loneliness. He helped
delineate the effects that loneliness and connection have on our biological
processes, and the scientific rigor with which he pursued his research made
the case for loneliness as a hard science deserving of more study and
attention.

When looking at loneliness through the lens of history and biology,
John and his team found that the human need for social connection is more
than a simple feeling or convenience—it’s a biological and social
imperative rooted in thousands of years of human evolution. And
loneliness, he maintained, has evolved as a warning signal to satisfy that
need.

“Loneliness is like an iceberg,” John said in a 2016 interview with the
Guardian. “We are conscious of the surface, but there is a great deal more
that is phylogenetically so deep that we cannot see it.”1

The Evolutionary Trail

Cacioppo’s evolutionary theory of loneliness was rooted in the observation
that humans have survived as a species not because we have physical
advantages like size, strength, or speed, but because of our ability to
connect in social groups. We exchange ideas. We coordinate goals. We



share information and emotions. “Our strength is our ability to
communicate and work together,” he said.2

In 2011, a team of anthropologists at the University of Oxford published
evidence that reached back some fifty-two million years in support of
Cacioppo’s theory.3 The very first monkeys and apes, they found, connected
not in pairs, as some scientists had previously thought, but in groups of both
sexes. The study’s lead author, Dr. Susanne Shultz, theorized that this
happened as formerly nocturnal primates began to hunt during the day,
when they were more visible to predators. The value of connection was
easy to see: there was strength in numbers.

Psychologist Dr. Bill von Hippel, who wrote The Social Leap,4 told me
that groups became especially valuable to our hominid ancestors about
three million years ago, when the body of the Australopithecus adapted in
ways that enabled them to throw. “Now they had the most important
innovation in military history,” Bill said. “The ability to kill at a distance.”
Back then, even if fifty hunters tried to club a lion at close range, the
casualty rate would have been high, but throwing enabled them to hurl
stones from a position of relative safety. “Once we can kill at a distance,
everything changes. Now we all have incentive to work together as a group.
We can survive if we coordinate and throw all at once.”

As humans developed, evolutionary pressure selected for more
cooperation because of the advantages it conferred. Cooperation made it
possible to plan for the future. Division of labor became feasible. In groups,
our hominid ancestors could take turns keeping watch for wolves or
sabretooths, and if they were attacked, they could organize to fight back,
increasing their chances of overpowering the tiger and saving one another.
They could pool the food they hunted and gathered, making it less likely
that any individual would starve from day to day. As an early human, you
soon learned that your odds of being attacked or of starving would increase
dramatically if you became separated from your people.

But that wasn’t the only reason to stick together. Connecting in groups
also provided the numbers and security for individuals to mate, which
enabled the tribe to multiply and endure. Cooperation further helped
safeguard the tribe’s survival through extended families of trusted adults
who shared the responsibility of parenting. It made for efficiency when the
work of teaching and protecting the tribe’s children was a communal rather



than a private enterprise. So, it wasn’t only the individual whose survival
depended on social connection, but our entire species.

Beyond basic survival, though, connection increased the rate of human
innovation and empowered the tribe’s creativity. “We’re the only animal on
the planet,” Bill told me, “that goes out of its way to share the contents of
our minds with others, even when there’s no immediate gain.” We do this
because it helps get us on the same page and allows us to understand one
another better, which has longer-term advantages for cooperation and
efficacy.

Working together, early humans solved technological problems that
would have stumped them individually, and by sharing their discoveries,
they spread and improved on them. Just imagine the excitement when the
very first group of hominids debated the uses of fire or figured out how to
raft across a vast river.

Emotional knowledge was valuable, as well. Is that hunter generous
with his kill? Does that mother treat her children kindly? Is this chief
reliable? Can we count on one another for mutual aid? “We evolved to seek
emotional consensus,” Bill said. And stories evolved to record and cultivate
such consensus, “so others can share our emotional reaction.”

It’s worth noting here that our ancestors’ default setting was
togetherness. Anthropologists estimate that hunter-gatherers spent about
one-third of their time working, one-third socializing and playing with their
kids, and one-third sleeping. They had plenty of time to swap stories
because they were rarely apart—and they liked it that way.

“We also evolved to find the experience of being alone aversive,” Bill
said. “That’s when loneliness likely became an issue.” And here, too, stories
helped.

Even in the absence of others, stories make individuals feel connected
and promote a sense of belonging. This helps to explain the enormous role
that storytelling plays in securing human values, purpose, and identity, and
in bonding us emotionally. Ever since the first cave drawing, we’ve been
encoding our experiences in stories through words, pictures, music, and
rituals to be passed down generation to generation. These tales help us
understand who we are. They give meaning to our struggles, and comfort us
when we are suffering or afraid. They bring us together.

All this means that our social evolution is deeply intertwined with our
physical evolution. And this whole process is still baked into our collective



psyche today, Bill told me. “If I’m not sharing knowledge and emotions,
then I feel lonely.”

The reason for that, according to John Cacioppo, is that loneliness
“serves as a signal to attend to and take care of the social connections that
define us as a species.”5 We know we are attending to those connections
when we feel “at home” with a closely knit group or family. We’re wired to
associate belonging with the sharing of stories, feelings, memories, and
concerns. That’s why our bodies relax and our spirits lift when we connect
in genuine friendship and love. Strong personal relationships not only add
joy and meaning to our lives, but they have positive effects on our health,
mood, and performance. They buffer stress and make it more likely that
we’ll have the help and support we need to weather life’s inevitable
challenges, be they illness, job change, the loss of a loved one, or other
major life transitions. The stronger our connections with each other, the
richer our culture and the stronger society become.

Wired for Connection

I now had a better understanding of our evolutionary need for connection
and loneliness, but the next question before me was how this wiring works.
For help with this, I turned to Dr. Steve Cole, a genomics researcher at the
University of California, Los Angeles. What might explain biologically
why social connection enhances our health?

Apart from practical reasons such as increased safety and consistent
food supply, Steve told me, the benefits from connection include and result
from decreases in the body’s stress response. Prosocial behavior, like
helping others, leaves people feeling less anxious and threatened and more
secure. Moreover, he said, this low-stress state of connection is our default
state. We’re biologically primed not just to feel better together but to feel
normal together.

This mechanism is supported by responses in the body that are mediated
by an array of hormones and neurotransmitters, including oxytocin,
dopamine, and endorphins. Oxytocin, which means “quick birth” in Greek,
is perhaps best known for its role in pregnancy, labor, lactation, and mother-
child bonding. It has also been found to promote bonding within your group
by reducing fear and stress while making you more defensive against those



who are not part of your group. Put another way, it may make strong bonds
stronger and weak bonds weaker.6 Endorphins are naturally occurring
opioids that reduce our perception of pain and contribute to a feeling of
euphoria and pleasure. Endorphins can be released when we experience
pain or when we exercise (as in the “runner’s high”), but they are also
released when we physically touch and when we move in synchrony with
others. This explains why dancing and love make such excellent partners.
Additionally, dopamine, a key player in the brain’s reward systems, is a
powerful motivator for connection, surging in response to isolation and
driving us to seek companionship.7

We might not guess that we’re thinking about social connection all the
time, but it actually occupies more time than we are aware. Another UCLA
neuroscientist, Dr. Matthew Lieberman, has spent the past two decades
using functional magnetic resonance imaging, or fMRI, to watch the brain’s
activity when people are talking, hugging, solving math problems—or just
sitting alone. What he’s found is that humans rely on two separate networks
to process social and nonsocial thinking. He likens the back-and-forth
activity between these networks to a “neural seesaw.” When we’re doing
our taxes or chemistry homework or engineering a bridge, our nonsocial
pathways are active. When we’re meeting a friend for lunch or helping our
kids with their homework, the action shifts to the social network.

But what happens, he wondered, when we’re just kicking back and
doing nothing? What’s our default network? The answer astonished him.

“Whenever we finish doing some kind of non-social thinking,” he told
Scientific American,8 “the network for social thinking comes back on like a
reflex—almost instantly.” In other words: “Evolution has placed a bet that
the best thing for our brain to do in any spare moment is to get ready to see
the world socially. . . . We are built to be social creatures.”

This means that we’re constantly preparing for our next meeting, love
affair, confrontation. Even if we don’t realize it—even if we think of
ourselves as profoundly introverted or task-oriented—we spend most of our
time thinking about other people. To a large extent, Lieberman says, that’s
because our relationships with other people define us.

He explains this point by indicating a region right between our eyes
called the medial prefrontal cortex. This area lights up with activity when
we’re thinking about ourselves and making personal decisions, such as what
we’re going to wear or what we think of our appearance, or when we’re



identifying a personal preference, such as our favorite color or hobby. This
activity, which neuroscientists describe as “self-processing,” is also
involved in remembering past experiences or feelings. It shapes our identity
and would seem to be completely self-centered. But there’s a catch,
according to Lieberman.

If self-processing were purely inner directed, the medial prefrontal
cortex should shut down when we turn our attention to others. But just the
opposite happens. When we’re engaged with others, activity in this
supposedly self-centered region accelerates. In other words, we’re defining
ourselves even as we socialize.

Lieberman takes this a step further. He says that our identities absorb
the influence of others, like social sponges. Not everyone is equally
susceptible to suggestion, of course, but we all are to some degree—
whether we realize it or not. And the more interested we are in someone
who’s trying to impress or persuade us, the more likely we are to adopt this
person’s belief. Lieberman likens this process to a Trojan horse: “letting in
the beliefs of others, under the cover of darkness and without us realizing
it.”9

So we evolved to have brains that are wired to seek connection, to focus
our thoughts on other people, and to define ourselves by the people around
us. This all sounded to me like a mixed blessing. It would be great if the
person we were “sponging” up was someone we admired and trusted, but
what if the influencer was a con artist or enemy? And what would stop us
from becoming “oversaturated” by too many people? While we definitely
need other people in our lives to help us thrive, our capacity for connection
can’t be limitless. Evolution must have provided some sort of mechanism to
prevent our social circuitry from becoming overloaded.

Of course, it did.

Friend or Foe?

John Cacioppo described this dilemma in an interview in the Atlantic in
2017.10 Early humans, he said, “were not uniformly positive toward each
other. We exploit each other, we punish each other, we threaten each other,
we coerce.” This posed an existential risk. “If I make an error and detect a
person as a foe who turns out to be a friend, that’s okay, I don’t make the



friend as fast, but I survive. But if I mistakenly detect someone as a friend
when they’re a foe, that can cost me my life.”

Not only did humans need neural networks to push them toward
connection, then, but they also needed mechanisms to help them decide
who not to befriend. As Cacioppo suggested, the mechanisms that evolved
hinge on trust—specifically, on the ability to quickly differentiate those
who are trustworthy from those who aren’t. It’s a skill that humans begin to
develop midway through the first year of life.

At the very beginning of life, infant researchers have found, the social
sponge of the human brain is attentive to everyone and anyone. Newborns
come into the world without preference. They are drawn to faces, and for
the first month or two, almost any face will do.11 They’ll pay as much
attention to a monkey’s face as to their own father’s.12 Moreover, infants
have an astonishing ability to tell individual faces apart—even those of
individual monkeys. They also can distinguish between faces of any race.
For example, in their first months, white babies can tell one Asian face from
another or one African face from another. In the beginning, it’s as if all the
faces on the planet belonged to their own trusted family.

By the age of three months, however, research has found that babies
start to favor faces of their family’s race and ethnicity. A process that
researchers call perceptual narrowing begins to blur faces that are different
from those within the infant’s small, trusted circle. As a result, babies start
to view members of other races as indistinguishable from one another, even
as they become more closely attuned to the nuances and subtle signals from
the people who are closest and most familiar to them—the people the child
most depends on.13

Given the complexity of close human interactions, this narrowing serves
a practical function. For babies to develop a strong connection with their
caregivers, they need to learn how to read their cues, including body
language, tone of voice, patterns of speech, facial expression, and eye
movements. They must figure out how to assess their mother’s emotional
reactions, their brother’s trustworthiness, their father’s moods. They also
have to find ways to respond to the cues that bring their family members
closer and strengthen the child’s sense of protection and trust. This early
education forms the basis for attachment, relationship, and love, and it
requires a lot of brainpower. Perceptual narrowing helps to focus that
power.



It’s worth mentioning that not even the most sophisticated artificial
intelligence today can match these intricate signaling systems, much less
the profound human connections they generate as they circuit through the
brain. This is one reason why the social network of technology is—and
likely always will be—an inferior substitute for face-to-face interpersonal
communication.

But what about all those unfamiliar faces that the infant now tunes out?
The faces of unfamiliar races and ethnicities gradually blur. Studies of
babies exposed predominantly to one race have found that by nine months
of age, Caucasian babies can’t tell the difference between one Middle
Eastern face and another,14 and to Chinese babies, all white faces look
alike.15 Now, when we are exposed to other races and ethnicities, we
become better at differentiating among those faces, but we can never
recapture the universal ability to read faces that we possess at birth. From
our earliest experiences, our attention focuses on those who are most
important to us.

A similar pruning process occurs linguistically. Humans are born with
the potential to adopt any language on earth, but with time, they lose facility
with all but the languages they hear in their tribe—the languages they must
master in order to communicate with the people they trust to keep them
safe. This is why it becomes increasingly difficult for most people to learn
foreign languages as we age.

In our ancestors’ tribal world, this perceptual narrowing served the
critical purpose of securing a sense of belonging and protecting a clan’s
members against befriending possible enemies. But what happened if they
strayed from their tribe or got stranded alone, perhaps among the very
outsiders they’d now learned to distrust? This, Cacioppo said, was when the
hypervigilance that underlies loneliness would kick in.

At the first sign of isolation, whether alone or among strangers, the
stranded individual’s sympathetic nervous system would go on alert,
triggering fear and immediate preparation to fight or flee the situation.
Central to this stress response is a surge in hormones known as
catecholamines, such as epinephrine. These course through the body,
causing the pupils and airways to dilate and increasing heart rate and blood
flow to the muscles, heart, and brain. The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal
(HPA) axis is also activated. Starting from the hypothalamus in the brain,
signals cascade to the pituitary gland, then the adrenal glands, triggering the



release of mineralocorticoids and cortisol, which in turn raise our blood
pressure and increase blood sugar levels so we have energy readily
available. In this sense, our bodies read isolation, and often even the threat
of isolation, as an emergency.

With the senses on heightened alert it was possible for our stranded
ancestors to detect the slightest noise or smell or shift of light that might
signal a predator. The lungs were able to take in more air. The muscles were
able to generate more power and speed. The heart was able to get more
blood and oxygen to vital organs. And the immune system was activated in
case of injury and infection. In this state, the whole body was engaged in
self-preservation, narrowing attention to immediate signals, ignoring more
leisurely thoughts, such as desire or wonder or reflection, and keeping sleep
shallow and fragmented, lest a predator attack in the night.

Such hypervigilance could be lifesaving in moments of acute danger,
but it placed a lot of stress on the body. Nor was it sustainable for long
periods. However, that time-limiting feature alone helped motivate the
stranded to quickly rejoin their tribes.

Over millennia, this hypervigilance in response to isolation became
embedded in our nervous system to produce the anxiety we associate with
loneliness. When we feel lonely, our bodies still react as if we were lost on
the tundra surrounded by wild animals and members of alien tribes. When
loneliness persists, the same stress hormones that surged to provide short-
term protection instead begin to produce long-term destruction as they
increase cardiovascular stress and inflammation throughout the body. This,
in turn, damages tissues and blood vessels and increases the risk of heart
disease and other chronic illnesses. Studies have also found that loneliness
leads to changes in gene expression in white blood cells, which in turn
results in increased inflammation and reduced defenses against viruses.16

John Cacioppo helped us understand an additional way loneliness
causes mental and physical exhaustion: it takes a toll on the quality of sleep.
When we’re profoundly lonely, we tend to sleep lightly and rouse often, just
as our ancestors did to prevent being overtaken by wolves or enemies.
Cacioppo’s team—including his frequent collaborator University of
Chicago psychologist Dr. Louise Hawkley—found that lonely people come
out of deep sleep many times throughout the night, and though they may
think they’ve slept through, these microawakenings undermine the quality
of their sleep, leaving them fatigued and irritable.17



While our body’s global stress response to loneliness is designed to increase
our chances of survival, it can do just the opposite when it lasts too long or
when it comes on suddenly and severely. One example of an extreme stress
reaction is takotsubo syndrome, also called “broken heart syndrome.”

First described in Japan in 1990, takotsubo syndrome was named after a
pot-shaped octopus trap, or takotsubo, when it was noticed that the most
powerful pumping chamber of the heart took on this unusual shape during
episodes of extreme stress—such as in response to overwhelming grief.

While most of us have experienced the pain of heartbreak at some point
in life, the loneliness of losing someone we love generally subsides over
time, especially if we have strong emotional support. In rare instances,
however, the shock of being left behind—abandoned—can literally break
the survivor’s heart.

I learned about the biological power of heartbreak during high school
when my maternal grandfather unexpectedly died of a heart attack. We were
extremely close, and his death was the first major loss I experienced. I was
devastated. So was his younger brother Vasana, who had grown up with my
grandfather under very difficult circumstances. Their mother had died when
they were young, and their father remarried a woman who severely
neglected and mistreated the two boys. The brothers often went hungry and
frequently didn’t have proper clothing or a bed to sleep in at night. For
years, they took care of each other when it seemed that no one else would.
They remained as close as twins throughout their life, and when my
grandfather died, the loss was simply too much for my great-uncle. He
came to pay his respects soon after hearing the news of his brother’s
passing. Standing there with the body of the man who had been his
companion his entire life, Vasana was overcome with grief.

“Leaving me, you have gone,” he said, tears streaming down his face.
He then clutched his chest and collapsed. A short while later, he was
pronounced dead.

I thought of Vasana a decade later when I was in residency training and
began seeing patients with the onset of sudden cardiac failure in the setting
of emotional distress. I learned that what I was seeing were emerging cases
of takotsubo syndrome. Because the shock of loss is most intense when the
death is recent, the risk of experiencing takotsubo is greatest immediately
following the death of a loved one.



What makes the heart react to loss this way? Technically, the shock of
grief floods the body with an outpouring of epinephrine and other stress
hormones, causing the heart to dilate and lose some of its pumping
function. As blood stagnates, it backs up in the lungs, causing difficulty
breathing, and eventually leads to swelling throughout the body. The chest
pain and shortness of breath that can accompany takotsubo syndrome can
feel identical to a heart attack. So, although it’s generally survivable if the
patient receives supportive medical care, it’s often misdiagnosed.

But why does loss trigger this outpouring of hormones? Put simply, this
distress signal is a biochemical echo of the stress state our distant forebears
experienced when they were cut off from the tribe and had to face the
threatening uncertainties of the wilderness alone. It’s like an intensely
concentrated dose of loneliness.

The Paradox of Loneliness

If loneliness is so bad for our health, it would make sense that we would do
everything in our power to connect with other people at the first sign of
social isolation. Often, that’s just what does happen. When the biological
process works as designed, the anxiety we feel in the first flush of
loneliness will motivate us to find “our people.” We’ll go home to Mom. Or
hug our spouse. We’ll help a neighbor or call an old friend. If we’re able to
find and connect with people we trust, and if they’re responsive and
genuinely understanding, the loneliness will subside and our stress state will
recede. This is how most of us get through situational loneliness, such as
the lost feeling that can descend when we move to a new town or start a
new school or job.

But it’s not always easy to find or make those connections. When we
become chronically lonely, most of us are inclined to withdraw, whether we
mean to or not. John Cacioppo determined that our threat perception
changes when we’re lonely, so we push people away and see risk and threat
in benign social opportunities. John’s widow, Dr. Stephanie Cacioppo, a
neuroscientist who was his close collaborator and has taken on the role of
continuing and expanding his work on loneliness at the University of
Chicago, found that lonely brains detect social threats twice as fast as non-
lonely brains.18 This may seem like a paradoxical response to a mechanism



that evolution designed to prevent isolation, but from an evolutionary
standpoint it makes sense.

When our ancestors were separated from the safety of the group, they
needed to react defensively even to marginal threats, since they might well
turn out to be lethal. But in modern life that same hypervigilance causes us
to misread harmless or even welcoming people and situations as threats.
Fleeing into self-preservation mode, we’ll avoid people and distrust even
those who reach out to help us. With prolonged loneliness, we’ll decline
invitations and stop answering the phone.

Hypervigilance also creates an intense preoccupation with our own
needs and security, which can appear to others as self-involvement. These
two elements—the threat perception shift and the increased focus on self—
are key parts of the hypervigilance story that make it difficult to engage
with others when we’re lonely.

Then the reactions begin. Those who’d like to help start turning away,
leaving us feeling even more alone. Before long we’re trapped in a vicious
cycle of suspicion, jealousy, and resentment. Loneliness thus fuels more
loneliness until the fracture leads to severe alienation. Clearly, the solution
is more complicated than telling someone who’s lonely to go to a party or
“just be with people.”

“What’s disturbing about this,” Steve Cole observed, “is that we have
created a culture of living which is different from our historical default
state. I think we are relaxed and at ease by default and are bonding oriented
in our resting state. But few of us feel this way. It’s less common for us to
be sitting around our fire talking with neighbors. Instead, we are racing
around trying to get work done all the time. So, I think our current state is
different from what our physiology is engineered to support.”

Loneliness doubles down on the negative feelings a sometimes
threatening world can evoke. The increasing diversity and mobility of
modern society sharpens this disconnect even more. When among strangers
with our stress hormones spiking, we may be more susceptible to cultural
bias, racial stereotyping, and discriminatory practices. We’ll misinterpret
social cues and see social threats where none exist. Small irritations can
lead to exaggerated reactions. A misplaced pen or accidental spill may drive
us into a rage or make us feel like the world is collapsing. A person merging
into your lane may be taken as a personal offense. Loneliness can make it
especially hard to establish friendships when moving to a new



neighborhood or starting a new job or school where everyone seems to
belong to a different and inaccessible “tribe.”

So why can’t we just train our bodies to react differently when we feel
isolated? When John and Stephanie Cacioppo examined this question, they
noticed that, in fact, not everyone is equally susceptible to loneliness. While
some people feel as if they’ve been lonely since the day they were born,
others experience loneliness only fleetingly and rarely. For some, loneliness
is profoundly painful, while others experience it only as mild distress. John
observed that, in evolutionary terms, this variability is useful, since it means
that some members of a community will be “so pained by disconnection
that they are willing to defend their village,” while “others are willing to go
out and explore but hopefully still have enough of a connection to come
back and share what they found.”19

But this led to more questions. Are these variations caused by choice
and conditioning? Because life trains certain people to be more distrustful
than others? Or could they be genetic?

When Cacioppo and his colleagues conducted the first genome-wide
association study of loneliness, published in 2016 in
Neuropsychopharmacology,20 they confirmed that genes do play a role in
chronic loneliness, though not nearly as much as experience and
circumstance do. After studying data from more than ten thousand people
aged fifty or older, they concluded that the tendency to feel lonely over a
lifetime, rather than just occasionally due to circumstance, is between 14
and 27 percent heritable based on an analysis of common gene variants.
Other studies, including twin studies, looking at the total heritability of
loneliness have pegged that number as high as 55 percent.21 But it’s
important to note that loneliness is not a discrete condition but an emotional
response. “What’s being inherited is not loneliness,” Cacioppo said, “it’s the
painfulness of the disconnection.”22

What he meant is that the overall experience of loneliness is a complex
product of our genes, past experiences, current circumstances, the culture in
which we live, and our personalities. Which of these factors causes us to
feel lonely on any given day is nearly impossible to say.

The challenge of responding to loneliness becomes even more
complicated when you consider that loneliness overlaps with and is often
inherited with anxiety disorders or depression. The coexistence of all these
conditions can be confounding, since they may feel similar at times. All



have a negative impact on mood and can cause social withdrawal. They also
can feed off each other, as depression and anxiety make it harder to connect
with other people, and this can deepen the pain of loneliness.

True Pain

London-based Michelle Lloyd knows all about the bundling of depression
and social anxiety with loneliness. She’s struggled with all three for most of
her life. Now in her thirties, Michelle is a human relations manager who
blogs about mental health. One reason she blogs is to help others
understand the social responses of people with these three conditions. It’s
not easy, she’s found, to explain how the experience of loneliness differs
from that of depression or social anxiety, and how the three overlap.

“I think it’s a really difficult distinction to make,” Michelle said. “Being
lonely can lead to mental health issues. And also, mental health issues make
you more susceptible to loneliness. It’s very hard to understand yourself
when you’re dealing with depression and anxiety, let alone to let someone
else in to try and understand it. When I struggle with my mental health, I
can push people away, for fear of judgment or just not wanting to be honest
about it. That has led to losing friends, which then sort of perpetuated that
feeling of loneliness.”

This sounded like a brutal cycle. I wondered when she first began to
struggle.

“I think my loneliness was probably first from quite a young age. I felt
slightly different from the other children. So I spent a lot more time on my
own than my other friends did. My parents got divorced. That made me feel
very, very lonely, because I didn’t feel like I could talk to anybody.”

And the depression?
“The second year of university was when my depression and anxiety

really took hold. I was spending long periods of time just sort of locked
away in my room, not really socializing with people, and not telling
anybody the reason why, either, so keeping it hidden from family and
friends, and everybody.”

After graduation, Michelle was living in Manchester. “I was working
and I had just come out of a relationship. I felt very alone and very helpless.



I just didn’t want to be around anymore. I never wanted to kill myself. I just
wanted to stop feeling, to stop having to deal with life really.”

Finally, she consulted a doctor who prescribed antidepressants, which
she’s taken ever since. “But you know,” she said, “a lot of people just want
somebody to talk to. I have had counseling, but I think what they always
lacked for me is that kind of personal element. And then you think, like,
how could anybody want to be my friend? Why would anybody want to get
to know me?” That kicks up the loneliness.

“When it comes to loneliness, the more you feel alone, the more you
assume that everybody hates you, so the less you try and reach out to
people. It is a vicious circle.”

And how does social anxiety dovetail with all this?
Michelle told me she tends to be unnerved by large groups of people.

“Like any more than say three or four people I do get quite anxious. I often
have been out at an event with friends, and I just have to leave because I’ve
felt so uncomfortable and had panic attacks. You just, you have to get out.
And it’s hard when you’re in situations where you can’t see an escape. So I
will make sure I plan a way to get home or a way of getting out.

“If I’m in a situation where I feel anxious, then I would much rather be
on my own. I think that sometimes it can come across as being quite rude or
really aloof. It’s my way of coping. And I have been a lot more open with
my friends about it. It’s helpful that they say, ‘If you can just come for an
hour or whatever’ or ‘Don’t feel like you have to stay all night.’”

The irony is that Michelle loves being around other people, but it’s the
quality of connection that really matters to her. The friends she cherishes
are those who know and understand the ways she struggles with depression
and anxiety, who neither dismiss her struggles nor stigmatize them.

“There was a select group of people that I was honest with that did
understand. And I think there’s something to be said for making yourself a
little bit vulnerable sometimes, because when you make yourself open to
those connections, they can happen. But if you shy away from being
yourself and reaching out to people, then you do perpetuate loneliness.”

At the same time, withdrawal could be a signal that her depression is
worsening. “I tend to realize it a little bit too late,” she admitted. “I am very
close to my family, and if I don’t answer their phone calls, then I’m
possibly on the verge of having a very low mood. If I’m starting to avoid
people that I like, then I know that I’m probably in a bit of a cycle. I still



manage to go to work. But it’s literally go to work, come straight home, and
get over the day.”

I wondered what other strategies she’d developed to manage her
depression and anxiety without letting loneliness creep up on her.

The answer, she admitted, is socializing, but only with her closest
friends. “I will reach out to somebody, text message, email, just saying,
‘You know, I have been having a bit of a bad weekend, do you fancy
meeting for coffee this week or something?’ I do try my hardest, even
though every part of me is saying, no, I don’t want to see anybody. I do try
to be a bit more honest with people as well. When somebody understands
what you are going through, and they feel it, too, there’s a bond there. It’s
not about just having a friend for the sake of having a friend. You have to
have something that brings you together with that person, there’s got to be a
kind of a connection. And that has to be a natural thing. It can’t be forced.”

It’s almost as if she has to suppress the internal systems of depression
and anxiety to accomplish all this—but she makes the effort because she
knows that these relationships have the power to heal.

“It’s really draining,” she acknowledged, “because you do have to
override that fear inside you. But I found when I have gone a little bit
outside of my comfort zone in that respect, it has paid off. The last few
years, I’ve realized how many people have similar issues. They are not
weird or strange for feeling that way. It’s actually a really common thing.
It’s just something that we don’t talk about.”

While Michelle’s story helped highlight the difference between the felt
experiences of depression, social anxiety, and loneliness, the question still
remained: Why are these three so closely aligned and so often clustered
together? It’s known that loneliness is a strong risk factor for depression,
but do the two merely overlap in some unlucky people, or are they actively
linked?

I posed these questions to New York psychologist Dr. Guy Winch, the
author of Emotional First Aid.

“I see them more as distinct clinical entities,” he told me. “Somebody
can feel lonely, but still feel very interested in the things they do to keep
themselves occupied or in their hobbies, or in their work. Someone who’s
depressed, they’re not going to show a lot of vitality, or interest or passion
about anything. It’s much more global and much more systemic.”

“Why do they so closely resemble each other?” I asked.



“Someone who’s been chronically depressed for a long time can end up
being lonely just because they’re not cultivating their relationships,” he
said. “Somebody who’s lonely can become depressed when their isolation
becomes profound. And it can be profound for people very quickly.”

To illustrate, Guy described a client who came for therapy thinking he
was depressed, but in fact he was feeling disconnected from his spouse.
When the man was able to reengage with his spouse, the depression lifted.
“It really was about the loneliness, not about the depression.”

In cases like this, Guy said, “I will work with them intensively on
connecting, either with their spouse in a way that they haven’t been
connecting or maybe connecting with an old friend in a way that’s
substantial.”

On the other hand, Guy told me, he often sees people who are very
depressed, yet also very connected. “They have spouses who love them, and
until they were depressed, they were very clear about that connection. Now
that they’re depressed, they feel shut off and removed from them, but once
the depression lifts, they’ll feel more connected again.”

As for social anxiety, personal history plays as important a role as
genetics. One underlying assumption about loneliness is that relationships
help. But not all relationships are desirable or help us feel connected. Steve
Cole explains, “Human beings are great assets to other human beings, but
they can also be great threats.”

John Cacioppo put it this way: “You’re motivated to connect. But
promiscuous connection with others can lead to death. A neural mechanism
kicks in to make you a little skeptical or dubious about connecting.”23 And
if you’ve been wounded deeply and frequently in prior relationships, that
neural mechanism can become agonizingly powerful.

Let’s say you were raised in an abusive or emotionally indifferent
household. You may find it hard to trust strangers. And this can make you
extremely anxious in new social interactions because you’re understandably
afraid of being hurt again.

Cole, who studies the effects of loneliness at the molecular level, says
that repeated or extended experiences of threat will actually change the
brain. People who carry emotional scars develop a “kind of neurobiological
sensitivity to threat and rejection.” This sensitivity mirrors the instincts of
people who are born with social anxiety—and exacerbates them in people
unlucky enough to have both a genetic propensity toward social anxiety and



a painful social history. Whether conscious of it or not, they’re always on
guard in social situations, assessing the trustworthiness of people around
them, trying to distinguish potential friends from foes.

“If I’m the kind of person who’s had a rough upbringing,” Cole says,
“when I go into new social settings, I am not going to come up to the first
person I see and be immediately friendly to them.”

Instead, the first response is caution and wariness, which may appear to
others like reserve, standoffishness, or even arrogance. People who are
naturally friendly may take offense and back away, and before you know it,
the fear of social threat becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy of rejection.

It’s important to note, Cole says, that not everyone who has this
sensitivity to threat and rejection feels equally lonely. This is where
personality comes in. Some people are naturally introverted. Like Michelle,
they’re comfortable with a social circle of a few trusted friends and with
one-on-one or small group interactions as opposed to large group events.
They’re often content on their own and don’t mind observing rather than
interacting with strangers. Loneliness only occurs when you want to
connect and be accepted, but can’t, in this case because life has trained you
to be afraid of being exploited or hurt by other people. That, Cole says,
creates the “classic paradox of loneliness in a room full of people.”

When I began my rotations in the hospital as a third-year medical
student, I was struck by the distinctions we typically made between
emotional pain and physical pain. When we encountered physical pain in
our patients, we would rush to determine the origin of the pain, asking
questions, performing exams, and obtaining laboratory and imaging studies.
And we would be aggressive about monitoring and treating the pain. When
we discovered someone was experiencing emotional pain, we reacted with
concern and compassion, but there was an underlying assumption that this
was less of a concern and less consequential than physical pain. What few
of us understood at the time was that, within the brain, there’s less
difference between the two than we think.

The sensory fibers that register emotional and physical pain overlap in
the brain. This proximity means that loneliness, loss, or disappointment can
produce symptoms similar to those caused by physical blows or wounds.24

If you feel shunned, researchers have found, you’re likely to flinch the same
way you would if slapped. If the shunning and slapping occur during an



fMRI, the same region of the brain (the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex)
will light up in both events.25

Neuroscientist Dr. Naomi Eisenberger and psychologist Dr. Nathan
DeWall put this effect to the test with the help of the painkiller Tylenol.
They conducted a pair of experiments that divided subjects into two groups,
one of which was instructed to take Tylenol every day for three weeks while
the other took a placebo.26 In the first experiment, those who took Tylenol
reported fewer days when they felt social pain over those three weeks. In a
second experiment, subjects were asked to play an online video game called
Cyberball with two avatars that the subjects believed to be human players.
During the game, the avatars “snubbed” the human by playing ball only
with each other. Eisenberger and Matthew Lieberman had previously
demonstrated that when people were rejected in Cyberball, their brains
showed increased activity in the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex and the
anterior insula, two parts of the brain that typically light up when one
experiences physical pain.27 In this experiment, however, the subjects who
had taken Tylenol had significantly less activity in these regions than people
who had taken a placebo.

These studies and others like them have confirmed something most
people suspected: rejection hurts. But they also showed that emotional and
physical pain are both processed by the brain in very similar ways.

The overlap between physical and emotional pain in the brain sheds
light on why people may reach for more powerful and dangerous substances
—like opioid painkillers and alcohol—when they experience emotional
pain from loneliness. With the opioid epidemic, in particular, we have
increasingly appreciated the role emotional pain plays in driving use and
overuse. Opioid deaths have been labeled deaths of despair for good reason.

While we recognize loneliness and other sources of emotional pain as
risk factors for misuse and addiction, we don’t make the connection often
enough. I have found the opposite also to be true: social connection is an
essential part of the addiction recovery process.

In caring for patients over the years and during my time as surgeon
general, I met thousands of people who struggled with addiction to opioids,
alcohol, and other substances, and when I reflect on those who made it
through that dark tunnel and emerged in recovery, nearly all of them
described a trusted relationship or a trusted group of close family or friends



who had made their recovery possible. While loneliness has the potential to
kill, connection has even more potential to heal.

All of this research would seem to confirm that our drive to connect is one
of our most important survival instincts. It’s in our relationships that we
find the emotional sustenance and power we need in order to thrive. So
strong is this instinct that when we move away from connection it induces
genuine pain. And pain’s role in our survival serves to remind us to pay
attention to its source so we can address it.

Reflecting back on that Iowa truck driver’s distraught fear that
something was “wrong” with her, I wish I could reassure her again. What
she was feeling was so normal, so natural, and so necessary. Her emotions
were simply warning her that her life was out of balance, that she needed to
tend to her social needs. Loneliness was signaling, not accusing her. It was
trying to help by reminding her just how vitally she needed to reconnect.

Evolution aside, we need social connection just as much today as we
ever did—perhaps even more—as the world’s increasing complexity makes
it easy to feel lost and forgotten. I may not have to join a hunting party to
ensure that my family has food, but I still need people with whom to share a
meal. I may not have to take turns with my neighbors keeping watch for
predators, but my wife and I still feel more secure with the knowledge that
we and our neighbors are looking out for one another. Loneliness is a built-
in reminder that we are stronger together, not just as clans and tribes or
family and friends, but also as caring communities that form the foundation
of a healthy culture.



Chapter 3

Cultures of Connection

Let there be no purpose in friendship save the deepening of the spirit.

—Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet

Call it a clan, call it a network, call it a tribe, call it a family. Whatever you call it, whoever
you are, you need one. You need one because you are human.

—Jane Howard, Families

If the need for connection and the signal of loneliness are wired into our
bodies and minds, that means they must also have played a significant role
in the evolution of human society and cultures around the world. Yet the
value placed on social connection varies dramatically from continent to
continent and among different cultural traditions. That in turn affects how
and whether individuals experience loneliness.

I was reminded of this on a recent trip to the airport, when my wife,
Alice, and I struck up a conversation about family with our Uber driver, a
young man originally from Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. He said what he missed
most about Addis was that people around you there took care of you, and
you did the same. He added, “You can just leave your kids with your
neighbor and go away for four or five days and they will take care of them.
It’s what we do. We cook for each other, we take care of each other’s kids,
and we spend time together.”

As working parents raising our two small children far from our
extended families, Alice and I were quite taken by this last remark and
wanted to know more.

He then told us that his own wife and children were still in Addis. I
asked if he felt lonely without them. “Of course, I miss them,” he remarked,



“but I met other Ethiopian families in the DC area, and we have built a
smaller version of what we had in Ethiopia. We have each other so we’re
not lonely.”

Alice and I looked at each other. The world he was describing felt so
different from the one we lived in. When it comes to our day-to-day life, we
resort to modern stopgap solutions just like many of our friends. We hire a
nanny to help us balance work and child care. We use reputable online sites
to find babysitters when we travel for work with the kids. We think about
how to attach tracking devices to our children for security and peace of
mind when they go around town with various caregivers, and we have spent
countless hours in the middle of the night between diaper changes searching
for parenting advice on everything from wipes and strollers to how to get
your toddler to eat vegetables (we still haven’t figured out the last one).

Because we haven’t grown up taking care of children in an extended
family and don’t have family living with us, we are trying to figure out
parenting largely on our own. Yet despite all the innovation, technology,
and resources that promise to make modern life easier, I found myself
thinking I’d rather have the strong community that this man was describing.
Family close by and neighbors who were like family. I’d take the traditional
solution over the modern-world solution of community-for-hire any day.

This encounter reminded me fondly of another Ethiopian family I’d met
during my first year as a medical resident. I received a page one Saturday
afternoon to evaluate a patient with advanced liver failure due to hepatitis
C, acquired through a blood transfusion many years earlier. Checking her
chart on my way to the hospital’s main patient tower, I read that Mrs.
Bekele was in the final stages of her illness. At this point, no treatment
could cure her, and she had come to terms with that. She’d been admitted
for comfort care, meaning that she was being maintained on a morphine
drip and other medicines to relieve symptoms such as nausea and pain.

I entered Mrs. Bekele’s pod, where hers was one of twenty beds. There
was the usual hustle and bustle on the floor, with patients arriving, being
discharged, and being wheeled off for tests, but as I approached Mrs.
Bekele’s room, the noise softened, and I sensed the stillness inside.
Thinking she must be asleep, I knocked and inched her door open.

Ten people were gathered quietly around her bed. Some were dressed in
traditional Ethiopian garb. Others wore jeans and fleeces. As I later learned,
these were sons and daughters, nieces, nephews, and grandchildren who had



traveled from great distances to pay their respects to their family matriarch,
who lay on the bed wearing a bright traditional Ethiopian dress.

With a nod, Mrs. Bekele acknowledged my presence. I detected no hint
of distress on her face. Her arms rested at her sides, and despite the physical
evidence of her disease—her enlarged belly, yellowed eyes, and emaciated
arms and legs—she looked regal and at peace.

I introduced myself and asked some questions about her symptoms. The
pain was similar in quality and location to the pain with which she had been
admitted. There didn’t appear to be fever or worsening tenderness—no
indication of an infection or blood clot. Her blood pressure, heart rate, and
respiratory rate were normal, and her oxygen levels remained stable. I told
Mrs. Bekele I thought there was nothing new to be concerned about and
that we could gently increase her morphine drip for comfort if she would
like. She said she would.

Ordinarily, I would have moved on quickly to my other duties, as my
pager was continuing to buzz with additional requests, but the network of
human connection around Mrs. Bekele was so rare among my patients that I
felt compelled to learn more, so I spent a few additional minutes talking
with her family about their background.

Like our Uber driver, they said that traditional Ethiopian culture stressed
mutual support and friendship, in good times and bad. They’d all grown up
being there for one another, whether they were a few houses away or
separated by oceans and continents. Hardship and triumph were to be
experienced together. That’s why so many of them had come to see Mrs.
Bekele not only at her time of death but often during the preceding years of
her illness.

This extended family’s strong sense of connection was palpable. They
shared with me their admiration and love for a woman who had been part of
their lives from the very beginning. They were sad, too. But the
predominant feeling in the room was one of peace and gratitude for the
wonderful relationship they enjoyed with Mrs. Bekele. While I could adjust
her pain medications, the most important medicine she needed—love and
connection—were right there at her bedside.

Looking back I realize these Ethiopian traditions are not so different
from traditional Indian practices. My parents described equally close-knit
community networks when they told me about growing up in India. And
when I used to stay at my great-grandmother’s house in Bangalore as a



child, spontaneous drop-in visits from friends and extended family were
daily occurrences. Most of the visitors lived nearby and, whether or not we
were related to them, my sister and I were encouraged to call everyone
“uncle” and “aunty.” This made it seem as if we were all part of one
enormous family. Later, as an honorary uncle myself, I discovered that this
practice has a reciprocal bonding effect; whenever a child calls me uncle
today, I feel both more connected to and more responsible for that child.

Also like Mrs. Bekele’s family, my relatives often fall silent for long
pauses during group conversations. Even as a child, I noticed that they
didn’t feel an urgency to fill each moment with talk. What mattered was
simply being together.

In the US, my parents tried to replicate the sense of a large communal
network by welcoming friends and relatives to stay with us, though it was
never quite the same. Although they found a wonderful community of
families from India, everyone was geographically dispersed, which made
day-to-day interaction and support impractical. And while we had good
neighbors on our street, there were lines of formality you didn’t cross.

Growing up, I was aware that the world of my parents’ childhood was
different from mine. Traditional households in India (and in the Indian
American community in South Florida) seemed messy and complicated,
with everyone always around and deeply immersed in one another’s
business. No one seemed bothered about privacy. That had its share of
drawbacks, to be sure, but we also enjoyed, even counted on being
intertwined with one another. The nuclear families I saw around me in
Miami seemed, in many ways, the exact opposite, with privacy and
independence placed in high regard.

This was echoed in the programs I saw on television. Westerns featuring
cowboys and wagon train pioneers, and TV families like the Keatons of
Family Ties or the Drummond family of Diff’rent Strokes, emphasized the
individual and nuclear family as self-sufficient units. Aunts and uncles,
neighbors and grandparents had more distant roles. It was as if the
American nuclear family was as self-made as classic American heroes like
Davy Crockett and Andrew Carnegie—heroes who embodied the triumph
of the individual and demonstrated the courage to take risks and go it alone.
The shift from extended to nuclear family networks had swept across the
industrialized world in tandem with the shift toward speed, efficiency, and
competition as the dominant terms of progress.



As much as I accepted these norms while growing up, after becoming a
doctor and confronting widespread loneliness among my patients, I began
to suspect we’d lost something more valuable than we realized in this
transition to modern culture. On the rare occasions when large extended
families like Mrs. Bekele’s appeared in the hospital, their presence was
almost always a net benefit, as they brought with them compassion, hope,
support—and love. Seeing the variety of traditions around family and
friendship that were represented in the patients I encountered over the
years, I couldn’t help but wonder, why do some cultures seem more
connected than others?

From Oneliness to Loneliness

Though humans have experienced the physical symptoms of social isolation
since the time of our first ancestors, “loneliness” as a term didn’t enter the
English language until the late sixteenth century. When Shakespeare
likened his hero in Coriolanus to a “lonely dragon”1 who goes alone and is
feared, cut off from kin and friends, and talked about more than he’s truly
seen or known, he was describing a different state than “oneliness,” as
being alone was more commonly called in Western Europe at the time.

“Oneliness” didn’t carry any negative connotations. Like “solitude,” it
meant that one had the time and space to reflect. Far from an emotionally
unpleasant state, oneliness was viewed as an opportunity to feel closer to
God. And God connected everyone. As John Donne wrote in 1624, “No
man is an island entire of itself . . . any man’s death diminishes me because
I am involved in mankind.”2 Christianity, like the other major religious
traditions, emphasized connective qualities such as care, humility, and
empathy because they helped bond congregants to one another and to God.
When everyone organized their lives around God, and the church provided
not just community but also security, there was relatively little risk of
parishioners voluntarily leaving the fold. But after Shakespeare, other
writers began to take on social isolation as a moral hazard. In 1667, John
Milton went so far as to link loneliness to Satan in Paradise Lost.3

When Milton described Satan taking “lonely steps” out of hell to reach
the Garden of Eden and disrupt Adam and Eve’s innocent bliss, he wasn’t
commenting on Satan’s feelings. Rather, he was casting a moral shroud



around loneliness. Satan, alone and exposed, is engaged in an “uncouth
errand” between heaven and hell. If he weren’t so lonely, he’d presumably
appear in a more favorable light in the eyes of God.

Scholars such as British historian Dr. Fay Bound Alberti suggest that
concerns over loneliness arose in Milton’s time because of cultural shifts
away from a congregational society toward more individualism. According
to Alberti, “Since God was always nearby, a person was never truly
alone”—at least, this was the assumption before the 1600s—so there was
no need to warn anyone against isolation. But the trends that paved the way
for the Industrial Revolution changed that. “The growth of the consumer
economy, the declining influence of religion, and the popularity of
evolutionary biology all served to emphasize that the individual was what
mattered—not traditional, paternalistic visions of a society in which
everyone had a place.”4

Alberti further described that by the time Charles Darwin made
“survival of the fittest” a household phrase, the population shift away from
villages to the cities was underway throughout the Western world, and the
pursuit of individual wealth was becoming its own kind of religion.
Europeans then spread that culture as they colonized lands around the
world. Instead of being educated in village schoolhouses, many children
were packed off to boarding school, some as young as five.

One reason people in this era felt lonely was that they were caught
between the new societal expectations of independence and the emotional
pull of their old interdependent way of life. They must have felt a bit like
my parents did, seesawing between the cultures of India and America.

The Social Terms of Culture

Psychologist Dr. Ami Rokach5 has studied loneliness for decades in various
cultures and countries—a career-long fascination first sparked during a
business trip to Ottawa in 1981. His conference there was concluding when
he realized that he’d mistakenly booked his flight home for a day later,
meaning that he was stuck in Ottawa, a city where he knew no one.
Standing in his high-floor hotel room after all his colleagues had left and
looking through the window at the busy street below, he had an unexpected



insight. “I suddenly had a perfect sense of how loneliness feels. I could see
the world around me, but I was not part of it.”

One thing he’s learned from his studies is that culture and traditions
affect the quality of loneliness and connectedness by shaping our social
expectations. Loneliness, Ami told me, occurs when our social experience
fails to meet our social expectations. We tend to feel lonely when something
goes “wrong” and we don’t make friends the way we “should,” or marry the
person we “should,” or interact with our neighbors and colleagues as we
“should.” All these “shoulds” quietly seep into us as we grow up. They
include the expectations for love, friendship, and community that are
modeled by our family, schools, workplaces, neighborhoods, and the larger
culture that surrounds us. We also absorb these norms through the messages
transmitted by television, movies, and our social media feeds. And when
our own social life doesn’t mirror the cultural norms around us, we tend to
feel lonely.

Ami’s insight became clearer when I applied it to my own daily
experience. When I walk into a coffee shop and sit down to work at a table
by myself, I rarely feel lonely, since half the people in the shop are on their
own, too. But if I go to a restaurant that is filled with big, boisterous
families, and I am the only person who asks for a table for one, it feels
different, somehow less socially acceptable and more awkward.

On a broader basis, it means that you’re more likely to feel lonely if
you’re single and everyone you know is getting married than you’d be if all
your friends were still single, too. Now, imagine that your culture didn’t
permit marriage at your age—or, conversely, that you were expected to be
married by now, but you didn’t want to. Loneliness involves a fine balance
between social norms and individual needs and desires, and this balance can
shift dramatically from culture to culture.

Ami pointed to Southern Europe, where family and community ties tend
to be strong and relatively few people live alone, in contrast to Northern
Europe, where this is less true.6 Given that social expectations of having
family and community support are much higher in Italy and Greece than
they are in Sweden, where solitude is more accepted as a normal and
familiar way of life,7 what happens in Italy if your spouse dies and your
family moves away or fails to show up when you need them? The more you
count on them, the lonelier you’re likely to feel if you find yourself without
them. That phenomenon was first described by researchers as a “loneliness



threshold” in which people with different cultural values and expectations
need different levels of social connection. Thus, in Southern Europe,
seniors who are socially isolated generally feel lonelier than do their
counterparts in the north, where family isn’t as frequently expected to be
the primary support network.8

I think many of us feel pushed by modern society to be more
independent, even as, deep down, we crave the interconnectedness that our
ancestors depended on. There are certainly many families and communities
in North America where the traditional centers of connection remain strong,
but the cultural balance is trending in the opposite direction. What, then,
does it look like today when a community goes all in on collectivism? I
found one answer in the ethnoreligious colonies of the Hutterites.

The forebears of this Anabaptist Christian sect landed in North America in
the late nineteenth century after enduring centuries of persecution in
Europe. Their philosophy can be summed up by Acts 2:44 of the New
Testament: “And all that believed were together, and had all things
common.”9 This idea is taken seriously: private property is not permitted,
and all income goes to the colony manager who then provides housing,
food, and basic home goods to the rest of the colony.

Though often compared to other rural religious communities like the
Amish and Mennonites, the Hutterites differ in that they embrace the use of
modern farming technology.10 Nearly five hundred colonies of Hutterites
exist today in parts of Montana, the Dakotas, and Western Canada, each
home to about 150 members.11 The colonies are kept small so that everyone
is accounted for and has meaningful work to do.

The Hutterites believe in self-surrender and a focus on serving one
another. Within the colony, everyone is taken care of from cradle to grave.
Elderly members are looked after and respected, and new mothers get help
from family and community members. When a woman has a baby, a young
girl between eleven and fifteen (or sometimes a young boy if no girls are
available) becomes her “Sorgala,”12 or apprentice, to help take care of the
baby and any older children. The girl learns what it takes to be a parent, and
the mother and her Sorgala develop a deep attachment.

Each Hutterite colony has a community kitchen where everyone takes
meals together, men and women seated on opposite sides of the room. After
the first bell goes off at seven a.m., the community gathers there for



breakfast (children eat in an earlier shift). As the women clear up and begin
preparations for the noon meal, the men take off for their respective jobs
and children go to school. Everyone gathers again in the community kitchen
at midday before a nap, then they finish off the day’s work until evening
prayer service. The day closes out with communal dinner after church and
then singing, which is considered the ultimate form of entertainment for
Hutterites.

Linda Maendel is a Hutterite who spent much of her life in a white
wooden house she shared with her parents. Until recently, her aunt Anna
lived there, too.

Linda’s aunt was a beloved member of the community, and after she
died, a stream of people visited to pray together and tell stories about Anna.
But the neighbors didn’t just stop by to talk. They took over the funeral
arrangements. They did chores for the family and arranged to cover their
jobs so they’d have time to grieve.

“We never had to feel overwhelmed or as if we were carrying this
sorrow alone,” Linda told me. “We had a whole community around for
support. We were showered with encouraging songs, prayers, visits, while
we were taking care of our aunt, after she passed away, and during the days
leading up to the funeral and after.”

In the Hutterite community, everyone receives this type of support. No
one is left alone. With one exception: those who choose not to conform with
Hutterite traditions.

As in many traditional societies, conformity is fundamental to Hutterite
life. Though some may work outside the colony, individual career choices
are by and large not allowed. Women and men accept traditional roles.
Homosexuality is not condoned. Every Hutterite must accept the sect’s faith
and submit to the spiritual authority of the community head minister.
Hutterites who can’t or won’t adhere to these conditions face excruciating
disapproval, which often compels them to leave.

This is what happened to Mary-Ann Kirkby’s family in 1969 after her
father had a falling-out with the head minister of their Hutterite colony near
Portage la Prairie, Manitoba. The family, with seven children, ended up
moving not only to a town in Winnipeg but also into the modern world. In
her book I Am Hutterite, Mary-Ann recalled that period as “the loneliest
summer of our lives.”13



To be ejected from an intensely connected society creates a uniquely
painful kind of collective loneliness. “We were so at odds,” Mary-Ann told
me. She and her sisters still wore their old-fashioned dresses and braids.
“We stuck out like sore thumbs. Ringlets and hot pants ruled the
playground. And we were so out of touch with the humor or with popular
culture, and who was Walt Disney? When we heard the kids talk, we just
couldn’t figure anything out.” In every way she felt different and lost in this
new culture. “Books became my friends,” she said, because books allowed
her to find communities that she could understand.

Mary-Ann says it took her about ten years to feel comfortable in the
“outside English world.” She still considers herself a Hutterite and misses
the deep commitment that Hutterites give to one another. For that reason,
she’s tried to stay in touch. “When we go back to a Hutterite colony today,
there are no phones in the living room and every generation is there—
young people, babies, middle kids, they are incurably curious. The living
room is packed with women and men of all ages.”

Like the gatherings I remember from my great-grandmother’s house in
India, all this closeness encourages sharing. “And sharing creates
connection,” Mary-Ann said, “because sharing our stories, reminiscing
about our lives, and laughing at our own foolishness is deeply bonding.”
She recalled what Dr. Brené Brown, noted author and expert on shame and
vulnerability, said: “People are hard to hate close up.”

I first learned about the Hutterites from John Cacioppo. Recall that
Cacioppo and Hawkley had shown that loneliness increases the frequency
of microawakenings, those near awakenings that disturb the quality and
restfulness of sleep.14 This relationship between loneliness and
microawakenings was demonstrated in the Hutterite community as well by
a team of researchers led by Lianne Kurina and Carole Ober, who also
found the Hutterites have significantly lower rates of loneliness than other
communities.15 Cacioppo told me that the frequency of microawakenings in
the Hutterite community was the lowest of any community he had studied.

As deeply connected as the Hutterite community is, their model as a
whole is not a realistic choice for most of us. Their requirement of
conformity and their restrictions on roles and privacy are incompatible with
personal expectations of liberty and independence. The Hutterite stance on
gender roles, sexual orientation, assigned jobs, and the requirement to



contribute all your income to the community would likely rub many people
the wrong way. Nevertheless, there are lessons the Hutterites can teach us
about building a more connected culture.

Mary-Ann Kirkby has been following these lessons for decades now, as
she lives apart from her colony of origin with her non-Hutterite husband
and son. When she hosts a gathering, for example, she remembers how her
childhood neighbors would ensure that time spent together was high quality.
With this in mind, she tries to make meaning in every conversation. “I start
with a question that we all discuss. Last time it was, ‘What did your parents
teach you about marriage?’ Gathering together and taking the time for that
is important. No phones. Just look into each other’s eyes.”

She also reaches out to strangers to bring them closer and help them feel
connected. She told me about encountering a woman of Indian descent at
her gym who seemed to be new and alone. Mary-Ann approached her
because she thought perhaps she could use a friend. These small kindnesses
reflect the Hutterite belief that each person is the responsibility of the
community. Put another way, we take care of each other, even when we are
strangers.

Many traditional societies around the world are grounded in shared
history, intertwined lineage, local values, interwoven stories, and religious
beliefs. As with the Hutterites, belonging is central to such cultures—so
much so in South Africa that there’s a special phrase in Zulu—“Umuntu
ngumuntu ngabantu,” which means “I am because you are, and you are
because we are.” This ideal is distilled in the term “ubuntu,” meaning to
live through others. In contrast to individualist cultures, ubuntu stresses
one’s connection to the group first, and harmony foremost.16

Researchers use the term “collectivist” to describe societies that
structurally emphasize the group over the individual, in contrast to
individualistic societies which do the opposite.17 A third group of cultures
are “in transition” from being collectivist to individualistic. Ami Rokach
has found that the elderly in transitional cultures often are at particular risk
of loneliness because they’re accustomed to strong social support and may
not know how to cope when their communities disperse. While the elderly
in a country, like Norway, with individualistic traditions, may be used to
living by themselves, Rokach says, the elderly who are left alone in Japan
or Israel often view their aloneness as abnormal, which makes it both



difficult to admit and depressing. They’re also more likely to take social
isolation personally, as if being alone means “I’m not worth visiting.”

As easy as it may be to romanticize traditional and other collective cultures,
however, it would be a mistake to think of them as an automatic antidote to
loneliness. Many allow so little room for individual development and
expression that a different strand of loneliness, akin to alienation, emerges
if you stray outside the norms or resist the pressure to conform. When
belonging is strictly conditional, even minor infractions can provoke painful
repercussions. Rebels and violators of the code may be shunned or exiled.
Or worse.

Honor killings of individuals accused of bringing shame on their
families are an extreme example, but sadly, thousands of such killings still
occur each year in South Asia, North Africa, and the Middle East. Long-
simmering feuds between neighbors also can lead to group violence,
splintering cultures, and war, as we’ve seen so tragically in Turkey, India,
Rwanda, and the former Yugoslavia, not to mention the Middle East.

The roots of traditional societies are tribal, granting all the benefits of
close connection to members who adhere to the community’s prescribed
creed and code of behavior, while opposing, and often demonizing, anyone
who doesn’t embrace the tribe’s ideologies and rules. Like ancient tribes,
traditional societies tend to be suspicious of outside influence, diversity, and
change—not all of which are under an individual’s control. So, as
comforting as it may be to have the support of kindred friends and
neighbors you’ve known your whole life, it also can be painfully lonely,
even lethal, if your skin color, sexual orientation, or ethnicity differs from
everyone else’s—or if you’re drawn to a prohibited vocation, religion, or
lifestyle. In our own country, this is the experience of today’s kids who are
growing up in tightly knit extremist communities but come to question their
families’ values.

Derek Black was one of those kids. His father was a leader in the white
nationalist movement, a former Grand Wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, and
founder of the first and largest white power website, called Stormfront.
Derek’s godfather was David Duke, another former Grand Wizard of the
KKK. Derek grew up feeling securely loved and protected. He was
homeschooled by his extended family, and because they were all he knew,



he never even thought to question their assumption of white supremacy
until he left their tight-knit fold for college in the world “outside.”

“There was a sense of meaning and purpose,” he recalled when we
spoke in 2019. “We felt like we were doing the right thing.”

To illustrate the closeness, he told me about a cross-country road trip he
took as a teenager. “I was able to stay with various people in our
community whom I had never met before. It’s this network of people who
are connected together—and it’s super fulfilling.”

The problem, Derek told me, was that this closeness was based, in part,
on anger and hatred toward people who were not part of the group,
especially Jews and minorities. It was hard for him to empathize with
outsiders because his culture emphasized their differences from him rather
than their shared values or experiences, and it also painted them in a
negative light.

This dilemma became profound in 2010 when Derek began his
freshman year at New College of Florida. “College was the first time I saw
a community that was not the one I grew up with, that I felt like I could
identify with—a community that I came to care about.” One of the callers
to a radio show Derek cohosted with his dad had called New College “a
hotbed of multiculturalism.” His father acted as if Derek was on a covert
intelligence-gathering mission in the enemy’s liberal arts camp. But Derek
was naturally inquisitive. Suddenly, he was surrounded by people of
different faiths, political beliefs, and gender identities. “I wanted to
understand more about what their complaints and problems were.”

His hopes of doing so quietly suddenly came to an end one day when
another student discovered who he was and “outed” him as a white
nationalist on the college message board. He was widely condemned by
much of the campus community. But not by everyone. A few fellow
students reached out to connect and have thoughtful conversations with
him. Their willingness to listen and share with respect and compassion
gradually changed Derek’s beliefs and helped him realize how destructive
his original values had been. He came to reject the dogma of his family’s
culture, and though he tried to maintain his connection with them, they
could not accept what they viewed as a betrayal of their core values. His
relationship with his immediate family grew strained, and most in the white
nationalist culture spurned him.



Though the break happened several years ago, it’s still painful, Derek
told me, and it’s caused him to think long and hard about the positive and
potentially negative impacts of community.

“Real meaning and purpose in community,” Derek reflected, “comes
from having a common cause, rooted in a common belief.” Whether these
beliefs are based in religion, politics, or the arts or sports, they reflect a
particular vision of an ideal world. But when the beliefs that serve as a basis
for connection are based on hatred and fear, they distill a poison that slowly
corrodes the integrity of the community and, ultimately, the well-being of
its people. This is true not just for extremists like white nationalists but also
for the many less visible groups whose defining tie is rejection and hatred
of others whom they view as “different.”

While members of such communities may feel a sense of connection to
each other, their suspicion of people unlike them makes affiliation strictly
conditional, and that limits their bonds to the broader world. With this
shrinkage goes trust, awareness, and understanding of others, which can
intensify the sense of threat and loneliness for those, like Derek, who
venture out. And few can remain entirely segregated, even by choice. In a
society as diverse as ours today, we’re bound to cross paths with people of
varied backgrounds. To establish a sense of belonging in this society, we
need to be able to recognize and appreciate our shared humanity across
these variations.

This requires empathy that’s unbounded by narrow strictures. We need
to be free to imagine what another person is experiencing—even if that
person comes from a different racial, ethnic, religious, or national heritage.
We need to be willing to recognize and cultivate common interests and
goals together.

This doesn’t mean that we should completely ignore our differences and
disagreements. But our commonalities have the potential to unify us and
help us overcome the loneliness and anxiety that brew when we’re in
conflict. As Derek discovered, a community that reserves empathy only for
its own like-minded members is destined to be alienated from the larger
society. More often than not, its members are left angry, frightened, and
increasingly vulnerable to loneliness as the world changes and grows
around them. Connection, not hatred, is the glue that makes us feel we all
truly belong.



A Third Bowl of Culture

I find it helpful to think of culture as the bowl in which relationships form.
Depending on its size and shape, this bowl is bound to change our
experience both of togetherness and of loneliness.

So, picture individualized culture as a very wide bowl of modest depth
where people from all different backgrounds wander around, occasionally
striking up friendships and finding kindred spirits but also spending lots of
time apart. The shape of the bowl means that we’re rarely forced together.
There’s plenty of room for everyone to choose their own path, but whether
we find companions to join and help us on our path depends in part on how
industrious, lucky, and determined we are in reaching out to strangers.
While the culture offers so much room for exploration, variety, and change,
it takes considerable effort to create common ground. Loneliness in this
wide bowl can feel like aimless drifting.

The bowl of a more traditional collectivist culture, on the other hand, is
narrow and deep. Common ground is literal and established at birth. People
in this bowl have lived together for generations without much space to
wander. All different ages and personalities mix closely together, often
standing on one another’s shoulders or holding one another up. People are
physically as well as socially close, and that closeness is culturally
cherished. However, those who don’t fit within these confines, who need
more room or a different kind of support, may balk at all this closeness. In
the narrow bowl, loneliness can feel like a tight squeeze.

The tantalizing question is whether it’s possible to create a third bowl
that brings together the best of the other two. In this third bowl, the sense of
common ground would be just as solid as in a traditional culture, but
individuals would bond on the basis of personal choice, interests, and
ideals, rather than primarily circumstances of birth.

This cultural container would preserve individual freedom of expression
so people can be who they are and interact with others as they wish and
need to, with solitude as desired, but it also would offer structures to
prevent loneliness by engendering connection and trust and providing
opportunities for gathering. Think broad and deep with pockets for bonding.
Those pockets would catch people and give them a place to call home, so
individuals don’t fall through the cracks.



To create a third-bowl society, culture and structure clearly need to
change. In Anaheim, California, I caught a glimpse of such change in
action, with city leader Tom Tait at the forefront.

Tom Tait believes that one way to support our uniqueness while
fostering a sense of belonging is to nurture a culture of kindness. Tom was a
member of the city council in Anaheim when this idea first occurred to him
more than a decade ago. He’d been noticing a mysterious poster campaign
on walls scattered around the city. Each poster read: MAKE KINDNESS
CONTAGIOUS. There was no ad that followed. No company listed as a
sponsor. Just the message.

Tom saw his own struggles in this message. A self-described introvert,
he’d long had a terror of public speaking. In school, he’d skipped any class
that required an oral presentation. Yet he was drawn to public service, to the
prospect of helping people. When the then-mayor appointed him to a vacant
city council seat, he accepted, but he couldn’t have done it without the
support of friends he made in Toastmasters. They finally got him over his
fear, and he wound up enjoying his time in office so much that he ran for a
second term on the council.

The poster on kindness strongly resonated with Tom. “It caught my eye
and lifted me up,” he told me. “So I scheduled a meeting with the person
responsible for putting those signs up. His name was Dr. Jaievsky.”

Dr. Jaievsky’s family had escaped the Nazis and fled to Argentina,
where he was raised until he eventually emigrated to the United States. He
told Tom that years earlier, while on vacation, his family had had a terrible
accident that claimed the life of his six-year-old daughter, Natasha. He and
the rest of the family were overcome with grief. But after they returned
home and began going through her belongings, they found all of these
beautiful notes she had written about kindness. When other children were
playing games, she would sit and write. And this is what she chose to write
about.

Inspired by his daughter, Dr. Jaievsky began to think more deeply about
the role of kindness in healing.

“He was a holistic doctor,” Tom recalled, “and he believed that in the
same way healing in the body could be stimulated from within, cities, too,
could heal from within through the power of kindness. That was a lightning
bolt moment for me. I had ten years of treating symptoms during my time in
city council in what felt like a constant game of Whac-A-Mole.



“Six years later there was an opening for mayor, and I was still thinking
about kindness. I felt I had to run on this platform even though people
might ridicule me. But when I announced my run and said I wanted to
establish a core value of kindness in our city, I saw people’s heads nodding.
They understood it’s what we needed.” His vision of making Anaheim a
city of kindness resonated so strongly that Tom won by a substantial
margin.

One of the first issues he addressed in office was social disconnection—
the wide bowl problem. “In our part of the country,” he said, “the culture is
privacy, big walls between houses, neighborhoods designed around cars
which disappear into your garage, and secluded backyards.” Many people
didn’t know their neighbors, even as they struggled to deal with hardships
and illness on their own. Could kindness lead them to build relationships
with each other? He didn’t know, but he thought it was worth finding out.

Tom didn’t even know most of his own neighbors, and he’d lived in the
same place for ten years. So he initiated his “Hi Neighbor” program on his
own street. Because it felt so awkward knocking on a neighbor’s door to
introduce himself after living there for so many years, he literally wrote a
note: “Hi neighbor, I think it’s important that we meet so we can look out
for each other when needed.” His wife, Julie, slipped this under each
neighbor’s door with an invitation to come over to their house one evening.

All but one of the ten neighboring families attended his get-together.
After a few minutes of awkwardness, Tom piped up. “A kind act is the
mortar that holds the bricks together,” he said. “And it’s important for
keeping us safe. Community policing is based on neighbors knowing
neighbors and being connected. The police also told me that criminals tend
to know if neighbors are tight-knit and look out for each other, and they stay
away from those neighborhoods. We’re safer when we’re connected.”

The neighbors began talking about how they could help one another
during an emergency. They talked about who had backup generators. They
started to say hi to each other on the street, brought in each other’s trash
bins, and just helped out when they saw a neighbor in need. The way Tom
saw it, these acts of kindness built social infrastructure, so he posted a “Hi
Neighbor” template letter on the city’s website for others to use as an
outreach model.

He would say to his constituents that they were one day closer to the big
earthquake, a terrorist attack, or some other disaster that may strike their



community in the years ahead. He figured if a major event struck, it would
take much more than the police and fire personnel to keep people safe. It
would have to be people helping one another.

Tom’s initiatives around kindness didn’t stop there. He also launched
the Million Acts of Kindness program in the Anaheim Elementary School
District. Each school set an ambitious goal for kind acts for the students to
meet each semester, and when they met their milestone, the entire school
celebrated with a school assembly, which Tom attended as mayor. By the
time they hit their district-wide target of one million acts of kindness,
bullying was radically reduced, and suspensions district-wide were cut in
half.

Tom envisioned kindness as the connective tissue that would bring his
city together. It informed all his work as mayor, from hiring and employee
evaluations to decisions on program priorities and policies. “I would step
back and say, How would a kind city respond to this problem?” It meant
accepting people’s differences and fallibility while celebrating their shared
community and human experience. Tom had tapped into the power of
kindness to create civic structures and service initiatives that made his
community safer, healthier, and more connected. Better together through
kindness: this was a third-bowl approach.

When they were grappling with the opioid addiction crisis, for example,
Tom asked his staff and the community to consider how they would deal
with this problem with kindness. They ended up creating a successful
program that engaged police officers to enter people into treatment instead
of arresting them for substance use. “I wanted to send a message through
the police that the community isn’t here to judge you but to lend you a
hand. I wanted to send a message that we’re with you,” Tom said. “In the
first fifteen months alone, we had 270 people get into treatment. That all
came from asking, What would kindness do?” What kindness wouldn’t do
was let those people drift off to fend for themselves or suffer alone.

The most impactful way to change the culture of his city, Tom found,
was through his own voice. “To talk about a core value all the time and
show it was important to me. That’s what CEOs do. So why can’t a
mayor?” When he first started talking about kindness using his office as a
bully pulpit, he admits, “It was like the ships were in port and nothing was
happening for a couple of years. The culture wasn’t changing. But then



things started to click, and it was like the sails suddenly filled and the ships
took off.

“Sometimes saying we need to be kind feels like it is stating the
obvious,” Tom said. “But it doesn’t get stated, so I’ve had to talk a lot about
kindness to make it part of our culture.” Once people embrace the message,
though, “kindness is contagious. Literally everything gets better if everyone
is a little bit kinder.”

Through such contagion, the social norms in a culture begin to shift, and
it becomes more acceptable and normal to reach across social divisions to
meet and help others, creating more of those third-bowl pockets for
connection. When Tom visited the local schools to talk about kindness, for
example, he shifted the perspective of many students. One was a boy named
Sean Oliu. Now a senior in high school, Sean told me that Mayor Tait’s talk
back in elementary school “changed my mind-set about everything.” A few
months afterward, Sean won a singing competition. “La Voz Kids,” he said,
“was The Voice for Spanish kids and run through Telemundo—and I got a
check for four thousand dollars. We didn’t have any music programs in my
school, so I thought, Why don’t we use this money to get a program
started?” Sean remembered what Mayor Tait had said about the power of
kindness. “It was an easy decision after that.” Then Sean began singing to
raise money for other schools. He gathered a group of musicians—
everything from mariachi to country music—to perform with him at fund-
raisers. “I started a foundation called Kids Giving Back, which has
continued this endeavor. In the last few years, my friends and I have raised
over sixty thousand dollars, which has gone directly into schools to support
music programs.” As a result of Sean’s kindness, some twenty-eight schools
now offer music to their students—up from zero.

Eventually, people outside of Anaheim began to hear Mayor Tait’s call.
He connected with fellow mayors like Greg Fischer, of Louisville,
Kentucky, who had launched an initiative to make his hometown a city of
compassion. They met in India with the mayors of Mumbai and South Delhi
to discuss how kindness and compassion could be part of their strategy to
keep their cities safe and resilient.

Tom was invited to Washington, DC, to discuss how kindness could be
used to build stronger connections and social resiliency from the ground up,
and the US State Department Bureau of Counterterrorism invited him to
meet with officials in Germany to discuss countering extremism by creating



a culture of kindness. On that visit, he met a former neo-Nazi in Dusseldorf
who told him it was a search for connection that initially had attracted him
to the neo-Nazi movement, but what drew him away from prejudice were
unexpected acts of kindness by the very people he’d been told to hate.

When Tom Tait now reflects on the many ways that he’s been able to
share the culture of kindness around the world, he’s clear that the link
between kindness and social connection is crucial. He told me about Dennis
Hickey, a retired philosophy professor he’d met at a senior citizens’ home,
who cared deeply about kindness. “He told me there was another word I
had to know: the German word ‘mitsein,’ which means ‘being with.’ That’s
the higher level of kindness; that’s where the action is. To be kind in the
deepest way is to be with others and build connection with them.”

Tom Tait has been able to strengthen the social fabric of his city—and
set an example for others for a community that is both individualistic and
collectivist—by showing people that everyone is worthy of kindness and
that they all benefit when they are kind to one another.

Another person who’s actively pursuing a third-bowl solution to
disconnection is Dan Buettner, author of The Blue Zones: Lessons for
Living Longer from the People Who’ve Lived the Longest.18 Buettner has
spent years identifying the areas of the world known as “blue zones,” which
have the statistically highest life expectancy or rate of people who live to
the age of one hundred. And while he believes that most of their longevity
is a function of an environment that nudges them into eating plant-based
foods and moving naturally all day long, Dan has found that they also enjoy
an unusually high degree of social connection.

In the blue zone of Okinawa, Japan, Buettner discovered an inspiring
social system called the moai. The term, which means “meeting for
common purpose,” originally described a communal pool of funds that
supported the whole village, but it’s evolved to describe a social support
network of close friends. In traditional times, Okinawan parents initiated a
moai by bringing infants of similar ages together in groups of five, as if
they were siblings. The families of these children supported one another, so
the group grew up together and relied on one another, continuing as adults
to meet daily or weekly. Today’s moais still help one another financially,
when needed, but the “common purpose” now has more to do with
companionship and advice. A moai is like a second family.



During his study of Okinawa, Buettner met Dr. Craig Willcox, an
anthropologist and gerontologist, who had been involved in longevity
research there years ago and had come to a similar conclusion about the key
role social connection played in the health of Okinawans. “They live in
tight communities,” Willcox told me when reflecting on his findings about
the Okinawan centenarians. “There is a lot of visiting behavior with people
coming by each other’s homes and bringing vegetables.”

Willcox eventually moved to Okinawa and immersed himself in this
deep and narrow bowl of culture. That included joining a few moais over
the years. Modern-day Okinawans are not necessarily placed in moais as
babies anymore. They often form their own groups later, usually around
some common interest that serves as the initial basis for trust and
connection. They may be from the same hometown. They might be
classmates or from the same profession. Craig was part of a moai connected
by the sea—one member was a diver, another a sailmaker, another worked
on boat engines. There is still a financial component to moais. Everyone
chips in some money in the beginning, and it gets disbursed periodically,
when one or another member has an urgent financial need. But the purpose
of the modern moai is primarily social.

“If anyone passes away, every other moai member would show up” to
the services, Craig said with certainty. “One of my moai buddies was
mowing the lawn and chopped off a couple of toes. We visited him and
cheered him on. Whether it’s major or minor emotional crises, people help
each other.”

Despite the arrival of modernity, moais are still alive and well in
Okinawa, where Willcox estimates that many if not most residents,
including young people, are part of these groups. What surprised me was
that strong bonds form even when the moais include community
newcomers who, in many other cultures, might feel excluded and lonely.
Craig attributes this to the strong emotional connections that are
encouraged, where people talk to one another and share honestly and
openly on a regular basis. This type of sharing is the connective tissue
within moai culture, as kindness was in Tom Tait’s Anaheim. Inclusive
communal values like these are key to the creation of third-bowl cultures.

To see if the blue zones can be used as models for our own culture, Dan
Buettner has established the Blue Zones Project in more than two dozen
cities throughout the US. While I was surgeon general, my team reached out



to him, and he was gracious enough to walk me through the work they were
doing. His idea for American moais was to bring people together around a
common interest or activity, like cooking, or walking, or gardening. Then,
Dan explained, “We nudge them into hanging out together for ten weeks.
We have created moais that are now several years old, and they are still
exerting a healthy influence on members’ lives.”

Buettner’s team connects people who share similar values as well as
passions. Groups are initially organized for logistical convenience, based on
geography and family schedules. Then everyone is given a list of questions
about hobbies, musical preferences, even newspaper subscriptions, to help
“stack the deck in favor of long-term relationship.” The resulting
communities become quite close-knit as members learn to sustain one
another. Without necessarily realizing it, they are protecting themselves
against loneliness at the same time that they’re enhancing their health,
happiness, and engagement.

My thoughts returned to Buettner’s work in the summer of 2018 while I
was on a fellowship retreat in Colorado Springs. It had been a year since I’d
served as surgeon general, and I was still trying to figure out my next
professional pursuit and how to balance that search with having two small
children. Most of the time I felt like I was falling short on both fronts, and
not having a close community of friends in Washington, DC, made for a
lonely experience.

This was weighing on me in Colorado Springs when I ran into two
friends, Sunny and Dave, who were also at the retreat. The three of us rarely
see one another, but we connect deeply whenever we do. This time, no
sooner had we started talking than we realized that we were all struggling
with similar questions: what to do for work, how to do right by our families,
and how to address the loneliness in our lives.

“I wish we saw each other more often,” I said. They murmured in
agreement, knowing that with our family and work commitments, we were
unlikely to meet again any time soon.

That’s when I realized we could create our own virtual moai. We agreed
to meet once a month by video conference, during which we’d spend two
hours (or more if needed) talking honestly about whatever was on our
minds, including our joys and our challenges. We also agreed that we would
be one another’s source of accountability. This meant that when we
discussed major challenges, we’d speak up if we felt each other’s decisions



didn’t support our highest values. It also meant that when we made
commitments for our health, such as diet, exercise, or meditation, we would
keep each other honest in following through. Finally, we made a
commitment to talk about the hard stuff that normally doesn’t come up in
routine conversations with friends: our fears, our health, and our finances.

All of these decisions turned our friendship into an intentional and
valued source of connection in our ongoing lives. Instead of relying on fate
or impulse to bring us together, we made an explicit commitment to be
there for each other. The moai structure enabled us to act on that
commitment. It minimized the risk that inertia would let us drift apart.

These choices made the difference for us between having friendship and
experiencing friendship. And this experience has kept us honest in aspiring
to live up to our highest values. In the first six months, all three of us used
our moai to make pivotal career decisions. We made key commitments
around our health and helped one another stick to them (I committed to
walking at least ten thousand steps a day, cutting back on sugar from my
diet, and doing a short daily meditation). We talk every month, but we also
have ad hoc calls when issues come up such as a new opportunity at work
or a challenge with our family. We also check in with one another regularly
by text message to keep track of one another’s progress, to ask for help if
we’re falling off course with our commitments, and to celebrate good things
that happen in our lives.

A moai serves as a tangible, steady reminder to its members that they
are not alone. It’s one example of a simple strategy that can keep us
connected in spite of the distances and demands built into our modern
world. But the success of our moai also begs the question: Why is group
friendship like this so rare today—especially within the culture of men?

Lonesome Cowboys

Even as the gap between the domestic and professional roles of men and
women has begun to narrow, and even as we acknowledge that gender
identity is complex for many individuals, traditional gender roles have
created separate masculine and feminine cultures in most societies, which
can affect how men and women experience loneliness and social
connection. Studies have shown that men and women have roughly equal



rates of loneliness.19 But that’s not to say that they express or experience
loneliness in the same ways.

For Maxine Chaseling, male loneliness presented a singular challenge.
Like Dan Buettner, Chaseling is what’s known as a “social innovator.”

The Chaseling home is in the town of Goolwa, an hour’s drive south of
Adelaide. Sandwiched between Australia’s Kangaroo and Billygoat Islands,
this historic port on the banks of the Murray River is full of spectacular
views of sand dunes and the rolling waves of the Southern Ocean. Looking
out at the ocean, it’s hard to imagine that following your line of sight due
south for a few thousand miles will land you in the icy terrain of Antarctica.
It’s equally difficult to believe that this picturesque nook is the epicenter of
a movement that’s transformed the social lives of thousands of men around
the world. But that is the change that Maxine Chaseling has catalyzed.

Maxine was doing community support work for Goolwa’s elderly when,
in 1987, a recession hit. A local factory closed, and many people had to
retire early. That same year, her father’s sixtieth year was marked by heart
bypass surgery, which was successful but resulted in his sudden retirement.
Maxine noticed a disturbing change in her father’s mood. Overnight, he had
gone from being Bill the manager to being Bill at home, and there seemed
to be a void inside him that nothing could fill.

“We all knew he was unhappy and depressed,” she recalled years later,
but in 1987 psychological concerns were still heavily stigmatized in
Australia. “Back then, it was impossible for me to say, ‘Dad, you’re
depressed.’”

Bill’s grumpiness was often directed at Maxine’s mother, who just
couldn’t seem to do anything right in his eyes no matter how patient and
understanding she tried to be. Maxine decided to intervene. She called the
local Meals on Wheels and volunteered her dad as a driver to help deliver
meals to people in need. The organization was ecstatic because they were in
desperate need of drivers. There was only one problem: Bill had no idea
these conversations were taking place.

Soon after the initial call, a representative from Meals on Wheels
showed up at the house and rang the doorbell. Bill opened the door and was
met with an enthusiastic handshake and an outpouring of gratitude for
“stepping up for his community” and being the hero the community needed.
He was confused, but the idea that the community needed him stirred
something inside. So he joined the team. And he loved it.



Maxine was encouraged by what she saw: her father was becoming
himself again. She decided to bump up her clandestine interventions to the
next level: she called the police.

The local police oversaw the “neighborhood watch” program, and
volunteers were often in short supply. After Maxine’s call volunteering Bill
(again without his knowledge), two uniformed policemen showed up and
knocked on her father’s door. “Bill, we really need you,” they said. Would
he help by being his neighborhood’s coordinator? This official call for help
had a powerful effect on Bill. It gave him a sense of purpose and
connection. It convinced him that he still mattered to other people. He said
yes to the policemen, and he enthusiastically took on his new role. Bill
remained the neighborhood coordinator until the day he died.

Thanks to Maxine’s initiative, her father’s postretirement years became
busy and fulfilling, and Bill was restored to his social self. Although he
never learned how Maxine had influenced this change, her mother knew
and was eternally grateful.

Meanwhile, Maxine took a closer look at other elderly men and women
in Goolwa. She worked, at the time, at a community center called the
Heritage Club, which offered social services such as group exercise classes,
massages, and cooking lessons. There was a lounge as well, where people
could meet over tea. Most, if not all, of the participants in Heritage Club
programs were women. This didn’t surprise Maxine, since she expected
women to be more sociable than men, but she wondered what the men were
doing instead.

It didn’t take her long to find out. She simply needed to look out the
window, where she found them in the parking lot, alone in their cars,
reading the newspaper, waiting for their wives. Many spent hours like this
several times a week, year after year, until they died. Their much-healthier
wives then survived them as widows.

Suspecting that social disconnection was contributing to the men’s
declining health, Maxine thought the guys would benefit just as much as
their wives from the services provided at the club. But when she started
going out to the parking lot to invite the husbands in, the answer was
always a steadfast no. Women might need social programs, they told her,
but men? Never!

“They were very defensive and proud,” Maxine told me. “They felt if
they walked in the front door of any community service operation, they



were saying ‘I am a sick person.’”
The mind-set of the men she encountered reminded her of her father:

good at heart but stubborn, isolated, and resistant to help.
Maxine began to imagine a different space, where men could socialize

together without feeling labeled as sick or lonely. She also recognized that
the older men she wanted to help would not listen to advice from a woman.
There was what she called “a huge barricade around the men. We can help
create the environment that helps them, but we can’t get them in. They are
the only ones who can get past it.” This would take a man’s help.

A few weeks later, Alf Stokes showed up at the club to fix a cupboard.
A retired carpenter with kind features, Alf had a habit of chewing on a big,
unlit cigarette. He traveled with a large cattle dog, which he tied to the front
of the club before coming in. Maxine described Alf as a “blokey, blokey
bloke.” He was the perfect man to lead the men’s project. She explained it
to him, and then he disappeared. Days later, she said, “I knew Alf was back
because I saw his dog outside the door.” He had come back to help.

Maxine and Alf both knew that the men they were trying to help were
more likely to connect with one another while doing something that didn’t
directly focus on themselves—something like watching a game or working
together. So, in 1993, they built a “men’s shed” next to the club. There, men
could work on carpentry, this being one of Alf’s skills. They created a
separate walkway from the parking lot so the men wouldn’t feel
conspicuous approaching the shed. They also kept Alf’s dog tied to the
front entrance to signal when Alf was inside. After that, men started to
wander down the walkway whenever they saw the dog out front.

“We just came down to see what Alf is doing,” they’d often say—then
stay for hours. Initially, most just watched Alf work, but as they got more
comfortable, they’d pick up some wood and start sawing, sanding, and
carving. The shed was near the river, so the men began to help neighbors
repair their wooden boats. Others in the community started bringing over
household items for the men to help repair. The men even lent a hand to the
railroad workers fixing a nearby line.

Maxine discovered that the men in the shed communicated differently
from the women in the club. The men would talk occasionally while they
worked, but they rarely had the sorts of long, confiding conversations that
women did. Men’s talk seemed to Maxine like surface conversation, yet it
ended up creating an environment of comfort and familiarity.



In his book The Men’s Shed Movement: The Company of Men, Barry
Golding described it: “Women talk face to face while men talk shoulder to
shoulder.”20

As time went on, the men’s group grew to ten. The shed became their
refuge from a world where they often felt like they weren’t understood and
didn’t belong. They got so comfortable being there that their wives had a
hard time getting them home.

What made the shed so appealing, Maxine reflected, was that it
simultaneously enabled “retired men to be productive, reclaim their
networks, and enjoy themselves.” Most important, Maxine deliberately took
a back seat to allow the volunteer men to own the shed.

A few years after the shed opened, Maxine left Australia to work with
UNICEF and the Institute for Medical Research on a variety of other health
issues, but the movement she’d helped launch took off on its own. Over the
next twenty years, nearly one thousand men’s sheds sprouted across
Australia, some spontaneous and many following Goolwa’s example. Sheds
began to appear in Ireland, the Netherlands, Denmark, New Zealand,
Canada, the United States, and the United Kingdom. “Shoulder to
shoulder,” tens of thousands of men around the world to date have
benefited.

I was curious to see a men’s shed in action. So, on a warm fall afternoon, I
pulled up to a nondescript building in the Camden Town section of London.
I had come here to meet Mike Jenn, a lean, unassuming older man, balding,
with tufts of white hair, a soft beard, and a relaxed expression on his face
that somehow seemed to say he had the big picture in mind.

The neighborhood was packed with multiunit apartment buildings and
offices, but in the middle of the day, it appeared deserted. Mike walked me
up a concrete staircase to a door that could have been the entrance to
anything from an office to a storage unit. As soon as I stepped over the
threshold, I could hear the buzz of bandsaws, and my nostrils filled with the
smell of fresh-cut wood. The space was the size of a typical modest London
apartment but packed with machines, tools, and wooden pieces at various
stages of production. On a small balcony overlooking the building next
door, a few tree stumps were ready to be sliced and carved. I saw a partially
finished decorative box with layers of beautiful colored wood. And there
were handcrafted jewelry boxes and table centerpieces that were smoothly



sanded and ready for use. Sawdust blew through the air and settled on every
surface in the shed, but no one seemed to mind.

The shop was full of men ranging in age from their midfifties to early
eighties, all working intently in their shared workspace. They measured
their wood carefully and sanded with precision. I watched an elderly man
with a fluffy white beard line up a long piece of wood in front of an
automated saw that was rotating so fast I couldn’t even make out the blades.
I held my breath, hoping he wouldn’t cut himself. But he cut the wood with
ease and gave me a reassuring smile.

The first people who’d joined the Camden Town Shed came through
word of mouth. Mike asked members of the shed to chip in what they could
to help pay rent and expenses. They also began to sell the products they
created to help support the shed. (One of the few rules the shed has is that
you cannot use the shed to make things that you will sell for a profit.)

One of the men who joined the Camden Town Shed in those early years
was Mick, a quiet, soft-spoken woodworker by trade with a tall, broad
frame and hunched shoulders. Mick entered an apprenticeship when he was
young, which is where he developed his skills with wood. I asked Mick
what his social life had been like before he joined the shed. “I had some
family around, and I would drink at the pub, where there were other guys,”
he told me. Later in life, he developed throat cancer, likely related to his
smoking and heavy drinking. His treatment was intense and took a toll on
him physically and mentally. At some point, his doctor sat him down and
told him there was no point in treating him further if he was going to
continue smoking and drinking. So what was he to do? He decided to join
the Camden Town Shed where working with wood became his substitute
for cigarettes and alcohol. Most of the other men didn’t have his skills, so
he taught them how to saw, cut, sand, and join pieces together. In return,
they taught him about the internet and technology.

The members of the Camden Town Shed don’t see each other much
outside the shed, and even when they are there, they aren’t sitting down to
have profound, revealing conversations. So what, in fact, was happening
between them?

“The shed gives men the opportunity for banter,” Mike told me. “Banter
is really important for men to form connections with each other.”

As if on cue, Mick began ribbing one of the other men about his
smoking. “He disappears every few hours and says he’s taking a break, but I



really know he’s smoking,” Mick quipped with a smile. The other man
grinned, too.

Mick never used the word “lonely” to describe how he felt before he
joined the men’s shed, yet when I asked him to name the most valuable
thing that he got out of the shed, he said it was the relationships. They filled
a hole in his life that he had felt, even if he couldn’t put his finger on it
exactly.

A few years after Mick joined the shed, he began to notice that his eyes
and skin were turning yellow. He had developed jaundice, a condition that
occurs when the bile ducts are blocked, most commonly by a stone although
sometimes by scarring or cancer. He was taken to the hospital for further
tests and treatment, and it was discovered that he, in fact, had a new cancer.
This time it was lymphoma. He underwent a course of chemotherapy, which
required a lengthy stay in the hospital. And guess who came to visit during
his hospitalization? His friends from the shed. Unlike his prior experience
with throat cancer, he now had friends who came to support him. And it
meant the world to him.

In England and other countries around the world, national shed
associations continue to focus on health, which was Maxine’s top priority.
Sheds in Ireland have focused on addressing diabetes. Other sheds support
men with Alzheimer’s. The UK Men’s Shed Association shared with me
that participants reported a 75 percent decrease in anxiety and an 89 percent
reduction in depression, along with a marked drop in loneliness. In a 2013
survey in Ireland, 86 percent of men said they felt more accepted in the
community as a result of being a part of Men’s Shed, 97 percent said they
felt better about themselves, and 74 percent said they felt happier at home.21

In 2010, the Australian government recognized that isolation and loneliness
among men were both unique and on the rise, and men’s sheds were
officially adopted as part of the country’s National Male Health Policy.

It occurred to me that one reason for the men’s shed movement’s success is
that it doesn’t require men to admit that they’re lonely. As Maxine noticed
and other researchers have found, men are less likely than women to admit
to feeling lonely.22 They’ll suffer in silence as if it’s required of them, and,
over time, their loneliness will deplete their energy, change their
personalities, and erode their health.



This pattern repeats in almost every culture. Often with the best of
intentions, parents the world over raise their sons to be tough and in control
and to avoid acknowledging or talking about their feelings. But research has
shown that boys don’t necessarily start out this way. In one study, six-
month-old boys were more likely than girls to show “facial expressions of
anger . . . and to gesture that they wanted to be picked up.” They cried more
and were more likely to express joy when looking at their mothers.23

This unabashed delight in attachment withers, however, when boys are
taught that they need to behave like “real men.” Unlike girls, who tend to
grow up confiding their innermost thoughts and feelings to one another,
young men generally have fewer approved channels for social intimacy.

Dr. Niobe Way, a professor of developmental psychology at New York
University and a leader in the field of adolescent development, says you can
see the consequences of this training in the schoolyard. When we spoke, she
described how in the early grades, boys will walk with their arms around
one another and huddle close together as they talk. Little boys and girls tend
to talk about their friendships similarly—with excitement, enthusiasm, and
passion. In childhood, boys will develop deep, meaningful friendships with
emotional honesty and intimacy. But as they approach puberty, they learn
that social closeness is not okay.

“When I share with twelve-year-old boys the story of one of their peers
who confided he feels sad and deeply hurt about friendships that are lost,”
Niobe told me, “the boys typically laugh. But when I tell them 85 percent of
the boys I talk to say the same thing in private, they are silent. And then
they start sharing about their friendships and challenges. All I have done is
normalize emotions.”

But when no one steps in to encourage this normalization, growing boys
tell themselves they don’t need to confide their feelings in friends anymore.
They begin to mold themselves to a model of manhood that they believe
will be desirable to women and acceptable in society. This version of
masculinity, delivered through the media, as well as by their families and
local culture, emphasizes independence, physical power, and emotional
stoicism.

One emotion that this model allows men to express is anger. That’s
because anger so often ignites displays of power and toughness. As such,
it’s one of the few emotions a man can express and still feel masculine. But
unlike feelings such as sadness, joy, and love, which invite sympathy and



comfort, anger tends to push others away. So the more “manly” a boy
appears, the more emotionally disconnected he can become from others.

Dr. Michael Kimmel, a sociologist specializing in the field of
masculinity, does not see emotional suppression as a uniquely Western
aspect of masculinity. He says virtually all cultures around the world frame
traits like ambitiousness and assertiveness as masculine and qualities such
as vulnerability and love as feminine. Most of these cultures also regard
these feminine stereotypes as weak and inferior. The price of this emotional
mutation is steep for both men and women.

For Niobe Way, growing up with brothers gave her a front-row seat on
their relationships. She recalls the time when her younger brother was
snubbed by his best friend. One day the two boys were nearly inseparable,
and the next day his pal refused to play with him anymore. Her brother was
deeply pained at the time and left wondering why his friend would cast
aside their friendship. Even now, decades later, the memory of that
childhood experience still makes him feel sad.

This kind of betrayal in friendship—or in romantic relationship, for that
matter—can hit boys particularly hard because they don’t know how to talk
about it. They’re left feeling ashamed and vulnerable, which adds shame on
top of their pain and confusion, since vulnerability is “for girls.” This
compression of sadness, confusion, and shame may be one reason why
teenage boys in the US are three times more likely to kill themselves as
girls the same age. And the darkness doesn’t end with adolescence.

In 2016, the World Health Organization (WHO) reported that men
accounted for most of the estimated 793,000 suicide deaths worldwide.24

The BBC also reported that men are three times more likely to die by
suicide in Australia,25 three and a half times more likely in the US,26 and
more than four times more likely in Russia and Argentina.27 In virtually
every country, men are more likely to take their own lives than women are.
This, in spite of the fact that women are more likely to be diagnosed with
depression.28

Mara Grunau, executive director at the Centre for Suicide Prevention29

in Canada, says that women are protected in part because they’re
encouraged at a young age to communicate their emotions. “Mothers talk
way more to their girl children than their boy children,” she told the BBC in
2019, “and they share and identify feelings.” But boys are told to tough it
out and hide any sign of vulnerability, and they are also less likely to go to



the doctor or seek help.30 We are forcing boys into a mold of “toughness”
that actually leaves them emotionally defenseless.

As Niobe Way observed, when men feel emotionally isolated, they’re as
likely as women to feel lonely. But the harder it is for them to acknowledge
their feelings, the more likely it is for their loneliness to come out as verbal
abuse, short temperedness, impatience, and irritability.

Women and Loneliness

Unlike masculinity, which has traditionally revolved around power and
rivalry, femininity in most cultures is rooted in relationships. Girls
historically have been raised to be attentive wives, loving mothers, and
helpful friends. In their 2018 essay “Cartography of a Lost Time: Mapping
the Crisis of Connection,” psychologists Drs. Carol Gilligan and Annie G.
Rogers teamed up with communications professional Normi Noel in
describing “the more puzzling aspects of women’s psychology: the
tendency for women to become selfless or voiceless in relationships, to care
for others by diminishing themselves, to use their gifts for empathy and
relationship to cover over their own feelings and thoughts, and to begin not
to know what they want and know.”31 This nurturing role can make women
a powerful force for building connections and weaving our social fabric.
Yet when relationships falter or fail, girls and women tend to blame
themselves. The resulting shame and loneliness are even more acute when
women have blurred their sense of self in service of those relationships.

University of Houston professor Dr. Brené Brown has examined how
shame and loneliness become particularly closely twinned for women. In I
Thought It Was Just Me: Women Reclaiming Power and Courage in a
Culture of Shame, Brown describes shame as “the intensely painful feeling
or experience of believing we are flawed and therefore unworthy of
acceptance and belonging.”32 The experience of shame is deeply “entangled
in a web of layered, conflicting and competing social-community
expectations. Shame leaves women feeling trapped, powerless and
isolated.”33

It might seem as if some women are immune to these forces. When
women are confident, successful, and socially engaged, they can appear
especially invulnerable. Keeping up that appearance, however, can itself



contribute to loneliness when these women feel they cannot reach out in
times of need.

Gina Clayton-Johnson was one of these women. As a University of
Southern California undergrad, she became a youth organizer for the
NAACP. She led campaigns on campus policing, state sentencing laws, and
voter registration. Social justice was her passion and civil rights activists
were her people. When she entered Harvard Law School, she quickly began
connecting with like-minded friends who reaffirmed her commitment to
criminal justice reform. Loneliness was not even on her radar. But midway
through her first year of law school, Gina learned that someone close to her
had been sentenced to twenty years in prison. The news not only broke her
heart, it also drove her to secrecy.

“Something told me I couldn’t share this with the people at Harvard,”
Gina told me years later.

That something was shame. Gina so respected her professors and
colleagues, so wanted to be part of this community, that she didn’t dare tell
them her secret for fear they’d think less of her—for fear that they would
reject her, even though this was the very community that worked to help
people like her incarcerated loved one. The irony wasn’t lost on her, but she
still couldn’t bring herself to tell anyone.

That all changed when after graduating and starting work at New York
City’s Neighborhood Defender Service of Harlem, she was assigned to
represent an elderly grandmother named Sondria. Sondria was being
evicted by the city under the claim that her home was a hub for criminal
activity. The claim traced back to Sondria’s grandson, who’d been arrested
by the police and gave his grandmother’s address in a moment of panic,
even though he lived elsewhere. Despite Sondria’s clean tenancy record of
almost twenty years in that apartment and community, the authorities
accused her of violating tenancy laws and moved to terminate her tenancy
in a legal proceeding.

Gina knew many women like Sondria. They spent much of their lives
toiling away to support loved ones who were incarcerated. Many felt they
had little power to affect the world around them, especially within the
criminal justice system. And, like Gina herself, they carried a sense of
shame about their predicament. One by one, the links that gave them a
sense of belonging and hope had eroded or broken, leaving them largely



defenseless. When Sondria asked how long it would be before she was
evicted, Gina sensed that her client, too, was giving up.

Searching for a way to persuade Sondria to stand up for her rights, Gina
decided it was finally time to share her own secret. She looked Sondria in
the eye and told her that she, too, had a loved one in prison. She shared the
sense of embarrassment she’d felt when the news arrived, the four years of
hiding the truth from her classmates and colleagues, the loneliness that
ensued as she kept one of the most important parts of her life sealed off
from her community.

As she shared her story, Gina could see a light of recognition glimmer
as Sondria realized she was not alone. She was tired and worried, but Gina’s
sincerity and vulnerability connected with her and forged a bond of trust.
This young lawyer understood what she was going through.

The power of connection was mutual. Like Sondria, Gina felt seen and
heard in a way she hadn’t in a long time. It required taking a risk and being
vulnerable. It required faith that she wouldn’t be rejected for telling the
truth. But it felt good to finally bring herself—all of herself—to this
connection.

Gina’s belief and conviction rubbed off on Sondria, and she agreed to
fight. It took many hard months, but together they prevailed. Sondria was
able to stay in her home, and Gina found the inspiration for the work to
which she would dedicate her life—bringing women with incarcerated
family members out of isolation to support one another and advocate for
more humane criminal justice policies.

When women like Gina Clayton-Johnson feel torn between hiding some
shameful part of themselves or losing their community, they often choose to
bury other true feelings along with the shame. Rosalind Wiseman, author of
Queen Bees and Wannabes,34 watched a similar struggle play out many
times during the decade that she spent studying friendship in children.

“Girls have a feeling of constant comparison,” Wiseman told me. This
comparison exposes them to the shame of social failure and increases their
risk of loneliness. “There’s a fear of missing out, yet you can never keep
up.”

Lots of teenage friendships are healthy, of course, and Wiseman
emphasized that they can be invaluable. “Many girls will make it through
their teen years precisely because they have the support and care of a few
good friends. These are the friendships in which a girl truly feels



unconditionally accepted, understood, and sometimes even challenged
when she’s doing something that’s not good for her—like dating someone
who doesn’t treat her with respect.” And through these high-quality
friendships, girls learn how to form and maintain nourishing relationships
later in life.

At the same time, she went on, “Girls’ friendships are often intense,
confusing, frustrating, and humiliating.” The joy and security of “best
friendships” can be shattered by devastating breakups and betrayals. And
the very importance that friendship plays in the identity of young women
can make them vulnerable to hurtful relationships that they mistake as
friendships. When girls can’t navigate the social currents, that resulting
shame can extend far beyond childhood. “Girls can develop patterns of
behavior and expectations for future relationships that stop them from
having healthy relationships with others as adults.” And that can place them
at heightened risk for loneliness.

That said, Wiseman takes care to point out that boys and girls both need
meaningful relationships. “Sometimes we make judgments about girls’
friendships being deeper, but that is absolutely not backed up by the
research. When we look at girls who are talking all the time on Instagram,
we might think those relationships are more intimate than boys who aren’t
talking so much. That’s not true. Boys’ friendship breakups are equally as
devastating to them.”

Despite the different cultural expectations that men and women absorb
as they come of age, the truth is that people don’t fall neatly into categories
of social behavior or attitudes. Gendered norms may be deeply influential
for some people (often with particularly complex effects on the lives of gay
and transgender individuals—a subject deserving of an entire book), but
others are more affected by factors such as personality or the particular
attitudes within their families. It’s important to recognize, however, that the
broader cultural layers surround us all, dovetailing with other cultural
imperatives to shape the ease, frequency, and quality of our social
connections, as well as our relative risk for loneliness.

Together, the various aspects of cultures set the stage for our
expectations of others, and they drive our own social behavior and
aspirations. Cultural values reflect prevailing attitudes about what matters
and how to direct our lives—attitudes so pervasive that they sometimes
override our personal desires and priorities. Yet few of us challenge our



cultural norms, even when their influence leaves us feeling lonely and
isolated. Why is that?

In part, it’s because we still carry the default wiring of our ancestors
within us. For countless generations, human beings were bound to the land
where they were born and the members of their immediate tribe. Culture
was inherited and adopted without question, and belonging was not just
about togetherness; it was also about defense against predators and enemies.
In other words, culture was bundled up with fear of known threats and
others who might be hostile. As a result, our wiring signals us that we need
to belong to our people in order to feel safe, and that we need to avoid or
shun others, for fear they can’t be trusted. We see these instincts still
playing out in the social behavior of teenagers, and we see them
contributing to xenophobia, racism, and political hostilities. Evolution is
slow to catch up with rapid societal change.

But societal change is every bit as real as the signals flashing through
our emotional wiring, and therein lies the tension. We no longer live in a
world of isolated and insular tribes and villages. We no longer are likely to
stay in one location with the same group of people for our whole lives. We
no longer have any rational justification for attacking or excluding others
simply because they don’t look like us. Nor are we condemned to wander in
the wilderness alone forever if we don’t fit into the community where we’re
born. We’re still wired as if all those conditions were true, but they’re not.

The simple reality is that we no longer have the luxury of thinking and
acting tribally. Not only is it becoming harder to isolate ourselves from
members of different cultures, but isolation costs us in terms of perspective
and experience, which are ever more valuable resources in our global
society. My view is that we have veered too far away from the group and
toward the individual—throwing culture out of balance in the process—
more out of benign neglect than anything else. We’ve emphasized freedom
of individual expression without also ensuring that the underpinnings of
community are protected and strengthened. Now we need to recapture our
investment in the collective elements that matter—our relationships, our
community organizations, our neighborhoods, our social and cultural
institutions—and we must do this while continuing to protect individual
expression.

We may have to make some sacrifices to be part of a community, and
that’s good. Giving and serving others doesn’t just strengthen our



communities; it enriches our lives and strengthens our own bonds to the
community and our sense of value and purpose. It protects us against
loneliness. But in order to come together, we shouldn’t have to deny or hide
the parts of us that make us who we are. As Tom Tait proved in Anaheim,
kindness can play a vital role in this balancing act, which makes it an
essential element of third-bowl cultures. Kindness can bridge the divides
between us, healing our society even as it relieves our personal loneliness
and brings us together.

Building such bridges for connection may never have been more
important than it is right now. This urgency can only partially be explained
by culture, however. The other reasons, writ large, are the pace, variety, and
pressures of global change.



Chapter 4

Why Now?

Lots of people want to ride with you in the limo, but what you want is someone who will
take the bus with you when the limo breaks down.

—Oprah Winfrey

This world of ours . . . must avoid becoming a community of dreadful fear and hate, and be,
instead, a proud confederation of mutual trust and respect.

—President Dwight D. Eisenhower, Farewell Address to the Nation

The experience of loneliness may be as old as humanity, but the current
moment feels like an important inflection point. Two decades ago in his
book Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam famously described the erosion of
social networks and social norms in the US that began in the latter third of
the twentieth century. His research found that various measures of social
engagement had declined precipitously—including religious participation,
membership in community organizations, and the frequency with which
people were inviting friends to their homes.1 According to Putnam, many of
these trends have only worsened in the years since his seminal publication.2

If you ask people today what they value most in life, most will point to
family and friends. Yet the way we spend our days is often at odds with that
value. Our twenty-first-century world demands that we focus on pursuits
that seem to be in constant competition for our time, attention, energy, and
commitment. Many of these pursuits are themselves competitions. We
compete for jobs and status. We compete over possessions, money, and
reputation. We strive to stay afloat and to get ahead. Meanwhile, the
relationships we claim to prize often get neglected in the chase.

Modern progress has brought unprecedented advances that make it
easier for us technically to connect, but often these advances create



unforeseen challenges that make us feel more alone and disconnected.
Thanks to advances in transportation, it’s easier than ever to visit friends
and family, yet increased mobility also means that more and more of us are
living far away from our loved ones. Thanks to advances in medicine, many
of us are living longer than we ever imagined—but inevitably, we lose
many of our friends along the way. And thanks to advances in technology,
we can enjoy all the conveniences of community without directly
interacting with other people. We can have whole meals delivered without
setting foot in the restaurants that produced them; stream movies online and
watch them alone at home instead of in a crowded theater; and order nearly
anything imaginable from online shopping sites, never even seeing the
messenger who deposits the goods at our door. Many of us also
telecommute, interacting with customers and colleagues virtually, if at all.
Human connection is being edged out, or at best left to fit in around the
edges.

As a management consultant, Amy Gallo had to confront many of these
changes while traveling around the world. Today Amy is a contributing
editor at Harvard Business Review, but early in her career she worked for a
consulting firm based in New York, with a special focus on the unofficial
networks and communities in organizations that govern how people work
together in practice. Despite her specialty in workplace connection,
however, she often struggled with a personal sense of profound
disconnection, especially when her assignments sent her thousands of miles
from home.

For one project she spent four months in South Korea, where she knew
no one, didn’t speak the language, and lived in a hotel. What saved her, she
said, were three American colleagues who were there from the same
consulting firm. The irony is that this random group’s loneliness became
their common ground. “These are people I probably wouldn’t have chosen
to be friends with,” she said, “but being thrust into the situation where we
all felt so disconnected, we formed quite an emotional bond together.”

Another job required Amy and her colleagues to visit DC every couple
of weeks, so each time they checked out of their hotel, they’d book rooms
for the next trip. One week, only one room was available. Amy’s female
colleague suggested they share it.

“I must have looked at her like she had four heads,” Amy recalled,
“because that was the last thing I wanted to do.” The two women liked each



other, but their connection to that point had been superficial. “I joke that she
probably would have shared the room with anyone. She’s such an extrovert
that way, and I’m not. But I just thought, Oh well.”

When they roomed together, they found that they had more in common
than they’d realized. In fact, they liked each other so much that they opted
to room together over the next six weeks on that project and wound up
becoming friends and remain close to this day.

When I asked what it was that made this connection stick, Amy said, “I
really felt like I could be myself. We talked about work, of course, but we
also talked about life. She had gone through a bad breakup. We talked a lot
about what we wanted from career and life.” Such openness and mutual
support are rare in today’s hectic world—especially among globe-trotting
businesspeople who do much of their work remotely.

A major cause of loneliness for business travelers, Amy explained, is
the transactional nature of interactions on the road. She was talking not only
about customers and clients but also the everyday contacts that occur during
travel. “The flight attendant maybe acted like she cared about me,” Amy
said, “but it was her job to, and the same with the bellman at the hotel. It
was all about getting from one place to another, paying people to do things
for me and then going to another place. And sometimes I would have
traveled with colleagues or met clients that I liked, but there was just no
emotional component to it.”

The problem of estrangement isn’t limited to businesspeople or to world
travelers. In exchange for efficiency, we’re all letting more and more
genuine human contact slip from our daily lives. I remember being jubilant
when online grocery delivery services arrived on the scene. I told Alice that
they’d liberate us from all that time trekking back and forth to the store. But
those grocery store visits were when we met friends in our neighborhood
sorting through produce or trying to make sense of baby food options. They
were where we got to know the clerks who helped us track down hard-to-
find items, where we commiserated with fellow parents over crying
children. These seemingly small interactions were an important part of what
kept us connected to the larger fabric of our local community. They
contributed to our sense of belonging.

The biggest challenge we face in staying connected may be the sheer
pace of change. Humans are built to adapt and evolve, but we need time to
process new information and systems of behavior, to adjust to new societal



rules and expectations. New technologies used to take a long time to test,
develop, and catch on. As Rita Gunther McGrath wrote in Harvard
Business Review,3 before 1900, it took decades for the telephone to reach
half the households in America. A century later, cell phones made that leap
in just five years. And the pace is constantly accelerating. It took
manufacturers approximately sixty months to design a car in 2008, and just
five years later the design cycle was about half that. This dizzying speed
means that, like the fabled Sorcerer’s Apprentice, we barely have time to
get used to one innovation before it’s replaced by multiple new apps,
devices, or platforms. Technology dares us to keep up.

This unspoken dare creates an underlying tension within the social
fabric. Those who can’t keep up get left behind, while those who can are
constantly chasing the next new thing. They do this not just out of curiosity
but because “keeping up” has become synonymous with having a
competitive edge. Whether we realize it or not, the pace of change has
created the impression that we have only two choices: adapt quickly to stay
marketable, employable, and desirable; or fall back and lose out. This sets
up a state of competition between tradition and innovation, between old and
young, between online and physical communities, and between
transactional and human interactions. These pervasive tensions make
modern loneliness different than anything previous generations ever
experienced.

Shifting social networks now often preempt family networks. We have
robots that function as companions for our elderly, and virtual playmates
that replace human friends. Games in cyberspace keep kids in rooms by
themselves instead of engaging in face-to-face interactions with their peers.
And this all has happened so fast that few of us even realize what these
changes are doing to our social lives, skills, and spirits. In fact, we are being
tossed like twigs in a stiff breeze, unable to get our bearings as we
unwittingly lose sight of what matters and who matters to us. We still have
the wiring for connection within us, but the more time and attention we
lavish on racing to be current, the greater the risk we run that our innate
social systems will falter and fail us due to neglect.

Online All the Time



When I first joined Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, I thought they’d be
great ways to stay connected to friends and engage in community
conversations. I remember the first days of finding long-lost classmates and
friends on Facebook and feeling happy to see their faces in photos smiling
back at me. But while it was nice to be able to reach a wide group of friends
online, I found that we weren’t really having the meaningful dialogues I
craved. Instead, as I absorbed the thrilling adventures, impressive career
promotions, and stunning achievements reflected in my friends’ posts, I felt
inspired 25 percent of the time and inadequate 100 percent of the time. As
one friend put it, checking your social media feed is like comparing
everyone’s best days to your average days—and you always come up short.

I noticed something else that disturbed me. I originally began posting on
social media to share experiences and reflections with friends. But soon I
found myself preoccupied with how many people would like, comment, and
share my content. I remember posting a reflection on 9/11 during one of the
anniversaries and feeling the genuine emotion that I’d poured into the piece
dissolving as I kept checking to see if people liked the post. It turned an
authentic act of expression into a hollow exercise. Chasing validation like
that made me feel bad about myself.

Finally, I decided to take a break—no posting and no checking my feed.
Social media participation had become a discouraging performance, and I
was done with it. I deleted the apps from my phone and logged out of my
accounts on my computer. After dealing with the initial few days of
twitchiness as I instinctively tried to check my feed and wondered if I was
missing something, I started to feel less distracted and less concerned about
seeking digital validation from the outside world. I can’t emphasize enough
how freeing this was.

After many months off, I reengaged on very limited terms. I decided to
only post if really moved to do so (like when Alice gave a moving, heartfelt
talk in Louisville, Kentucky). And perhaps more important, I decided not to
check for comments, likes, and retweets. I dramatically reduced the number
of people I follow so my feed focuses more on posts that enrich my sense of
connection and understanding of the world. I’m still seeing if it is possible
to achieve a balance where I can interact with social media on my terms.
The jury is still out.

The jury is also still out on the overall psychological costs and benefits
of society’s increasing symbiosis with digital technology. In January of



2019, researchers Drs. Amy Orben and Andrew Przybylski at the
University of Oxford4 published surprising findings that digital screen time
has a negative but overall very small effect on the well-being of
adolescents’ social behavior. After crunching the data on more than 350,000
adolescents, they concluded that smoking marijuana and bullying do far
more damage than use of digital technology. Przybylski and his colleague
Dr. Netta Weinstein had previously shown that the amount of time spent in
front of screens makes a difference in overall impact.5 According to this
“Goldilocks hypothesis,” the mental well-being of adolescents does not
appear to be harmed if they’re spending one to two hours per day in front of
screens, but much more than that can be detrimental. Interestingly, kids
with zero screen time seemed worse off than those with moderate use,
possibly because in a world where everyone around you is online, having
no participation could lead to a sense of being left out and isolated.

In 2017, University of Pittsburgh professor Dr. Brian Primack and his
colleagues found further evidence that high levels of social media use can
be harmful, in this case contributing to loneliness. They studied 1,787
subjects between the ages of nineteen and thirty-two. One group of these
young adults spent more than two hours a day on social media, the other
just half an hour or less. All were asked to use a scale to describe how much
or how little the following statements applied to them:

I feel left out

I feel that people barely know me

I feel isolated from others

I feel that people are around me but not with me.6

The Pittsburgh researchers found that the heavy social media users were
twice as likely to feel lonely as those in the low-use group.7 These results
echoed concerns raised in a similar study, which found that heavy social
media users are more likely to be depressed.8

All these findings raise the old chicken-and-egg question of which
comes first. Are lonely, depressed people trying to escape into social
media? Or does too much social media make people lonely and depressed?
It could be the case that social media use is driving the outcomes of
concern, but it will take more research to prove that. And use of these



platforms is so prevalent and begins at such a young age that establishing
rigorous research controls is challenging.

Amy Orben emphasizes that “we are really at the very beginning” of
understanding the full impact of technology on people. When we spoke, she
noted that much of the data on digital media usage is proprietary corporate
data that isn’t often accessible to the research community. This makes
getting answers about the impact of technology more difficult. She also
suggests that how we are using our screen-based devices may be more
important than how much we are using them. A few minutes of harmful
content for a susceptible child in the wrong circumstances could be
devastating whereas an hour of screen time as part of a rich family
experience might be very positive. “The problem is we’re focusing so much
on time spent on screens but not focusing enough on the content, type of
technology, or motivation to use it,” she said.

As we learn more about these various dimensions of technology, it is
increasingly clear that technology holds mixed blessings for us. Social
media can help people find meaningful connections, especially when they
come from communities that have traditionally been isolated or
marginalized. But in the wrong circumstances, it can exacerbate loneliness
by amplifying comparison, enabling bullying, and substituting lower- for
higher-quality relationships.

Balancing our use of these platforms, however, is not a simple matter.
Social media has woven its way into our social and professional lives. If
you’re a reporter, you can’t afford to turn off Twitter entirely. If you’re
looking for a new job, having a profile and being on LinkedIn may be
essential. If your family and friends use social media to announce major life
events or get-togethers, and you’re not on that platform, you can find
yourself in the dark.

Add to that the fact that today’s social media platforms are developed
with a highly sophisticated understanding of human behavior and brain
science. Software engineers use all manner of techniques—from autoplay
on YouTube to streaks on Snapchat, to interaction notifications on
Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook—to keep bringing us back and to hold
our attention on their platforms for as long as possible. In most cases, the
economic measure of a successful app is not the quality of human
interaction online but sheer quantity of usage. The more time we spend on
the platform, the more revenue it generates, usually in the form of



advertisements. In other words, our time is social media’s money. In this
way, apps have become the quintessential products of the attention
economy.

One might ask, Isn’t it the responsibility of the user to exercise
willpower and moderate their use? In theory, yes. But in practice, to do so
we must overcome deeply ingrained behavioral instincts that have been
honed over millennia.

To greater and lesser degrees, we’re all novelty seekers, and the internet
is all about novelty. As soon as we click on a link, we’re transported into a
new site, a new product, a new virtual experience. As soon as we send a
message or publish a post, followers and friends react with nearly
instantaneous speed. This pace, made possible by online technology, creates
a personal sense of urgency and importance, as if the world were waiting
with bated breath for our next post. It also generates anticipation, which is
why we feel a stab of rejection whenever we post and responses lag. The
internet’s feedback loop is as seductive as a new suitor and relies on the
brain’s very same reward systems as romance and friendship do. For some,
the effect is so compelling and the ease of use so convenient that virtual
relationships gradually replace face-to-face contact.

How often have you meant to spend five minutes checking your friends’
posts only to end up spending an hour? You message a friend on Facebook,
then bounce from profile to profile, checking out the cats, meals, and travels
of people you barely even know. We may tell ourselves these online forays
are just diversions, but they’re stealing time that we could be spending in
real life with family and friends.

This theft of time is abetted by the seductive and dangerous myth of
multitasking. Technology—smartphones in particular—has promoted this
myth like never before. All of a sudden, we can talk on the phone, send
emails, pay our bills, order our groceries, and travel across town, all at the
same time. It seems easy. And efficient. It creates the illusion that we can
satisfy our curiosity in a dozen directions at once, simultaneously hearing a
friend’s story about his new baby, checking out a neighbor’s vacation
photos, picking up a text about a parent’s trip to the doctor, and Googling
the latest news about our favorite sports team. In fact, when we multitask,
we’re splitting our attention into smaller and smaller fragments, reducing
efficiency and diminishing the quality of engagement we bring to each task.



Research has found that humans are incapable of attending to multiple
activities at once. What we’re actually doing when “multitasking” is
switching back and forth very rapidly between tasks, attending to each one
separately but briefly. As MIT neuroscientist Dr. Earl Miller explained in a
2008 interview on NPR,9 “Switching from task to task, you think you’re
actually paying attention to everything around you at the same time. But
you’re actually not.”

In the middle of a conversation, for instance, when stealing a look at our
cell phone, we may hear and remember the words that are spoken, but we
won’t process the words and nonverbal cues nearly as quickly or
completely. One reason for this is that tasks involving communication
compete for the same pathways within the brain. “Those things are nearly
impossible to do at the same time,” Miller said. “You cannot focus on one
while doing the other.”

All this flipping back and forth actually costs us more time and energy
in the end because it takes an average of twenty-three minutes to fully
reengage10 with our original subject of focus. In combination with
technology, it also distorts our sense of the value of actual contact with
friends. It’s easy to passively scroll through our feed and see what friends
are doing, or text for a quick update that creates the illusion we’re keeping
up with our friends. It requires much more energy and time to make a date,
get ready, and physically go out to meet those same friends. But before we
know it, days, weeks, or months can go by without a sincere or meaningful
conversation. When that happens, it can feel like even harder work to see
friends in person. But that interpersonal work delivers social benefits that
the illusion of online friendship rarely does.

Stanford sociology professor Dr. Paolo Parigi11 has been studying the
effects of online reputations on personal relationships, and his findings are
as complex as they are surprising. His subjects are users of networking
services such as Airbnb and Uber, and his premise is that online reputations,
which users build through services’ apps, function as a form of social
introduction. In the peer-to-peer marketplace, before you and your Uber
driver or Airbnb host ever meet, you have a wealth of preliminary
information about each other, which is distilled into a rating. This, in effect,
crowdsources your trust in each other.

One real benefit of this ratings system, Parigi said in a 2018 interview,12

is that it overrides superficial biases and increases the diversity of



interactions in our daily lives. “What we found was that if you were
interacting with someone who was different from you, but had a good
reputation, using [the] Airbnb style of reputation (ratings and reviews), you
were more likely to trust that person.” However, the trust that forms as a
result of these interactions is highly limited.

One reason for this is that the reputations we build online are
conditional. Uber passengers feel comfortable trusting drivers to get them
safely where they need to go, but not to housesit for them. Airbnb hosts
trust their guests to be responsible with their belongings, but not to tend
their elderly parents. App ratings produce what Parigi calls “thin”
reputations, as opposed to reputations developed through direct personal
familiarity over time.

“There used to be a process through which you would discover these
commonalities,” he explained in the interview. “And this process of
discovering was the process that made the friendship. Now, this process has
either been accelerated or removed. The information is available to you
right up front. And so, there’s no discovery process.”

Parigi put this idea to the test with the hospitality networking app
CouchSurfing, which connects travelers with hosts who allow them to stay
in their homes without charge. The original assumption behind this service
was that free stays would form the basis for lasting friendships. And there’s
no question about the popularity of the platform. Since launching in 2004,
the CouchSurfing community has grown to fourteen million travelers and
four hundred thousand hosts. But what about those friendships?

Parigi compared them with friendships that developed organically
between offline hosts and travelers. “What we found is that when the couch
surfer had more information about that other person he or she was going to
meet, the resulting friendship after they met was weaker than in a world
where the couch surfers did not have that amount of information about the
unknown other.” Virtually front-loading the relationship with social
information, it seemed, was a trade-off that eased entry but made the
resulting connection “less binding.”13

In contrast, the effort that the group with less up-front information had
to put into learning about each other from the ground up actually paid off in
friendship. It’s not just what we know about each other that counts, it’s how
we get to know it. And time and attention, with a little struggle thrown in,
can make a real difference in strengthening connection.



What this means, Parigi says, is that technology might make us less
isolated, but the more of these easy connections we substitute for old-
fashioned hard-won friendship, the lonelier we’ll feel. He explains, “This is
to me the tension of modern or contemporary life. . . . You have a lot of
connections, but do they mean what they used to?”

MIT professor Dr. Sherry Turkle is even more emphatic. She says,
“We’re losing the raw, human part of being with each other.”14 Turkle has
spent the last three decades researching the psychology of people’s
relationships with technology. Her books have focused on the importance of
conversation in digital cultures and technology’s influence on relationships
between friends, lovers, parents and children, and community, intimacy, and
solitude. When we’re on the digital tether, she says, we’re not fully present
in either our virtual or our physical life. Also, we’re not fooling anyone.
Others can tell when we’re not paying attention, and it makes them less
likely to share as much or as deeply.

No wonder the constant presence of our phones and other
communication technology has been shown to reduce the emotional quality
of our conversations. As Andrew Przybylski and Netta Weinstein found in
their experiments, the mere sight of phones during conversation negatively
impacted “the extent to which individuals felt empathy and understanding
from their partners.”15

This is concerning given how many of us bring our phones to the dinner
table and family gatherings. No doubt, we try to be subtle about it. We put
our phones facedown, move them off to the side, even cover them with
napkins. We’ve also tried to convince ourselves that there is an acceptable
etiquette around texting during conversations. I’ve been told that if you’re
texting but maintain eye contact with the person talking, then it isn’t rude.
I’ve also heard that, as long as someone else in the conversation is
maintaining eye contact with the person talking, it’s okay to look down to
check your messages or send a text. But none of these strategies protect the
integrity and quality of our conversations.

This increasingly common phenomenon of people snubbing each other
in favor of their phone even has a term: phubbing. A 2015 study that
surveyed 453 US adults found that 46.3 percent of respondents said their
partner had phubbed them. A second survey found that those whose
partners phubbed them reported more fights and less relationship
satisfaction than those where phubbing was less frequent.16



The way in which we use technology can not only distract from in-
person interactions, but it can also create distance between us and others.
Not having to look people in the face when we’re commenting on social
media shields us from having to deal with their reaction or the pain our
words may cause. That said, it is also common for social media to allow
users a window into the lives of other people they may not have been able
to glimpse. In doing so, it can give us opportunities to understand and
engage in positive ways with a greater number of people. Simply put, there
is a difference between doling out a harsh zinger to put someone in their
place in an online forum versus reaching out and offering support to a
friend who just posted about a personal hardship. It all comes down to how
we choose to use social media and digital technology.

While the impact of technology on empathy may be mixed, what’s
happening to empathy in the population at large seems to be more clear. In
2010, researchers at the University of Michigan found empathy scores
among college students had dropped about 40 percent from 1979 to 2009,
with the biggest drop coming after 2000.17

The good news is that we have the capacity to recover. Dr. Yalda Uhls
showed this with a landmark study that she designed while pursuing her
PhD in psychology in 2012. Alarmed by the 2010 data showing that young
people between eight and eighteen spend over seven and a half hours each
day of the week using screen-based media outside of school,18 she wanted
to know what would happen if we replaced screen time with face time. So
she studied one group of about fifty public school students who were
attending a weeklong outdoor education camp where television, phones,
and computers were not allowed. Another group of fifty, still at school,
were instructed to continue their media use as usual. The students in each
group were tested before and after the study period to assess their capacity
for interpreting emotional states in still photographs and video. What Uhls
found is that the camp group had a significantly greater boost in scores than
the control group on both tests.19

Whether the impact of camp was creating distance from technology or
spending time together in nature, Sherry Turkle points to Uhls’s findings as
evidence of resilience. “In only five days in a sleepaway camp without their
phones, empathy levels come back up. How does this happen? The campers
talk to each other.”20



But detaching from technology is more difficult if we use it as an
emotional escape, to avoid sadness, conflict, disappointment—and the hard,
deep work of relationship. Instead of meeting in person to talk about
misunderstandings or find shared solutions to real problems, we can just
slip into cyberspace and spend hours among “friends” who won’t ask the
hard questions. It is an easier path—but one that ultimately leads to more
loneliness.

While loneliness rates vary in studies, researchers have found that
adolescence and young adulthood into the early thirties is a period when
loneliness can rise (in addition to peaks observed in the fifties and
eighties).21 22 23 For this reason, clinical psychologist Dr. Catherine Steiner-
Adair interviewed 1,250 children, adolescents, and young adults for her
2014 book The Big Disconnect.24 The social tragedy of youth in the digital
age, Steiner-Adair told me, was summed up for her by one particularly
eloquent young woman: “It’s so ironic. We’re the most connected
generation in history. But we suck at falling in love. We don’t know how to
flirt. We get shit-faced and hook up. And we don’t even meet up before
that; you text somebody at two fifteen a.m. Hey, what’s up? Everyone
knows it’s a booty call. You don’t even go out for a drink. And the really
sad thing is we don’t know how to be vulnerable. We don’t know how to
pick up the phone and say, ‘Hey, I really like you. Hey, I’m feeling sad.
Hey, would you like to go out on a date?’”

Steiner-Adair says many of these children have grown up on the
receiving end of their parents’ disconnection. “Little kids, middle school,
high school, adults, young adults used the same words—sad, mad, lonely,
angry, frustrated—trying to get their parents to be present and emotionally
tuned in to them, because their parents are so digitally distracted.” Yet the
kids end up modeling their own behavior on their parents’.”

Distraction is not the only reason that technology can interfere with
high-quality connections. As I found before paring back my Facebook
usage, social media also fosters a culture of comparison where we are
constantly measuring ourselves against other users’ bodies, wardrobes,
cooking, houses, vacations, children, pets, hobbies, and thoughts about the
world. It’s a bit like a continuous high school reunion, where everyone is
“sharing” their accomplishments, victories, and delights, vying to prove
their worth. Some may simply want to share joy with friends, but the net
result often is a curated portrait of seemingly perfect lives, which in turn



can make us feel anxious, depressed, and worse about ourselves by
comparison. And the most susceptible are young people, who are still in the
process of defining their identities and goals.

When we’re making comparisons online, we’re not just rating
ourselves. We’re also comparing our various options in possessions, jobs,
activities—and potential friends and partners. The digital pipeline presents
us with a seemingly endless supply. Swipe left. Swipe right. Over and over
and over. Certainty about our choices can quickly falter when the virtual
supply chain promises to present us with ever better, brighter alternatives
the next time we log on. Once we’ve selected our roommates, friends, and
intimate partners, we’ll have to do the messy offline work of getting to
know one another’s true complexity, and we might not love what we find.
The allure of the “perfect” match, then, is a powerful deterrent to
commitment. But perfection is an illusion that technology and modern
culture cultivate at the expense of humanity. The perpetual cruising, the
endless chase for the ideal companion is bound to leave us anxious and
lonely.

The irony is that our capacity for solitude also is diminished by
technology. Social media’s constant presence creates the illusion that we
never need to be alone—and that something must be wrong with us if we
feel alone. Yet we still need solitude, as well as the time and space to
cultivate its benefits. We need regularly to free our minds to wander and
explore without being directed by network algorithms and autoplay ads.
Solitude allows us to get comfortable being with ourselves, which makes it
easier to be ourselves in interactions with others. That authenticity helps
build strong connections.

To be real is to be vulnerable, and this takes courage, especially if we
believe that others will like us more if we hide or distort who we truly are.
Technology can promote this belief by making it easy to pose online as
someone braver, happier, better looking, and more successful than we really
feel. These poses, in fact, are a form of social withdrawal. They may let us
pretend that we’re more accepted, but the pretense only intensifies our
loneliness.

Not all the effects of social media and technology are negative, of course.
Technology can also facilitate better connections. It all depends on how it is
designed and used. Platforms like Skype allow students to attend classes



across the country and businesspeople to confer with clients and colleagues
on other continents. Social media can also allow people who are isolated
due to disability or illness, or because they belong to marginalized groups,
to find communities with which to connect. They can help us reconnect
with long-lost friends. And they give us all a way to more easily share
important moments like the birth of a child or the loss of a loved one with
our friend networks, linking us to sources of support.

The point is that the more our lifestyle evolves to maximize efficiency
at the expense of human interaction, the more focused we must become in
directing our use of technology to facilitate deeper personal connections.

I learned the positive power of Facebook firsthand in its earliest days,
when I decided to search for two old friends from business school. I didn’t
know where they lived or what career paths they’d pursued after
graduation. All I had to go on were their names and those of our mutual
friends, but thanks to the magic of Facebook, I eventually found Vinni and
Shareen and sent them a message. They replied (I found out they were
married and lived in Washington, DC), and over the next few years, we
stayed in touch by email and phone. I started to visit their hometown for
work, and whenever I traveled there, I stayed with them. They became my
surrogate family—and I had Facebook to thank for that.

Modern communication technology can also bring our actual families
closer. I remember as a child mailing blue single-paged aerograms to
faraway relatives in India and filling every possible space on the paper. It
took two weeks for the aerograms to be delivered, and we had to wait an
additional two weeks or more for a reply to make its way back halfway
across the world. Today, thanks to video-conferencing technology, my
children can share a virtual meal anytime with their grandparents across the
country. When I’m away on an overnight trip, I can still admire my son’s
latest artistic creation or cheer on my daughter as she toddles around the
house.

John Cacioppo would say that all these examples show how technology
can serve as an online way station to connect people offline. He pointed out
to me that, while turning to one’s social media feed as the destination
typically leaves people feeling more distant and dissatisfied with their own
lives, the prosocial use of media platforms as a link to human engagement
offline has been shown to decrease loneliness.



There are many variations to the way station model. Streaming movies
online can mean sharing a favorite film with an elderly relative who lacks
the mobility to get to the movie theater. Telecommuting from home can
give you time for a walk with your neighbors. Shopping online can free up
time to volunteer in your child’s school.

Other way station models begin as a purely personal exchange, but then
morph into movements that foster high-quality connections among people
both online and off. This was Dr. Hala Sabry’s experience.

Hala is an emergency room physician and mother whose social media
odyssey began late one November night in 2014. Married, with one child at
the time, she was pregnant with twins and very anxious. The road to this
point had been tortuous and painful. She’d spent five years undergoing
infertility treatments, including eight cycles of in vitro fertilization and
multiple doctors and clinics. She felt blessed to now have the prospect of
three kids when for so long she’d feared having none, but that night, in the
thirty-first week of her pregnancy, she suddenly began to feel her heart
racing, her breath becoming short, and a pressure building in her chest. Her
first thought was that she was having a pulmonary embolus, medical speak
for a life-threatening blood clot that travels to the lungs and is more likely
during pregnancy. Eventually, though, Hala figured out that she was having
an anxiety attack.

Despite having fought so hard to have the large family she’d always
dreamed of, she was suddenly gripped with self-doubt. What if she was
doing the wrong thing by having these twins? What would happen if she
was unable to juggle work and three small children? The demands of her
work were intense, and she often felt no one around her understood what
she was going through.

Hala had gone into medicine at the urging of her father, a physician
from Egypt, who wanted her to have a stable job, since she was the eldest of
his children and would need to take care of the whole family if anything
happened to him. Becoming a doctor seemed like the best idea. Tragically,
her father died at the age of fifty-two, just as she was starting her first year
of med school. But she was determined to live up to his faith in her and
soon fell in love with medicine.

Once she began practicing, she was often told that she’d have to choose
between a successful career and motherhood. She described that during her
first maternity leave, she was passed over for a promotion that went to a



less qualified man. When she asked why, she was told they assumed that
she’d want to be a mom since she just had a child. Now, as anxiety seized
her, she wondered how much harder it would be with three kids? Her
husband worked full-time as an aerospace engineer. They were going to
need a second nanny, but how would that work?

She had no one to ask. There were moms’ forums online, but she
worried that even posting such a question about how to make things work
with two nannies would make her seem terribly privileged. In the midst of
her panic attack, she began to ask herself what she would tell her patients if
they were going through this. She did not want to take common
benzodiazepine anxiety medications like Ativan or Valium because of the
risk during pregnancy. And talking to a therapist didn’t feel like it would
give her everything she needed. What she needed was to connect with other
female physicians who could relate to her situation in a nonjudgmental,
supportive context.

She could think of only one person who might understand: Dina. Dina
was a physician and the mom of three-week-old twins. The women had
known each other since childhood, but they weren’t close friends, and it
was eleven p.m., but Hala decided to text anyway, to ask how Dina was
managing child care.

As luck would have it, Dina happened to be up breastfeeding and called
Hala right back. They had a long conversation about their mutual
uncertainties and frustrations. When Dina said she was struggling with all
the same questions, Hala decided they might both benefit from connecting
with a few other physician moms, so she went on Facebook as they were
talking and created a private group. After Dina promised to post questions,
too, so Hala wouldn’t feel overly elitist or incompetent, they invited twenty
other women to join the group. To their astonishment, all twenty were
awake and immediately answered Hala’s question about nannies—and
asked if they could invite other friends into the group. By the time Hala
finally went to bed, her chest pain was gone.

Wouldn’t it be great if the group grew to a hundred by the time I woke
up? she thought as she drifted to sleep.

By the next morning, the Physician Moms’ Group (PMG) had over two
hundred members. One week later, the group had grown to one thousand.
By the end of the month there were three thousand members. Five years
later, the group has grown to more than seventy thousand.



I first learned about the PMG from Alice, who joined shortly after we
were married in 2015. She would often tell me about the range of posts,
asking for everything from medical advice on children’s rashes, to
recommendations for diapers, to opinions on which dress to wear for a date
night. But what makes this group so extraordinary is the real impact the
women have on each other’s lives offline. They’ve organized to help each
other as friends, and they meet offline throughout the year in small groups
and at annual retreats that Hala describes as “a three-day sisterhood.”

When Hala and I spoke by phone, she was huddled in her car outside
her Southern California home. “If I go inside, there will be pandemonium
with my kids and I won’t be able to focus on our conversation,” she said
with the practiced wisdom of a veteran mother of five (she had another set
of twins a few years after starting PMG). You could tell by the way she
spoke about her family that they were her foundation, yet it also was clear
that she felt a deep sense of responsibility to the many others she was
serving. And that includes the members of PMG.

Creating a community of people who lift one another up hasn’t been
easy. Hala has had to establish norms to ensure that the group interacts with
one another with respect and dignity (the lowest point for her was during
and after the 2016 US presidential election, when there was great anger on
both sides). She has a team of twenty-seven volunteer moderators who help
her monitor conversations for violations of those norms. On occasion she’s
had to remove people from the group, and in a group as passionate and
personal as PMG, such action can generate harsh responses. Once a
disgruntled former member called a media outlet, which ran an unkind story
about Hala and the group without even calling her for her input. She
received hate mail and threats. At times, she even thought about quitting.
But the positive impact that PMG was having on the lives of so many
women always brought her back.

I asked Hala if there were any stories that really stood out. After a
pause, she replied, “There are so many.”

A few years ago, one of their members posted that her husband had just
taken his life and now, with no one to talk to, she was feeling suicidal. Hala
was about to go to sleep when she noticed the post. The group had created a
protocol for responding to people with suicidal thoughts, so she messaged
the woman right away and connected with her by phone. Five volunteers
from PMG immediately stepped up to become her in-person support team.



They set up a meal train. They took turns visiting so she was never alone on
weekends. And they became friends. The power of community saw her
through, and today she is thriving.

On another occasion an obstetrician member posted that she’d just
delivered a baby to a mom who had a rare but potentially fatal
complication: an amniotic fluid embolism, where some of the amniotic fluid
that surrounds the baby in utero makes its way into the mother’s
bloodstream. Within minutes of her post, a group of critical care doctors
began replying and suggesting interventions. It turned out the treatment the
new mother needed wasn’t available at the mother’s hospital, so someone
else in the group stepped in and arranged for a transfer to her hospital,
which was nearby. In the end, the patient’s life was saved. “MOMS SAVING
MOMS,” Hala posted the next day.

Hala also shared the wrenching story that began with a post about a
baby in hospice, posted by the physician mom of this ill child. She posted
poems and stories dedicated to her six-week-old that tore at the hearts of
everyone in the group. They offered to help. When the baby died, group
members offered to cover the bills, but the mom declined. Then they
learned she had two other children. So they tracked down her local library,
where the children’s wing was being renovated. Chipping in whatever they
could, they made a collective donation, and today there is a plaque there
outside the children’s reading room bearing a quote from one of the
mother’s original posts to the Physician Moms Group about her beloved
child.

Before forming PMG, Hala recalled, she had one child and one job and
was so stressed out. Now she has five kids and is busier than ever. But
because she’s so supported by the group, she is more emotionally available
to her family and to her patients. “I am such a better doctor now,” she told
me. “In this group, you strengthen your purpose as a friend, as a sister, as a
mom and wife. You use vulnerability to empower yourself.”

I kept thinking about Hala’s story for days after we spoke. What was so
striking to me was not only the scale of impact that she was having on so
many lives, but the positive effect she was having on her own life as a result
of serving others. She never said she’d been lonely before this experience,
but it was clear that social connection made possible by technology had
enhanced her work and family life. Given that our connections with people
are both our greatest source of fulfillment and also the ultimate performance



enhancer, it is incumbent on technology companies and a new generation of
humanistic entrepreneurs to imagine and design technology that
intentionally strengthens our connections with each other instead of
weakening them, that prioritizes quality in our interactions over quantity,
and that supports a healthy and engaged society.

On the Move

In the film Brooklyn, a young woman in the 1950s left her small hometown
in Ireland, where everyone knew everyone, and booked passage on a ship
across the Atlantic to Brooklyn. She was homesick and lonely but lived in a
boardinghouse with other immigrant women who shared meals together.
She met people at a dance, at her work, at a class suggested by a local
pastor, and gradually built a new community of people who looked out for
one another. None of those steps along her journey was easy or
comfortable. The transition took years, but this slow pace gave her and her
fellow immigrants the time to make friends with those going their way.

Today intercontinental transportation takes just hours. For those with
means, migration can happen overnight, and technology theoretically
allows them to keep in touch with those left behind. But what about their
need for community in their new life?

There’s a Chinese saying that just as distant water cannot help you with
a fire nearby, we need close neighbors even if we have faraway relatives.
Tom Tait related a similar sentiment, seeing social connection as an
essential element of disaster preparedness for Anaheim. Wherever we find
ourselves living, we need one another. I learned this lesson painfully
through the example of my uncle Rajesh.

I was in middle school when Rajesh came to stay with us in Miami. This
was not unusual, since we frequently had visitors from India. My parents
and these guests would stay up for hours sharing stories, and I loved
hearing about a country I knew only from a distance. Rajesh was different.
He didn’t have many stories to tell, yet he left the strongest impression on
me.

A gentle man with a quiet voice and a kind expression, Rajesh spoke
rarely, and mostly about engineering. “I build bridges,” he told me when he
realized that I didn’t know what a civil engineer did.



He was middle-aged and slightly stooped and wore suit pants and a
button-down shirt that always seemed big on him. Though he tried to slick
down his jet-black hair, it inevitably ended up flopping down over his thick
glasses. Rajesh didn’t smile much, but he wasn’t mean-spirited or cross.
There was an opacity to his expression that was hard to penetrate or
interpret.

Even though he was older, Rajesh was drawn by the prospect of living
the American dream and building a life of greater opportunity and
prosperity for his family. So when the opportunity arose—when he was
granted a visa after years of trying—he felt compelled to come. His plan
was to build a secure foundation, then bring his wife and grown children
over from India. I remember thinking how brave it was to leave a stable life
and begin a whole new one all alone in an unfamiliar country. Of course,
Rajesh was hardly the only person to make such a journey. Generations of
immigrants, including my parents, had come before him, and millions more
were on the move all over the world, many in harsher circumstances. But
those were distant tales. Rajesh’s story was unfolding right in front of me.

After I got home from school each day, Rajesh and I would keep each
other company. Our house was undergoing major renovations, and we’d
walk the construction site together. “You see that concrete beam that was
just poured?” he said one day.

“Yes,” I said, “they’re leaving it to dry and harden and then they can
build on top of it.”

Rajesh shared a step I had missed in my explanation. “Before they build
on it, they have to pour water on the concrete at intervals. Most of the
strength of concrete comes from watering during the days after the concrete
is poured.” For some reason, that fact always stuck with me.

But Rajesh’s awkwardness made new friendships challenging. We took
him to house parties, but social interactions didn’t come easy to him. Nor
did the logistics of his new environment. Rajesh had no car and the
unfamiliar suburbs of Miami were not simple to navigate. The day he
discovered a bus stop near our house, he decided to catch a bus the next
morning and explore the city, but when I came home from school that
afternoon, I found him still sitting at the bus stop. Miami’s public
transportation was less than reliable at the time, and Rajesh had waited
there all day, but no bus had shown up. Looking back, the image of him
waiting there was a heartbreaking metaphor for the loneliness of migration.



Rajesh was intelligent and experienced, and he spoke English, but he
had difficulty with the American accent and idioms, so communication was
hard. My family ultimately helped him secure a job through a family
friend’s architecture firm, and Rajesh moved into a house that he shared
with a young man in his thirties, who largely kept to himself, and a middle-
aged Russian woman and her young son. Having never had to adjust to
housemates before—much less three of them with completely different
cultural backgrounds from his own—Rajesh mostly stayed in his room
when not working.

Even as a kid I found this sad, but days turned to weeks, then months,
and Rajesh never complained. When he learned to drive, my father gave
him our aged blue Chevrolet Caprice Classic so he could get to and from
work on his own. He appeared to be enjoying his job, which gave him the
chance to immerse himself in the field he loved: engineering.

One day we learned that Rajesh had borrowed money from his boss to
pay for his daughter’s wedding in India. Like many traditional Indian
fathers, he considered it his duty to give his child a spectacular wedding.
But shortly after his daughter was married, Rajesh lost his job. He was told
that his skills weren’t a match with what the firm needed. He began
searching for new positions, but interviews were tough to get, and the few
he received never led to offers. Still, he could not bring himself to go home
to India and face his community there as a failure.

On a Sunday afternoon about six weeks into his search, our phone rang.
My sister and I were home alone, and I picked up the receiver.

“It’s Sofia,” Rajesh’s Russian housemate said in a deadpan voice. “He
hasn’t come out of his room today even though we knocked, and we’re not
sure what to do.”

I remember thinking that he must not have heard them. Rajesh was
extremely hard of hearing. He’d slept right through Hurricane Andrew as it
tore up South Florida in the summer of 1992. The rest of us huddled
together, praying as the wind howled and twisting metal screeched in the
darkness. Rajesh woke up the next morning and asked if the storm had
come.

“Why don’t you try really banging on the door, because he may not
have his hearing aids in,” I suggested to Sofia. She said she’d try, but when
that didn’t work, I got worried. Maybe he was sick. Or maybe he’d fallen
and knocked himself unconscious.



I asked her to call 911 and have emergency rescue break down his door.
She paused for a minute.

“Okay,” she said and hung up.
The wait felt like hours, but it was only about ten minutes before the

phone rang.
There was no emotion in Sofia’s voice. “They broke down the door and

found him hanging from the ceiling fan. He’s dead.”
I couldn’t speak. I’d experienced the deaths of a few close relatives due

to illness, but I had no idea how to think about or process suicide.
As it turned out, I wasn’t alone. No one in my family had seen Rajesh’s

death coming, and his loss hit all of us hard. Worst of all was my dad and
uncle having to make the dreaded call to Rajesh’s wife in India to tell her
the unthinkable had happened. We felt a sense of responsibility, given that
we were the only family Rajesh had had in the area. We couldn’t stop
wondering what we should have done to better support him. Were there
signs that we’d missed? This was one of my first lessons that we can’t
always tell from the outside how much pain people are in on the inside (a
lesson that plays out all the time with people who are lonely but don’t let it
show).

Rajesh’s death also caused me to reflect on the significance of my own
interactions with him. I used to assume that he thought of me as a small
child of little consequence. But if he was lonely, our brief conversations
about the concrete and other seemingly mundane things were likely far
more meaningful than I’d realized. The truth is, we never can tell when
small interactions with others might be significant to them—or to us.
Consider, for instance, the wisdom contained within Rajesh’s description of
the process of curing concrete. It took me years to see that, just as the
concrete draws most of its strength from the water poured on it in the days
after it’s placed, each of us gains our strength not by virtue of being born
but because of the love that is showered upon us in the days, months, and
years that follow. That love comes through our relationships with everyone
around us.

In the years that followed Rajesh’s death, my family and I tried to piece
together what had happened to estrange him from those sources of love and
support. Part of the pressure on him certainly stemmed from his role as the
male head of his family. He’d been under more stress than usual as he
searched for a new job, especially since he’d borrowed the money for his



daughter’s wedding. He could have returned to a life of relative comfort in
India, where he’d have a good job and be with his family, but he might have
viewed that option as an admission of failure.

Rajesh was no stranger to hard times. He’d been raised in the same
village where my father grew up, enduring poverty and illness, yet
somehow Rajesh completed school and secured a coveted seat in
engineering college. Against the odds, he’d worked his way up to a faculty
position at a prestigious engineering school. There was, however, one
glaring difference between Rajesh’s hardships of the past and his challenges
in Miami: dislocation had stripped him of his core social network.

In India, Rajesh had been surrounded by family and friends who knew
him well and would support him. He saw those people every day and had
known them for decades. He lived with his family, and people came to his
house all the time, which gave him the opportunity to see and talk to them
even when he didn’t seek them out.

In Miami, my father’s brother was the closest thing to a friend Rajesh
had, and a few months before Rajesh lost his job, my uncle had moved to
New Jersey. One might think Rajesh would lean on his relationships in
India for support, but in the 1990s a phone call to his wife could run several
dollars a minute. That was simply too much for a man struggling to make
ends meet. Plus, he might have been too embarrassed to tell his family
about his struggles to find work.

In retrospect, it’s clear to me that Rajesh must have been desperately
lonely. He never said anything about it to us, but then again, we weren’t his
confidantes. He didn’t have any in Miami.

Sadly, Rajesh’s story is not unique. In 2018, the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention reported that 54 percent of those who have died by
suicide have no diagnosis of mental illness. Even worse, it is estimated that
in 2016 there were 793,000 lives lost to suicide globally.25 While global
suicide rates are decreasing, in some countries the suicide rate has actually
been increasing in recent decades. The United States is among these
nations, having experienced a one-third increase in suicide mortality rates
between 1999–2017 with rates being particularly high in rural areas, among
men,26 and in certain refugee communities.27

The Forum, a London charity serving migrants and refugees, conducted
a small survey in 2014 where nearly 60 percent of its members viewed



loneliness and isolation as the biggest challenges they face in living away
from their home countries.28 Reading the list of contributing reasons for
their loneliness, I felt as if I were reading a detailed description of Rajesh’s
life in America:

Loss of family and friends

Lack of social networks

Language barriers

Lack of access to services and resources

Loss of status

Loss of identity

Loss of job or career

Cultural differences

Discrimination and stigma connected to being a foreigner

Isolating impact of government policies

The Forum report noted that life becomes especially difficult for
immigrants when these circumstances overlap, as they did for Rajesh, with
language barriers and cultural differences leading a cascade of losses, from
professional status to identity and ever more increasing isolation and shame
—with a heightened risk of illness and death. Those who are also elderly,
impoverished, or struggling with other mental health issues are most
vulnerable of all, but children, too, are at risk because they’re often bullied
and teased for looking and sounding different from their classmates.

That hostility is evident in racist and anti-immigrant rhetoric in Europe
and the US, and in violent attacks on immigrant communities. To be a
refugee or asylum seeker, to be foreign—noticeably different from the
majority around you—can mean being stigmatized and threatened, out of
sync and out of place. As one woman told The Forum: “I felt remarkably
unwelcome in the UK. There was a distinct feeling that you, as a foreigner,
were not welcome.”

The Forum has found that keeping people active and connected with
activities like mentoring and volunteer activities can make a dramatic



difference in reducing immigrants’ loneliness.29 However, the surging pace
of migration makes it very difficult for support organizations to keep up
with the need.

According to the UN International Organization for Migration, 3.5
percent of the world’s total population, or 272 million people, lived outside
their home countries in 2019. They included more than twenty-eight million
refugees.30 Another sixty-six million adults in 2015 planned to move
permanently to another country within the next year for reasons that
included religious and ethnic persecution, war, violence, and human rights
violations. Climate change, too: eighteen million people in 135 countries
were displaced in 2017 by weather-related disasters. And these data don’t
even include the millions of “internal migrants” around the world who
relocate far from home within their own countries.31

China alone has an estimated 241 million internal migrants, most
between the ages of sixteen and forty, who move from the countryside to
cities to work in factories and construction.32 Like overseas immigrants
elsewhere, these rural transplants face an intense pressure to succeed,
coupled with both unofficial and official discrimination in the cities, where
they’re denied many of the services granted to urban citizens.33 34 China’s
migrants are known as the “floating people,” or liudong renkou. And
together with the country’s single “empty nest youth,” who are less mobile
but just as emotionally isolated, they represent a new so-called loneliness
economy that’s spreading throughout Asia.

Thanks to the loneliness economy, karaoke, a popular group activity in
Asia, can now be performed in a karaoke booth for one at the mall. Hot pot,
or shabu-shabu, is a meal where a family or other group cooks their meal
together in one large pot of boiling broth, but according to the South China
Morning Post, a Hong Kong restaurant chain now features “one person one
pot”—and it’s seen its shares triple in a year. Lonely people can purchase
robotic companions and pets, or they can play with virtual app-based
friends, such as Tabikaeru, the Travel Frog, who stars in a popular Japanese
smartphone game. Like a pal who’s off on holiday, Travel Frog sends
players photographs and souvenirs from different travel destinations. Some
say that the fact that the frog travels alone is part of what endears him to his
single human friends. As of early 2018, Chinese players accounted for 95
percent of the ten million downloads of Tabikaeru.



The loneliness economy has a more human face in Japan, where the
population is aging and young people are delaying marriage and
parenthood. Japan’s birth rate today is the lowest it’s been in modern
history. Two out of five Japanese households are expected to be singles by
2040.35 The need for company is so great that one popular service in Tokyo
allows customers to hire companions to join them for meals or activities.36

Many of these loneliness economy offerings may seem extreme, but the
fact that business is booming points to a need that all of us must attend to,
no matter where we live. If we want to connect in a more dispersed world,
we have to push past our instinctual habits and reticence. Transplants living
far from their comfort zones may appear fine on the outside, but
displacement can cause a series of stresses that build over time and can be
lonely and isolating. A helping hand and a friendly word—coupled with the
recognition that we all have more in common than meets the eye—can
make a life-changing difference.

On Earth

One modern trend that’s spurring global loneliness might seem like purely
good news: there are more elderly people than ever, and they’re living
longer. Who doesn’t want a longer life? Like technology and increased
mobility, however, this trend is a mixed blessing. With advanced age come
health challenges and other losses. Today’s oldest seniors have outlived
partners, friends, and loved ones—even grown children. Many have
physical disabilities. And many live in relative isolation.

The problem can be particularly acute in rapidly modernizing countries
like China and Korea, where those young “floating people” often leave their
elders behind. Traditionally in these societies, seniors held a place of
respect and honor. They lived at the top of multigeneration households,
shared their wisdom and life experiences, and were integrated into the daily
lives of younger generations. Left-behind seniors who were raised to expect
this reverence and care, then, can feel abandoned and betrayed. They may
fall into despair. In South Korea, rates of suicide among the elderly more
than quintupled from 1990 to 2009, and as of 2017, they remained the
highest among industrialized nations.37 In Taiwan, seniors take their own



lives twice as often as any other age group. And in China, suicide rates
among elderly city-dwellers have more than doubled since the 1990s.38

Meanwhile, in the west, elders are more accustomed to living alone, but
this can make it both embarrassing and challenging when they do need help.
Their family members may not be accustomed to supporting them and may
not be helpful. Social services are just beginning to address a need that’s
only going to intensify as last century’s baby boomers get ever older. In the
US, boomers make up around one-quarter of the population,39 and the first
of them hit retirement age back in 2011.40 It is questionable even whether
social services can begin to replace the role that extended family has played
for the elderly—and vice versa—in eras past.

Older people can serve as an indispensable anchor for their families,
reminding them of shared history, traditions, and rituals that help to secure a
sense of belonging and identity. Yet the vast majority of Americans do not
live in multigenerational households. And as the elderly increase in age,
their peer group dwindles and their risk of loneliness eventually begins to
rise.

Like so many in this age group, Anne has been struggling with loneliness
ever since her husband died. That was two years ago. Now she lives alone
in the modest suburban home where they raised their three sons. She’s slim
and petite, her gray hair in a fashionable bob. At eighty-eight, she seems
strong on her feet. She walks regularly on a trail near her house in the
California Bay Area, and she still drives. Though somewhat reserved, she
loves to talk about her husband, James, and the family they raised together.

Back in the day, she’ll say, the house was a hurricane of activity, and
Anne liked it that way. Weekends were busy with neighborhood get-
togethers, attending the boys’ games, and entertaining James’s associates
from the newspaper where he worked. James was gregarious and generous,
and Anne was engaged in the community. Then came grandparenthood.
Their sons were attentive, and all settled nearby, so Anne never felt much
loneliness after the nest emptied.

It helped that she and James were physically active, healthy, and deeply
committed to each other. Married since 1956, they remained very much in
love. And Anne cherished the mutual support they gave each other. “It was
like there was someone there who’s got your back. They’ll be there for you
no matter what.”



James’s retirement gave them more time to spend together. James took
up painting, and both of them loved having their grandchildren over. They
also had plenty of friends.

Yet as they grew older, many of these friends succumbed to cancer or
heart disease, and their social network shrank. Then, in 2012, James’s
health began to slip. He started to feel out of breath and weak. After he had
a fall, he needed constant care, and the stress started to impact Anne’s
health as well.

Finally, they decided to move James into a facility that could give him
around-the-clock care. Anne hadn’t lived alone in nearly sixty years, and it
took some time to adjust, but she kept herself busy managing James’s care.
She took him to appointments and spent most days at his side. As the
months passed, more of their old friends died, and so did many of the
residents of the care facility.

After about two years in the care facility, James passed, too. He was
eighty-nine.

As much as Anne had prepared herself, his death stunned her. It hasn’t
gotten easier with time. Her sons take turns coming by, and they help with
the house and the yard. The grandchildren, most of them now teenagers,
come when they can, but they’re busy with sports and friends and all the
many cultural and technological changes that, for them, are as easy to
manage as breathing.

For Anne, change is increasingly difficult, which is a real problem
because age changes everything. “It’s like you’ve been vibrantly planning
ahead,” she says, “and then you’re not anymore.” It’s easy to feel left out,
and it’s hard to catch up.

As sharp and youthful as her mind is, Anne’s low voice is getting raspy
with age. She was recently diagnosed with breast cancer, though it’s slow-
moving and doesn’t yet warrant aggressive treatment. She has less energy
and isn’t able to do as much as she used to. And she doesn’t know how
much longer she’ll be able to maintain her independence.

“It’s a bit of a lost feeling,” she says. “Wow, mortality has always been
there. But it always seemed so far off.” It makes her feel lonely to face it
alone.

Sophie Andrews is well acquainted with seniors like Anne. Andrews is the
president of Silver Line, a call center for the elderly in the UK whose motto



is: “No question too big, no problem too small, no need to be alone.”
The Silver Line has fielded two million calls since starting in 2013 with

the number of calls increasing 10 percent every month, all by word of
mouth. “There’s such a stigma to loneliness,” she said. “For many people,
we’re the only place they can talk to someone.”

There’s a pattern to the calls that the Silver Line receives. Daytime calls
are informational. Callers want to know how to find a service or connect
with other seniors. In the evening, Andrews said, “We become like a friend
on the sofa . . . People call to say good night.” Later at night, “people are
more emotionally challenged. They’re lonely. Then in the morning, they
call to say good morning, to have someone to talk to.”

But the Silver Line can only help those who call in. And many seniors,
especially those who survived World War II and have always prided
themselves on their self-reliance, view any request for help as an admission
of failure. Their reluctance to reach out is often intensified by the fear that
they’ll be viewed as a burden by their families, that they’ll be forced to
move into a new living situation, perhaps leaving homes and familiar
surroundings that have become entwined with their identity. Faced with the
threat of losing their cherished independence, many seniors “choose”
instead to suffer in silence with their loneliness.

Others, though, are discovering that there’s social strength in their rising
numbers. This was the thought that occurred to a group of aging friends in
Boston back in 1999. What, they asked one another, if we joined together as
one another’s support system?

This was the beginning of what’s come to be known as the Village
Movement, now encompassing more than 350 local senior-driven
nonprofits across the country.

The one thing the Beacon Hill founders knew was that they did not want
to move—or be forced to move—from their own homes into a nursing
home. So they formed a membership community called Beacon Hill Village
with the mission of helping one another to “prosper from directing our lives
and creating our own future.” As a Village, they secure help with the daily
challenges of life, from rides to doctors’ appointments to grocery shopping
and housekeeping. They also share referrals to trusted professionals, from
plumbers to financial advisors. And perhaps most important of all, they



gather regularly to share programs of mutual interest, including workshops,
concerts, and volunteer activities.

Beacon Hill inspired hundreds of other Villages around the country,
including the San Francisco Village, which has a network of small,
hyperlocal Neighborhood Circles organized by zip code. This
organizational principle fosters a strong local, neighborhood connection
that’s especially valuable in San Francisco, a city where increasing
gentrification and displacement threaten to further isolate older adults.

When I spoke with Kate Hoepke, the executive director of San
Francisco Village, she told me that their programs are specifically aimed at
helping members “navigate today’s changing cultural and economic San
Francisco” so that they stay engaged and involved not just with one another
but also with the city around them. Programs include mentorship exchanges
with high school students and gig economy classes. Many are organized and
hosted by the members themselves, which taps into the culture of
reciprocity that is a core part of the Village ethos.

“As a member,” Kate told me, “one may ask and give help. Reciprocity
means that you are depending on others to age in place. That sense of
collective need is part of what fuels social connection at the San Francisco
Village.”

At seventy-one, Judy Jacobs has been a member of San Francisco
Village for several years now. She likens it to college for older people.
“You’re going to get out of it what you put in.”

In the beginning, she recalled, she took a workshop on brain health. “It
met every week, and some of those women are now my closest friends. It’s
like we’re a gang. It’s because we saw each other every week.”

Some of the most valuable programs, Judy’s found, are those that help
members learn to tell their stories, whether through writing or art or oral
storytelling. “People want to share their story,” she said. “I think that all of
us want to know that we matter and that we’ve touched each other’s lives.”

There was something so universal about what she described, a moving
description of the human yearning to connect.

On Edge



Alas, one more change stoking the current trends of loneliness is the
politicized climate of distrust and division that hangs over much of the
world. While many factors play into this polarization, social disconnection
is an important root cause.

In the same way that healthy connections help us work through
challenges in a relationship, strong human connections can help us work
through societal challenges. Communities around the world are dealing
with pressing problems like climate change, terrorism, poverty, and racial
and economic inequities. Addressing these issues requires dialogue and
cooperation. But even as we live with increasing diversity, it’s easier than
ever to restrict our contact, both online and off, to people who resemble us
in appearance, views, and interests. That makes it easy to dismiss people for
their beliefs or affiliations when we don’t know them as human beings. The
result is a spiral of disconnection that’s contributing to the unraveling of
civil society today.

It’s a vicious cycle. When we’re disconnected, we have a hard time
listening to each other. We tend to judge quickly and assume the worst
about people who disagree with us. This makes working together to
overcome challenges increasingly difficult. Then the more problems we
face, the angrier we get, which fuels the cycle of fear and distrust that
stokes alienation and a sense of estrangement from society as a whole. How
did it come to this?

One factor is our social geography. Today a majority of Americans live
in the suburbs, and the numbers are growing.41 But according to the Pew
Research Center, 68 percent of current suburbanites are white, compared
with just 44 percent of city dwellers. That sets up a racial disconnect
between urban and suburban populations.42 Even in urban centers, people
often live in neighborhoods that are segregated by race or socioeconomic
status.

Meanwhile, many people have seen their real wages remain stagnant
amid rising income inequality, and millions of Americans in cities,
suburbia, and rural areas alike are struggling with poverty and without
good-paying jobs. This has steeped fear and resentment not only among
those who feel that they’ve lost status they’re entitled to, but also among
those who feel that they’ve been too long excluded from their fair share. We
hear this resentment boil over online, in street protests, on talk radio, and in
government. In 2018, one major poll found that 79 percent of American



adults are concerned that the “negative tone and lack of civility in
Washington will lead to violence or acts of terror.”43 The poll found that
sentiment was shared by strong majorities across the political spectrum,
ages, income levels, education, and regions. This pulsing undercurrent of
anxiety pushes us all to our set positions, talking with one another less and
accusing one another more, understanding one another less and feeling ever
more isolated.

Yet it doesn’t have to be like this. Thanks in part to technology, we have
more means today than ever before to engage and discover our common
ground with people who are different from us. There is a growing
movement afoot to restore civil discourse and engage people in healthy
debate to overcome the prejudices and the divergent viewpoints and lived
experiences that divide us. The goal is not to resolve these problems
overnight but to help us face them together.

Dr. John Paul Lederach is an international peace builder and expert in
conflict resolution who’s given a great deal of thought to the mechanisms
that pull people together and tear them apart. “The challenge of the
remainder of our century,” he told me bluntly, “is how are we as a global
family going to attend to the basic fundamentals of creating the right of
belonging? There isn’t a community that doesn’t face this.”

So, what’s needed?
For Lederach, the first step is to promote a mutual sense of belonging.

That means meeting and serving people where they live, by physically
going to their homes or neighborhoods. “When you go to where people live
and you sit with them, you actually begin collective empathy—you see the
world from how they perceive and live it,” John Paul told me.

Accessing this vantage point is especially important, he said, when
meeting people who are different from you, with whom you want to build
connection in spite of fear or distrust. Only this way can we truly begin to
appreciate the context of one another’s lives.

John Paul’s remarks reminded me that the relationship between doctor
and patient used to be much more intimate and informed when doctors still
made house calls. My own experience in residency doing home visits taught
me their value. I remember visiting a frail elderly woman in her house
outside of Boston. We’d seen each other several times in clinic, but my
visiting her at home shifted the power dynamic. Now I was paying her a
call. I’d made the effort to get there. This was her turf.



The trust she afforded me grew as she felt more seen and understood as
a person and not just as a patient. At her home I met members of her family
and saw other reflections of her life as a whole—pictures of special
moments with her family, the books on her shelf, memorabilia that sat on
her side table. My appreciation for her as a whole person grew more in that
one visit than it would have in ten clinic visits.

I learned more about her health, as well, because she was more
comfortable telling me about her concerns, including issues like family
members she was worried about and problems she was having with repairs
in her house. These challenges weren’t medical, but they nevertheless
affected her condition. The fact that modern medicine has largely done
away with house calls doesn’t change the fact that the best way to see
patients as whole human beings is to meet them where they live.

“A lot of our isolation,” John Paul said, “is the degree to which people
feel invisible. Invisibility brings with it a deep ambiguity of not being
located. So, when you come and show up and have concern and
conversation from their location, you’re rehumanizing the situation that has
lost that connection at a very deep level.”

That humanization is the beginning of belonging, and when we share
space together we promote a mutual sense of belonging. This is one reason
why communities have historically made sure to build intentionally shared
spaces into their towns and cities. Throughout the world, dwellings have
clustered around public squares where town-wide events from markets and
bazaars to concerts were held. In colonial times, American communities
were built around the village green, where children played and everyone got
to know one another. When Sir Ebenezer Howard became one of the
earliest modern urban planners in the 1880s, his idea of utopia was a self-
contained community surrounded by parks and separate from industry and
agriculture. These towns would be managed by the citizens who shared an
economic interest in them, forging a distinct sense of community belonging.
This ideal was another casualty of the rise of suburbia and the dominance of
car culture over people culture.

When people occupy the same space, John Paul said, spending time
there and sharing both the responsibility and the rewards from it, everyone
becomes grounded together. He pointed to the community gardening
movement as a perfect example. Around the world, people are growing
fruits and vegetables together, creating a shared stake in public and private



plots of earth. “That sort of imagination helps [address] a deep sense of
ungroundedness, which seems to be a part of our modern society.”

What John Paul described points to an important challenge of our time.
Given the many trends like migration and virtual work and commerce,
which make community harder to build and prioritize, we need physical
common ground even more than ever in the form of spaces where we come
together to live, work, play, and belong.

But what about feuding groups who refuse to share space, whose distrust
for each other has ignited into fear and anger? That fear and anger blunt our
empathy and concern for one another. They increase the distance between
us, fueling a sense of disconnection. Historically, this was how wars
fomented, since it was easy to demonize an enemy one was never going to
encounter personally except on the battleground. But this formula for
conflict has ramped up with the advent of 24/7 broadcasting and social
media.

Today’s technology creates the illusion that we do know our enemies.
We see them, we hear them in our own homes every day, at any hour we
choose to look. The versions that we “know” are often deceptive and
unidimensional, yet we believe what we see and hear even when the videos
are completely fabricated. As a result, the people we learn to fear seem both
closer and even scarier than they ever used to. Whether we’re talking about
Republican vs. Democrat animosity or conflicts in the Middle East, a sense
of imminent threat makes our world feel less safe and hospitable. It erodes
our sense that we all belong here.

This anxiety may not initially feel like the loneliness we associate with
isolation. It can feel like passionate—if negative—engagement. But the
natural response to protect ourselves in the face of threat is to close down
and prejudge others, instead of opening up and giving them the benefit of
the doubt. We can’t listen to another point of view nearly as well when
we’re angry and scared—we all know this from our personal conflicts. And
that drives us apart. Too often, we’re also filled with contempt, which poses
a big obstacle when we try to come together.

Much of this, according to a 2014 series of studies published in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences,44 is fueled by a cognitive
bias known as “motive attribution asymmetry,” which tells us that our
beliefs are grounded in love, while our opponents’ are based on hatred. The



studies found that this bias applies to Israelis who believe they are fighting
out of love for their people, while Palestinians are driven by hatred—and
vice versa. The same bias infects both Democrats and Republicans in
America, who believe that their own fervor is driven by “love of this
country” while wondering why the other party “hates us.”

The contempt that results from this type of bias is visceral and
righteous, feeding not just intolerance but also the same emotional stew that
makes loneliness so toxic. If you must deal with people who believe you’re
driven by hatred, you’re bound to feel rejected and frustrated. But if you’re
confronting someone you believe is driven by hatred, then your stress levels
spike out of fear and distrust.

In the same way that having a stressful job or dealing with financial
hardship can drain us of the energy we need to nourish our personal
relationships, so, too, does the stress of generalized fear and anger take a
toll, which I think of as an emotional tax. This insidious but dangerous tax
may register as weariness and despair over the nightly news. It may sap the
energy we have available for constructive engagement. It may compromise
our tolerance and patience even in interactions with family and friends.

This emotional tax can blind us to the presence of positive relationships
and make us feel either as if we’re disconnected from everyone or as if all
our encounters are negative. Whether in a condo building disagreement, a
city council debate, or deliberations in national legislative bodies like
Congress, such alienation makes it exceedingly difficult to find realistic
solutions to conflicts. Almost all problem solving requires compromise, and
we’re much more likely to seek and accept compromise if we can identify
with the people on the other side of a dispute. Otherwise, we’ll just dig in
our heels and demand an all-or-nothing outcome, which only deepens the
conflict and our own alienation.

John Paul Lederach is extremely familiar with such standoffs from his
peace-building work in Colombia, the Philippines, Nepal, and several
countries in East and West Africa. I wondered if some of the methods he
uses to mediate disputes in war zones could be applied at home.

I asked him how we can move beyond our differences to engage in the
meaningful dialogue that allows us to share space without exploding.

“We need to befriend,” he said. “We need to come at friendship as a
verb.”

How does he define that friendship?



“Authenticity,” he said. “Authenticity is about reaching and revealing,
being real with each other. A level of honesty and commitment to
relationship that permits people to stay in connection in spite of difference
and diversity.”

In conflict zones, John Paul told me, people are not only deeply
polarized but they have traumatic long-term knowledge of threats and
abuses against other members of their families. In places like Nepal or
Colombia, he said, the grudges and accusations go back multiple
generations. Groups have been raised to view each other as threats. Those
antagonisms calcify over time and are very difficult to soften.

“One of the things we’re working on,” he said, “is trust and cohesion.
Enough trust that people can reach and reveal—they can have a greater
honesty or authenticity to where their concerns and fears can sit. Reaching
is going beyond that fear of the other—or the stigma the in-group has
placed on the other.”

“Reach and reveal,” John Paul says, “are the pillars that create the
capacity for civic engagement and democracy, that have to be present for
there to be a vibrant community. I think the real quality of friendship is that
you stay connected, in spite of difference.”

But how can we apply this to our homegrown conflicts?
He gave me an easy prescription from his other work, as a professor at

the University of Notre Dame. “My proposal to students is that they look
across their classes and campus and locate a person who is somewhat
different. Then find a way to reach out and see if they’d be willing to go out
to coffee or tea.”

The purpose of reaching out, he emphasized, is not to try to change their
mind, “not to try to put forward your view or hear them so you can develop
better arguments.”

No, he said. The purpose is simply to meet and find common ground so
that you can build the trust you need “to reconstitute the fabric of
friendship.” To do this, it’s important to “start small but to commit to a
higher quality of presence in relationship.”

And to demonstrate this commitment, John Paul gives his students three
basic challenges:

1. Listen to understand.



2. Speak from the heart.

3. Stay at it. For the rest of your life. Persist.

“I have this phrase ‘moving together,’” John Paul said. “You don’t
worry about moving the whole, you worry about getting a few people to
move together against gravity.”

Moving together against gravity. I could hardly think of a better
description for the unlikely relationship that was pivotal in moving Derek
Black, the child of KKK believers, to turn away from white nationalism and
to embrace people across cultures.

Matthew Stevenson, one of Derek’s first friends outside the movement,
is an Orthodox Jew who hosted Shabbat dinners at New College when he
and Derek were students there. Both went on to graduate school, Derek in
history and Matthew in business, but their friendship remains a pivotal
accomplishment in both their lives.

“How did you begin to bridge the divide?” I asked when we spoke in
2019.

Matthew recalled living across the hall from Derek in the dorm. “He
would play guitar and played country-and-western. I’d sometimes go along
and listen to him play or sing along. This was before anyone knew anything
about Derek’s background, but I was wearing a yarmulke, so I was pretty
open about who I was.”

Derek remembered watching a movie with Matthew and other people in
his dorm room, and they had a class together. They were friendly to each
other but not yet close. Derek still considered himself a white nationalist.
He just didn’t talk about it.

When Derek’s secret finally got out, he was in Germany for a semester
abroad. An upperclassman back on campus posted an online photograph of
Derek with the tag: “Derek Black: white supremacist, radio host . . . New
College student???”

“When the story came out that Derek’s father was the founder of
Stormfront,” Matthew said, “obviously it was a big shock.” The campus
was in a furor. Most of Derek’s classmates were irate that they’d been
misled. Yet, when Derek returned from Germany, Matthew reached out and
invited him to his Shabbat dinner. And he persuaded other friends to join
them—without confrontation.



“That took courage,” I said. “What were your expectations?”
Matthew’s reply was simple but profound. “I have a fundamental belief

that at the root of every person is a spark of the Creator. There’s something
that binds everyone. Even if they are behaving in ways I find reprehensible,
we still share a common humanity. And that can’t be erased. Even if
someone is doing things that are really against me or harming me or society,
I feel somewhat of a responsibility to that person.”

When I asked how he’d come to this extraordinary worldview, Matthew
said that his mother had been an alcoholic and took him with her as a boy to
Alcoholics Anonymous meetings. “I saw a lot of people who had been in
very dark places in their lives. There was a guy who unintentionally ran
over his son when he was drunk in the driveway. Many of those people I
saw transform their lives, from tornados of vulnerability to beacons of
hope.”

He paused. “So there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that people like Derek
can transform.”

Just as John Paul Lederach would have recommended, Matthew reached
out not to persuade but to befriend. “I told everyone at the dinner not to
bring up his political views, because I didn’t want it to become a shouting
match. I thought it would be a unique opportunity to get to know him. My
guess was that Derek didn’t have many opportunities growing up to get
exposed to the people that white nationalism condemned.”

I asked Derek how he remembered that first dinner.
“I expected there would be a group confrontation,” he admitted. “But

then there wasn’t a confrontation.”
“I knew we had common interests, like music and history,” Matthew

said. “I don’t think I would have invited Derek had I not had those previous
interactions with him, and I don’t think he would have accepted.”

To my amazement, Derek said he was moved to accept in part because it
was a Shabbat dinner. “This changed the context of the conversation and
how we were interacting. This is a sacred moment that you shouldn’t mess
up that way.”

And then there were more Shabbat dinners. And Derek became one of
the regulars, along with students of color and others who were immigrants,
Jews, or members of the LGBTQ community. Afterward, Matthew and
Derek would hang out. Matthew didn’t go to parties on Fridays because of
Shabbat. “And Derek wasn’t really welcome at parties, so we’d end up



spending lots of one-on-one time together, just talking in my living room.
But white nationalism was the elephant in the room for two years.”

I couldn’t help asking, “Did you ever have an urge to discuss the
elephant in the room?”

“I was very curious,” Matthew admitted. “I had experienced getting spit
on, shoved for anti-Semitic reasons when I was traveling. It wasn’t an
abstract idea to me. But I figured that if I brought it up, it would lead to
defensiveness. I thought it was more important for him to come to those
dinners than me satisfying my curiosity.”

“Initially,” Derek said, “it was important that we didn’t argue because
we wouldn’t change each other’s minds. I can see why it took so long to be
open about it.”

“What did you share?”
“Derek’s father had been sick,” Matthew recalled. “When my mom was

diagnosed with cancer, we spoke about that experience. We spoke about
religion and spirituality, but we never specifically broached the topic of
white nationalism. I didn’t want it to define our friendship, so I figured I’d
wait for Derek to bring it up.”

Matthew did nudge the issue, however. After he learned that Derek was
scheduled to join his father and speak at a Stormfront conference, Matthew
asked him, “What are you up to this weekend?” Derek told him he was
going to Tennessee for a family reunion.

One person who was not concerned about engaging directly with Derek
was Matthew’s suitemate Allison. She had originally stopped coming to the
Shabbat dinners when Matthew decided to invite Derek, but eventually she
came back. Because she was white and not Jewish and therefore not a
person targeted by white nationalism, she felt she needed to take on the role
of talking explicitly with Derek about his beliefs. “She would ask me how I
could hold my beliefs and also go to these Shabbat dinners. Wasn’t there a
conflict there?” Derek recalled. Over countless private conversations, she
asked him to examine and explain his beliefs.

In time, those beliefs began to shift. By the end of college, many of his
closest friends were precisely the kinds of people he had been told to hate
earlier in life. “It became more and more incompatible. I got to the point
where I had to condemn my own family beliefs and leave it.” Allison, who
had become Derek’s girlfriend by then, told him it wasn’t enough to quietly
give up his beliefs. He had to announce it explicitly.



Derek publicly renounced white supremacy by writing an article that
went viral. That was when Derek and Matthew finally talked. Derek related
how the conversation finally began: “I remember asking you, ‘I’m pretty
sure you’re aware of my family stuff, but we’ve never talked about it. Are
you aware?’ And Matthew responded, ‘Yes. Obviously.’” Over drinks at a
bar, they unpacked everything that had happened in the past two years—
Derek’s past, as well as his journey, and the profound impact those Shabbat
dinners had had on his transformation.

Still, for Derek, it took time to fully own the person he had become. To
his surprise, he found that it helped to tell his story to journalist Eli Saslow
for a book about his transformation. “I thought the reaction would be quite
negative, since I had come from something so negative. However, I realized
that I could explain what had happened.” When he looked at the story from
all sides, he found a deeper understanding of both the forces that had
shaped his childhood and the forces that had led to his change. “I could be
open with the good and the bad. And in the process of doing that, it was
actually more comfortable.”

Derek’s transformation has come with a personal cost, though. The
feelings of anger and hurt that his family experienced after his public
renouncement of white nationalism are still raw. When we spoke, he was
down in Florida visiting his parents and walking that long road to
rehabilitating the deeply damaged relationship. This is a reality of being
human . . . that we have the capacity to love people—family, friends, and
strangers—even if we profoundly disagree with them.

I was speaking with sociologist and author Dr. Parker J. Palmer one day
when I realized that the layer of trust, acceptance, and common ground that
Matthew and Derek established before they ever talked politics exemplifies
what the French historian of the 1800s Alexis de Tocqueville described as
prepolitical association.

Palmer, who founded the Center for Courage and Renewal to facilitate
fellowship across divisions and differences, was describing de Tocqueville’s
observations of our society and political system in Democracy in America.
“He said that American democracy could not thrive without the prepolitical
layer of voluntary associations in which people gather in various forms of
community—family, friendship groups, classrooms, workplaces, religious
communities, and civic spaces.” What happens in these gatherings, Palmer



said, is that people “remind themselves of their connectedness with one
another and create a million microdemocracies upon which the
macrodemocracy depends.”

By “macrodemocracy,” he meant more than just voting. He meant civic
engagement and participation. If I’m connected to the children in my
neighborhood, I may be motivated to go to a school board meeting, even if I
don’t have kids. If I have friends who can’t drive, I’m more likely to engage
in a campaign for better public transportation. If I participate in a
community garden, I’ll probably pay more attention to zoning changes that
might open up or eliminate green space. Being connected to others gives us
a stake in more than our own interests. It expands those interests to include
our whole community and thus increases our motivation to work together.

By the same token, the absence of connection that accompanies
loneliness makes us less likely to participate in civic engagement. We tend
to ignore or shrug off problems that don’t affect anyone we know. Why help
clean up a park in a stranger’s neighborhood? Why pay attention to rent
control issues if we know no one who rents? Why even bother voting if we
don’t know anyone who might be affected by the ballot choices? This is
why the kind of microdemocracy that de Tocqueville described matters so
much: because it gives everyone a shared stake in the future.

What Matthew and Derek and their college friends established was
indeed a microdemocracy. Without it, they might never have been able to
overcome their political differences. And Derek would have continued to
ignore and denigrate the views of anyone who contradicted the white
nationalist mind-set. Derek had remarked on this, too, when he told me his
college friendships had transformed his view of the link between
community and persuasion.

As a white nationalist, he’d assumed that persuasion was a matter of
reason, data, and arguments, and that people joined communities after being
persuaded. Thanks to Matthew, he came to understand that the reverse is
actually true: “You find your community first, then you get persuaded.”

This simple insight has enormous potential ramifications for many of
the entrenched conflicts that are tearing our society apart today. The way to
get people to find common ground on reproductive rights, climate change,
and criminal justice is not necessarily to talk first and hear everyone’s
arguments. Instead, it’s to establish relationships between those who
disagree—relationships where people meet first as fellow human beings,



not as political positions. Derek’s right: once we find points of shared value
and concern, our minds and hearts open to each other. And that’s when we,
too, can “move together against gravity.”

Our politicians used to understand this. Until fairly recently, members
of all parties in Congress would meet at school functions because their kids
went to the same schools. They played softball or met at the gym. They
attended many of the same parties. But now representatives travel back to
their districts on weekends, their families often stay in their home state, and
socializing across ideological lines is viewed as betrayal. As a result,
Palmer’s “prepolitical layers of association” have frayed and increasingly
are being replaced by “postpolitical” connections that require agreement
before connection. This imposes disconnection, making it ever more
difficult for politicians to work with each other. Meanwhile, the entire
country is stuck in gridlock.

Sadly, Palmer said, many Americans today subscribe to Derek’s original
view: “As long as you act, look, think like us, you can join.” And when this
is the price of belonging, the only alternative is: “You can say or do
anything you want, but no one is paying any attention.”

He seemed to be describing the difference between traditional and
individualistic cultures. “But it sounds,” I said, thinking of the third-bowl
model, “as if you think there’s a third way.”

The Center for Courage and Renewal,45 Palmer acknowledged, was
trying to craft a different way of being together in community. “Being alone
together. A community of solitude where people are paying attention.”
What happens in this community is that people tell their stories, and others
bear witness—seeing them, hearing them, allowing them to feel known and
visible in a safe shared space, without being challenged by the others.
Palmer was talking about creating another structural element of third-bowl
culture, much as Buettner did with moais and Tom Tait did with kindness.

The power of personal stories, he emphasized, should not be
underestimated. They humanize large complex issues and bring seemingly
overwhelming problems—and solutions—down to scale. They bring people
together as partners in solving problems that they might not otherwise
realize they have in common. “The big story of a social issue is too chilly
for human habitation. Connecting to the little story of an individual life
warms the big story up—and allows it to shed light on the big story, which



helps people understand the significance of their own experience.” In other
words, only by sharing our individual stories can we connect and begin to
heal our divided society.

But it’s not easy to get people today to quiet themselves and restrain the
impulse to interrupt and challenge, to listen with respect and openness to
unfamiliar stories. That’s why Palmer’s center sets clear rules for
togetherness. “One of the rules is that you can’t correct each other, but once
people get into it, they love it. It clears the field for a completely different
kind of conversation.”

It’s a conversation of fellowship, he says, because after people have
been “alone together,” they feel less threatened by each other. “Strangers do
not have horns. They do not bring danger. They carry news from another
place that we need to know.”

By redefining what it means to “be alone together,” Parker said, we can
overcome our prejudices and bridge the gap between love and fear. “When
you create a safe space where people can tell their stories, people break out
of their social isolation.”

But “safety” is the watchword. A community of this sort needs a
facilitator, and that person needs to understand the risks and have “the
courage to throw themselves in front of something bad happening before
there is a train wreck—because if there is a train wreck, most of the people
will not trust the safe space again and won’t come back.”

Palmer told me this is why the center discourages leaders from
describing their gatherings with terms like “family” or “friends,” both of
which presume a close affiliation that can threaten or discourage people
who feel different. “It worries me a lot when I hear churches talking about
‘the church family,’” he said. “You shouldn’t collapse yourself into the
family imagery. You have the opportunity to be a bridge between private
and public life.”

To illustrate what he meant, Palmer told me about some of the clergy
who’d taken the center’s leadership training and returned home to create
sponsored safe spaces where teenagers and police could meet alone together
—with potentially lifesaving results. “By telling each other stories, the next
time they meet on the street, it’s a different kind of meeting. The results are
felt outside the walls of that experience.”

Palmer admitted that this approach is unlikely to work with members of
society at extreme polar opposites. With rare exceptions like Derek Black,



extremists tend to be so invested in their positions that their only interest is
in conversion, not conversation. But in Palmer’s estimation, extremists left
and right account for less than 40 percent of the population. “Max out those
numbers, and you still have 60 percent in the middle, which is more than
enough to make significant positive change.”

The bottom line is that we all long to connect. “There are two basic
human yearnings,” Palmer said. “To feel at home in one’s own skin and to
feel at home on this wonderful earth. To only connect with your own ego is
to be in a very lonely place. Our sense of self is a communal construct.
Whether you put it theologically or biologically, we are created for
community. Without community, we struggle. It’s as if we didn’t have
oxygen to breathe.”



Chapter 5

Unmasking Loneliness

Who knows what true loneliness is—not the conventional word, but the naked terror? To the
lonely themselves it wears a mask.

—Joseph Conrad, Under Western Eyes

Loneliness is the great masquerader. It can appear as anger, alienation,
sadness, and a host of distressing emotional states. It also can attach itself to
other sources of those emotions, exacerbating the effects of trauma and
intensifying pain while preventing healing. The resulting web of hurt, fear,
and despair can make it almost impossible to locate the true source of
anguish, but if we look closely at stories of pain like Anthony Doran’s,
we’ll often find loneliness lurking just beneath the surface.

To Anthony, the men of Alpha Company were family. They’d met
during their first assignment at Schofield Barracks Army Base in Oahu and
bonded over their common sense of purpose in the wake of 9/11. Many, like
Anthony, had enlisted after watching the Twin Towers fall. They spent
twelve months working, training, eating, and sleeping as one small group.
Together they built not just physical strength but also such interdependence
that they could count on one another without hesitation. At the end of
training, Alpha Company boarded a military transport plane to start a one-
year tour of duty in Afghanistan—the best year of his life, Anthony would
later tell me.

What he never could have predicted at age twenty-three, he said, was
that war would give him such a sense of belonging. “You know you’d be
willing to die for the guy to the left or the right of you,” he said. “The bonds
are that strong.” Also, they were proud of the work they were doing. They
believed in their mission and in one another.



In Afghanistan, Anthony would accompany FBI personnel tracking
cells to capture insurgents hiding in burned-out buildings. He was sent to
organize and protect Afghans risking their lives to vote in the country’s first
democratically held presidential election. Some days, his team went out on
humanitarian missions to distribute food and supplies. The heat index could
reach 127 degrees, which the soldiers had to endure in full gear. Each day
they faced the real possibility that one or all of them wouldn’t return. Yet
that very knowledge held them together.

Without a doubt, Anthony recalled, it was the connection he felt to his
fellow soldiers that got him through each day. And that connection was
what he longed for the minute he got back on American soil in 2006. He
still does, more than a decade later. “I miss being around all those guys.
Most of us would go back in a heartbeat just to feel that camaraderie.”

Even though I’d heard similar sentiments from other soldiers,
Anthony’s emphasis still gave me a jolt. The bond he’d felt—and lost—
with his fellow soldiers meant so much to him that he’d risk his life all over
again to revive it. Why couldn’t he and his company sustain their
connection in the theater of peace, as well as war?

Like many vets, Anthony had thrived within the structure and mission
of the army and, by comparison, found civilian life chaotic and purposeless.
War had given his days meaning and shape, and without it he was lost. Back
home in New Jersey, nobody could relate to his experience, and friends and
strangers alike struck him as self-centered and frivolous. He wrestled with
depression and severe bouts of anxiety.

He tried turning to his army brothers, but whenever he called them, he
felt like he was intruding. He got the impression that others in Alpha
Company had slipped easily back into their old lives. They were enjoying
their families. Finding jobs. Like so many trapped in the depths of
loneliness, Anthony underestimated the emotional isolation of others in
comparison with his own.

“It seemed like they had it all together,” he said. “I didn’t find out till
later that some of them thought the same about me.”

The reality was that the military code of toughness had trained them all
to mask the truth about their emotional state. The mentality was to be strong
and stoic. That stoicism had served them well when facing the danger and
uncertainty of war. They’d learned not to express feelings or talk about
personal problems, and the stigma against asking for help was particularly



powerful in the service. “You just don’t do it,” Anthony told me. “We were
highly trained in combat, but we weren’t trained how to deal when we got
back.”

Anthony’s experience in the army reinforced his childhood
conditioning. His father was an Irish-American police officer who worked
twelve-hour days and then picked up extra shifts to make ends meet. The
four Doran boys were each expected to “be a man” and keep their feelings
bottled up from a very young age. This meant that Anthony had no way to
express, much less manage, the painful symptoms of post-traumatic stress
that he was experiencing.

Feeling increasingly isolated and without anyone to talk to about his
experiences in Afghanistan and back home, Anthony began drinking and
using drugs to numb the pain—first opioid painkillers a doctor had
prescribed for back pain and eventually heroin. Twice he nearly overdosed,
one time leaving a suicide note. Arrested repeatedly for buying illegal
prescription drugs, he was in and out of more treatment facilities than he
can remember.

Then his older brother Joseph, who had served in Iraq, lost his own
battle with addiction and died from an overdose of heroin. To his parents,
the loss was nearly unbearable, but Anthony didn’t mourn. He was too
numb.

Soon he was homeless, living in his car. Eventually, all his exhausted
family could do was let him come back to his childhood bedroom.

One cold January night in 2013, with his parents watching TV in the
living room, Anthony holed up in bed with a bag of heroin. Tired of the
constant search for the next high, worn down by the aching feelings of self-
hate, and, perhaps most painful of all, lonely for the connections with
friends he no longer knew, he took comfort in the idea of disappearing.

Anthony threw a noose over the door and slipped it around his neck.
But as he stepped into space and felt the rope cut off his air supply, he was
gripped by a surge of dread. Much as he didn’t want to live, he didn’t want
to die, either. Somehow managing to wrangle himself free, he collapsed on
the floor, bruised and gasping but alive.

There was no epiphany, no grand promise to himself to change, no
intervention from concerned family and friends. Just a decision to keep
living with the ghosts that haunted him.



Unfortunately, his addictions persisted. More short-term recovery
programs failed to help. Still grieving the death of their oldest son, his
parents begged Anthony to try more treatment, but nothing got through
until an anonymous donor provided a gift to a treatment facility—$150,000
—that paid for him to spend nearly a year getting the inpatient care he
needed.

He arrived at the facility in February 2013. At first, he just sat silently in
group sessions, refusing to talk or share his story. But he was listening as
others spoke. Bit by bit, he started to see threads of his own story in theirs.
Slowly, he opened up, asking questions from time to time and occasionally
sharing his own perspective. As he started to feel safe in this community, he
allowed himself to be vulnerable and reveal the pain that he’d carried for so
long.

It was a long process, but Anthony came to recognize just how insidious
and powerful a hold loneliness had over him. He’d tried to use substances
to deaden his despair, but what he really needed was human connection. As
he began to build friendships within this new culture, he felt a renewal of
the camaraderie he’d lost when he left the army. He learned to trust his new
team at the treatment facility as he had the men of Alpha Company. With
their belief and encouragement, along with the steadfast support of his
family, he found the strength to face down his demons. Anthony became
sober during that year, and he’s remained so ever since.

Recognizing the power of human connection that brought him back
from the edge, Anthony committed himself to helping others as he was
helped. Today he shares his story and listens to those of returning soldiers,
those dealing with addiction, and families of tormented veterans. He almost
always finds a strong undercurrent of loneliness in their stories. He wants
others to know they are not alone. And in the process of serving them, he
strengthens his own sense of purpose, reversing the downward spiral of
loneliness and finding new meaning and direction.

The Masquerade of Pain

Dr. Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, a Jewish German psychiatrist born in 1889,
may have been the first to notice the tendency of loneliness to lurk behind
and beneath other confounding conditions. Her interest in loneliness seems



to have started with a young patient who was completely catatonic when
treatment began. It wasn’t until Fromm-Reichmann, in a sympathetic tone,
asked her to describe her misery, that the patient lifted one finger as a
signal.

Fromm-Reichmann replied, “That lonely?” And this simple response
changed the young woman’s demeanor. She continued to communicate
through finger gestures for a couple of weeks before completely emerging
from the anxiety and pain of her isolation.

This success was a turning point for Fromm-Reichmann, who began to
see severe loneliness as much different from simple “aloneness” or the
unique experience of mourning. Crucially, she recognized that patients
suffering from loneliness were often unwilling to admit to being lonely. “I
think that this may be in part determined by the fact that loneliness is a most
unpopular phenomenon in this group-conscious culture,” she wrote.1

Some lonely people, Fromm-Reichmann observed, would end up
alienating those closest to them with their antisocial behavior. They would
rage or withdraw, hurl insults or feign indifference. Though craving human
company, they pushed people away. She might have been talking about
Anthony Doran.

As evolutionary research has taught us, the main reason for this
behavior is fear, sometimes amounting to terror, that becomes embedded in
the trauma of loneliness. It’s a fear of being hurt, aimed at those who might
reject us. And it’s a fear of being abandoned, which can turn to anger—and
even violence—at those perceived to be leaving or ignoring us.

For years, researchers have observed a connection between loneliness
and violence. In one study, when researchers planted the idea in subjects’
minds that they’d be alone in later life or that their fellow subjects had
rejected them, the excluded people tended to react by lashing out or by
deriding those they believed had rejected them.2 Examinations of the
backgrounds of violent criminals from mass shooters to serial killers have
turned up evidence of loneliness.

Extreme violence is a rare response to the common human experience
of loneliness, and violence has its origins in many more factors than
loneliness alone. But if loneliness is a factor in leading some people to
violence, can connection help turn those individuals away from violence?
To find out I paid a visit to the Anti-Recidivism Coalition (ARC) in Los
Angeles.



Founded in 2013, ARC provides a variety of housing, employment, and
educational support services to hundreds of formerly incarcerated
individuals. It also provides them with a safe community of supportive
people. The goal of the organization is to help people rebuild their lives
while living “crime-free, gang-free, and drug-free.” And ARC has proven
its value: As of 2018, an estimated 11 percent of ARC members return to
prison, as compared with around a 50 percent recidivism rate for the state of
California.3

ARC’s headquarters are located close to Skid Row in downtown Los
Angeles. Just blocks from the glitzy billboards and tall reflective buildings
of the civic center, this area consists mostly of warehouses and parking lots.
The exterior walls of many of the buildings I drove past on the cold and
rainy day of my visit were covered in red, blue, and black graffiti with
words and images artfully etched onto peeling plaster. I was thus
unprepared for the newly constructed building that houses ARC. With its
light-filled open plan and hardwood floors, ARC’s offices feel more like a
Silicon Valley start-up than a nonprofit social services operation. The glass-
partitioned conference rooms are continuously filled with meetings. The
place buzzes with energy as ARC members, interns, policy researchers,
therapists, and volunteers stride through the halls and gather in groups,
talking, laughing, and problem solving.

That day I met several ARC members willing to share their life
experiences with me. The first, Richard Lopez, was in his late thirties,
covered with tattoos, including on his scalp. But he was dressed in khakis
and a button-down dress shirt, and except for the tattoos, he could have
passed for a corporate consultant on casual Friday. Although his violent
past is evident in his criminal record, he spoke of his nine-year-old son with
the tenderness and unmistakable love of a doting parent. He radiated pride
at the fulfillment he’s found since leaving prison, yet his face betrayed a
deep, lingering sadness.

Richard grew up in the housing projects of Wilmington, California.
Originally built in 1942 to house temporary shipyard workers during World
War II, the Dana Strand Village was filled with drugs, gangs, and violence
by the time Richard was born. “Kind of like its own little world within its
own little world” was how Richard described his childhood neighborhood.
“You could drive by it and won’t realize that within the housing complex
there’s a shootout going on.”



Sandwiched between his siblings in birth order, Richard felt he had to
compete for attention and affection. His father had a long-standing problem
with alcohol, which, charitably speaking, distracted him from parenting; he
rarely knew what his children were doing or where they were. Meanwhile,
Richard’s mother worked all the time—until one day during his teenage
years when she abruptly left the family.

Richard came to feel like he didn’t belong in his own home. “I would
sometimes tear up when I entered the house because I felt something was
missing,” he said, the ache still evident in his voice. “I was lonely but didn’t
know it.”

Searching for a sense of belonging and acceptance, he turned to other
young men who were experiencing a void at home. As with so many boys
who feel they’re not allowed to express sadness or vulnerability, their
loneliness often manifested as anger, which they channeled into crime. At
thirteen, Richard was arrested for stealing a car. For the next five years he
was in and out of Los Padrinos Juvenile Hall. The minute he got out, he’d
reconnect with his friends on the street, most of whom were now in gangs.
At first he refused their pressure to join. He hated the gangs he’d grown up
around. But one day when he was walking with friends, a car pulled up
beside them and members of a local gang inside demanded where Richard
and his friends were from. The coded words were meant to determine their
gang affiliation.

Something shifted inside Richard in that moment. He looked his
questioners in the eye and stated loudly and proudly the name of another
local gang to which he said he belonged. His friends were dumbstruck. The
car left them in peace since they didn’t have a conflict with the gang he
named. Richard still remembers how excited his friends were that he had
finally joined the family.

Richard has tried in the years since to figure out why he felt compelled
to, essentially, join a gang on the spot. As best he could tell, it was the pent-
up desire to belong that finally took over. This reflection reminded me of
Derek Black’s remarks about his childhood within the white nationalist
movement. A gang may have a lot of negatives, Richard said, but it also
provided a community and a sense that he mattered.

“When you do get jumped into the gang, the love that you get at that
moment, it kind of overwhelms you because everybody’s hugging you,”
Richard told me. “Everyone is like, ‘Welcome to the hood, man. You did



good, man. You part of us now, man, you family.’ And as a naïve young
adult, I was like, ‘Okay, I feel loved.’ Like I felt so loved that I had to return
that love. And in gang life the way to return that love is to produce
violence, to go out there and cause havoc.”

Richard still yearned for a sense of belonging with his family at home.
But joining a gang created even more distance between him and his
siblings. He couldn’t bear to tell them he’d joined a gang because he knew
they’d worry. So he put his gang life in a box and put it away when he got
home. The more things that happened to him in the gang, the more he
stuffed in the box. Pretty soon it was overflowing with pain and regret. Not
being able to share this with the people who were supposed to be his closest
relationships made him feel even more estranged and alone.

The way Richard describes it, his loneliness turned to anger, and his
anger turned to violence. In 2005, he was arrested for attempted murder.
Police had found him with a firearm and ammunition. He only received 180
days for the firearm charge, but in 2007 he was arrested for assault after a
fight with members of a rival gang. The previous strike on his record
dramatically increased his punishment. Richard was sentenced to fourteen
years and four months in a maximum-security state prison.

“Unspeakable things happened there,” Richard told me, dropping his
voice.

Yet it was in the isolation of a prison cell that Richard began to change.
Soon after he landed there, his girlfriend sent news that he was going to be
a father. He was both overjoyed and heartbroken, knowing that his son
might grow up as he had, without the presence of a loving father.

“That was the beginning of my transition. I began to read more. I began
to pray more. I started going to school, got my GED, began college. I
started getting certificates in a bunch of subjects, including parenting. I just
started to engage in it all, and I loved it.”

When I spoke with Richard, he’d only been out of jail for six months,
after serving ten of the fourteen years. He already had built a new life with
his family, had a job that enabled him to pay rent, owned a vehicle, and had
a bank account. He owes a lot of this to ARC’s portfolio of jobs, housing,
and other reintegration programs and its social support groups.

But Richard’s emotional recovery is more gradual. “Every day I fight,
you know, mentally, to beat that monster down that tells me I can’t escape
my past. The loneliness still affects me today.”



Though he and his wife love each other, he found it hard to talk to her
about some of the experiences he’d been through. Like Anthony Doran
coming home from war, Richard felt people just wouldn’t understand if
they hadn’t been in a gang or in prison. It didn’t help that his tattoos—a
vestige of his past—scared people away.

The one person he came to feel completely comfortable talking to was
his nine-year-old son. Conversations with his son were free of judgment.
They let him feel normal. For Richard, his son was a godsend. “Our
conversations are what get me connected back to my human roots. Because
for so many years I was dehumanized. I wake up every morning and tell
him I love him, and he tells me he loves me, too. And that feels incredible.”

I was struck by the number of times Richard mentioned the word “love”
in our conversations. He considered love to be the opposite of loneliness.
Love was the solution to a lack of connection. And he’d realized that loving
oneself and loving another were inextricably linked.

One of the last things he told me was a bit of advice he would offer to
his younger self: “Surround yourself with people who are going in the right
direction. And there you’ll find that love you need. Because if you surround
yourself with those who are doing the negative, you’re going to get love,
but it’s a love that’s fictitious, it’s fake. It’s only temporary.”

I was intrigued by Richard’s parting words but a bit puzzled as well. He
joined a gang to fill a gaping emotional hole in his life, and it worked. The
gang became his home and garnered his loyalty. He put his life on the line
for fellow gang members, just as Anthony Doran had for the soldiers of
Alpha Company. So why did Richard describe the love that came from the
gang as “fake”?

Phillip Lester helped me understand.
In many ways, Phillip and Richard lived parallel lives. Phillip now is

forty years old, tall and lanky with long dreadlocks and a soft-spoken
demeanor, but when he was sixteen, he was tried for four attempted
murders and ended up serving two different stints in prison, totaling twenty-
one years. Phillip grew up in South Central Los Angeles, the place that
inspired iconic movies like Boyz n the Hood and Colors.

Phillip’s grandmother raised him and gave him the love and stability he
needed in the beginning. But then the gangs moved in. People were wearing
different colors and flashing hand signs. And violence followed.



The first time he was in a shoot-out, he was eight. “Me and my uncle
were standing on the street corner,” Phillip said. “Some guys pulled up and
asked where we were from. My uncle went immediately to go shoot,
backing up towards the house, and they were shooting, too. It wasn’t like I
was scared, though. I was just like, ‘Oh shit, is this like really happening?’ I
didn’t even know the gravity of it. My grandmother’s house wound up
being targeted on several occasions by drive-by shootings. I got shot in my
grandmother’s yard twice. Her son, my uncle, got killed in her yard as
well.”

As the gangs took over the neighborhood, they became the new normal,
and Phillip eventually joined one. But he found that relationships within the
gang were different from friendships on the outside: love in the gang felt
conditional.

“What I had to realize is that individuals are not loyal to you; they are
loyal to the code. I could have known you since elementary school, but if
you have decided to do something that is taboo, like snitching, it instantly
goes out the door.”

When I asked Phillip and Richard to reflect on the connection between
loneliness and violence, Richard replied without hesitation, “I think
loneliness and violence are in a weird way brother and sister. Where I grew
up, you had a bunch of lonely people running around looking for an outlet.
You become very hostile to those around you when you’re lonely. I would
find any little thing to set me off and use that as an excuse for a violent act.”
He described the effect of violence much the way Anthony had the effect of
opioids. “The violence covers the loneliness for a quick minute, but once
that high wears off, the loneliness would come back much stronger and
hungrier. There’s no way you can escape it. It becomes a dominant force in
your life. You can run in circles trying to figure it out, you can pacify it with
alcohol or drugs or with anything you can imagine under the sun. But in the
end, it’s still there. You’ve got to face the man in the mirror.”

Richard’s analysis also reminded me of Maxine Chaseling and her
experience with older men in Australia who were struggling with loneliness
but whose feelings manifested as frustration, anger, impatience, and general
grumpiness. The most common target of those feelings were the men’s
spouses. No wonder many wives in these situations ended up feeling
frustrated and at their wits’ end.



The repeated expression of anger—whether through emotional or
physical violence—leads to a certain hardening over time, for all involved.
Phillip pointed out that this makes connection even more difficult. “It’s like
a certain part of your humanity becomes numb. Some of us carry that
detachment throughout our lives, and you find yourself in a lonely, isolated
place because you feel people don’t understand you.” Loneliness can beget
violence, which perpetuates loneliness.

So what stops the cycle? For Richard, it was the love of this family. For
Phillip, it was the ARC community. In the years he’d been out of prison,
Phillip had become deeply engaged in the mission of the coalition, both
helping others and receiving help through support circles. No longer part of
a community that demanded violence, he began to see a different way to
form and secure a sense of belonging and togetherness. At ARC he could
show up and feel seen in an honest and nonjudgmental way. “Just the
genuineness of the people here,” he said. “This is home. You know, they
recognize you for who you are.”

Phillip’s comments about helping others at ARC echoed Anthony Doran’s
vow to help his fellow soldiers and other vets struggling with loneliness and
despair. It resonated with Richard’s commitment to help his son grow up
safe and loved, and also with the quiet but evident need of men’s shed
members to be of service to each other and their communities. The common
thread of service that ran through these lifesaving connections reminded me
of an observation that John and Stephanie Cacioppo made when working
with active duty US Army soldiers on improving social resilience. They
found that acts of kindness and generosity were among the most powerful
exercises for reducing loneliness and improving well-being.

“A small favor implicitly creates a sense of obligation to return the
favor,” John and Stephanie wrote in the Harvard Business Review.4 “When
the initial act is perceived as kindhearted, the social norm of reciprocity
stimulates a sense of gratitude and mutual respect, promotes cooperation,
and strengthens the trust and bonds between people.”

That’s what was happening when Frieda Fromm-Reichmann showed
kindness and interest in her catatonic patient’s true feelings. It was as if this
simple act of grace began pulling the mask off loneliness and laying the
groundwork for relationships.



Faith traditions have always understood this connection. That’s why
service plays an elemental role in every major religion. Congregations are
expected to hold and help one another just as our ancestors’ tribes once did,
and in so doing, they feel closer to God. Crucially, it’s understood that,
through this triangle with divinity, both the giver and the recipient reap the
rewards of service.

As the Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore wrote, Gautama Buddha
taught his followers to seek “liberation that comes not by abjuring work but
by the practicing of self-giving through right action.”5 The Hindu
Upanishads declare, “The Divinities rejoice when somebody’s happiness
owes another’s sacrifice given voluntarily.”6

In Christianity, Jesus is revered for his generosity and devotion to the
poor and needy, and charity is considered a core virtue. Most Christians
believe that helping others is an expression of faith.

And in Judaism, the commandment of tzedakah, or justice, shares the
same root as Sadaqah, the Muslim word for giving. Beyond donating time
and money to the poor, rabbis emphasize “gemilut hasadim,” meaning
loving kindness, as the spirit of giving. They also hold up the ancient
Jewish phrase “tikkun olam,” meaning to repair or heal the world, which
has been referred to by presidents including Barack Obama and Bill Clinton
as a vision for service.

In Islam, too, service is written into scripture. And while the rich are
expected to give in service of the poor, the Quran wisely provides guidance
so that the poor can be of service, too. Revealing the importance of human
connection as a fundament of faith, the Prophet Muhammad recommended
the simple act of smiling as a valuable gift of charity.

Like the Prophet Muhammad, the twelfth-century rabbi Maimonides
understood that the primary purpose of charity is to elevate the relationship
between giver and recipient. That’s why Maimonides taught that the quality
of interaction is at least as important as the content of the charitable service.
Humiliation, superiority, and dependence have no place in compassionate
giving. Or, as sociologists Christian Smith and Hilary Davidson put it, in
giving we receive, and in grasping we lose.7

The point that this makes is essential. The practice of service need not
be onerous, distracting, or draining, but it must be kind. Ideally, through
service this kindness becomes a deeper part of who we are, woven into our
character. This is what India’s great spiritual leader Mahatma Gandhi meant



when he said, “The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the
service of others.”8

Researchers lately have picked up this thread from a neuroscientific
perspective. One of them is Dr. Steve Cole.9 Service, Cole told me, is tied
together with purpose and meaning, and all three play potent roles in social
connectedness. But service, in particular, may offer a major key to healing
the trauma of loneliness.

At its core, Cole pointed out, the hypervigilance associated with
loneliness is egocentric. Severely lonely people feel so threatened that they
are preoccupied with their own emotional safety and have little energy for
empathy or concern for others. And yet, he said, “We value a lot of things
besides our own individual health and security.” Those concerns might
include nature, art, politics, or poverty, and they might motivate us to
volunteer at the local museum or food bank even when we’re feeling lonely.
“That’s why getting threatened people to focus on things that they care
about turns out to be a pretty good trick from a neurobiological
perspective.”

In 2016, Dr. Naomi Eisenberger and fellow researchers reported that the
experience of helping others lowers activity in the brain’s stress and threat
centers, including the amygdala, dorsal anterior cingulate cortex, and
anterior insula. At the same time, increased activity is seen in the parts of
our brain associated with caregiving and rewards (our ventral striatum and
septal area).10 This indicates that helping others reduces our stress even as it
increases our sense of well-being, making it an important antidote to the
pain of loneliness and disconnection.

Another study, published in 2017 in the Journal of Gerontology,
confirmed this effect by comparing rates of loneliness among widows and
currently married women from a pool of nearly six thousand Americans.11

Not surprisingly, the widows generally tended to be much lonelier than the
married women. However, there was one notable exception: widows who
started volunteering in some service activity for an average of two or more
hours a week were no lonelier than volunteers whose spouses were still
alive. Helping others effectively erased the loneliness caused by loss.

This shouldn’t really surprise us. Helping others helps us feel competent
and purposeful, and it gives our actions added meaning by extending their



value to others. In short, helping others makes us feel we matter, and
mattering feels good.

What doesn’t matter so much, Cole says, is the specific type of service
we perform. There’s no “best” or “one size fits all” way to help others. The
goal doesn’t even have to focus on people. When we’re lonely, we may feel
too intimidated to join a group that works directly with underprivileged kids
or seniors, but our love of animals might lead us to a rescue shelter. Our
concern for the environment might inspire us to pitch in when groups clean
up the beach or forest. Our love of literature might draw us to the public
library where we can volunteer shelving books. Any form of service will
do, as long as it feels genuinely and personally meaningful.

According to Cole, when we have a strong sense of purpose and
meaning, “it shifts the balance between these two powerful brain systems—
one involved in avoiding danger or threat and responding to it somehow,
and the other one involved in seeking and discovering and wanting.” Once
activated, the seeking, discovering, and wanting system can overrule the
threat-avoidance system. This creates a sort of “therapeutic state” that
transfers the focus off oneself—which can be a relief.

This relief, in turn, serves to ease our encounters with others who also
are helping or being helped, so that everyone can work together toward a
common goal while gaining a mutual sense of purpose and meaning. This
mutuality is what’s happening socially and emotionally when we’re
working alongside others at the library or animal shelter.

This also is why volunteer organizations, activist movements, religious
groups, and programs like those created by ARC play such a critical role in
lifting people out of loneliness. They provide safe opportunities to rekindle
a sense of meaning, value, and purpose while also connecting with others.

To be clear, just caring about an issue isn’t enough. Nor is the simple act
of joining a group. The real therapeutic synergy occurs when we come
together with others to take action to achieve a common goal. “It’s less
about meeting other people, at least at first,” Steve said, “and more about
finding purpose and taking part in something larger than yourself.”

We’re social creatures, after all, and our bodies know it’s not normal to
be completely self-absorbed. So our brains reward us neurobiologically
when we join forces to accomplish something positive. In other words,
doing good makes us feel good.



The effect on loneliness is indirect, Cole stressed. “Focusing on a goal
or mission may help get lonely people back engaged in things where they
will then learn for real that other people are not always threatening. As a
result, they may build social relationships and social capital that will give
them the resources they need to feel okay.”

What Steve was suggesting was that service operates like a back door
out of loneliness into social revival. While I found this true to my own
experience, when I stepped back to think about it, I realized that one well-
known organization has been employing this therapeutic “back door” for
nearly a century.

Driving Addiction

Bill Wilson, a cofounder of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), was as clear on
the therapeutic role of service between AA members as he was on the
relationship between loneliness and addiction. This three-way association is
as true for addiction to opioids, gambling, gaming, and food, as it is for
alcoholism. Wilson, however, was the pioneer who connected these three
dots, and his goal was to help alcoholics.

“Almost without exception,” Wilson wrote, “alcoholics are tortured by
loneliness.12 Even before our drinking got bad and people began to cut us
off, nearly all of us suffered the feeling that we didn’t quite belong. Either
we were shy, and dared not draw near others, or we were apt to be noisy
good fellows craving attention and companionship, but never getting it—at
least to our way of thinking. There was always that mysterious barrier we
could neither surmount nor understand.”

Wilson understood this because of his personal experience with
addiction. A few months into his sobriety, it struck him that if he was going
to remain sober, he would need to connect with someone else who was
struggling with alcohol—someone who could talk to him as an equal,
particularly when the urge to drink resurfaced with a vengeance. That
someone was Dr. Bob, who’d been struggling with his drinking as well. The
relationship they built not only inspired AA, but it was the basis for a form
of service called “sponsorship,” where alcoholics serve as trusted,
confidential mentors to help each other stay sober. As described in AA’s



pamphlet on sponsorship, “We know from experience that our own sobriety
is greatly strengthened when we give it away!”13

What this is saying is that service is a two-way gift. Sponsors “give
away” their sobriety by drawing on all their struggles, triumphs, strategies,
and perseverance to guide, encourage, and help their fellow members, but
this service is not a sacrifice. It actually strengthens recovery for the
sponsor as well as for the recipient. This is what Steve Cole meant when he
talked about “finding purpose and taking part in something larger than
yourself.”

When loneliness leaves an aching hole in one’s life, violence, drugs, and
alcohol aren’t the only unhealthy behaviors that people use to anesthetize
the pain. Food, sex, and even work can also be used to mask the void.
Often, these stopgaps are connected to loneliness, and sometimes to one
another, in ways we cannot see. All can do us harm.

Dr. Bryan Robinson is a psychotherapist who’s studied and experienced
this firsthand when it comes to work. Through his own life, as well as
hundreds of interviews, he’s traced the trajectory from childhood to
workaholism in his book #Chill: Turn Off Your Job and Turn On Your
Life.14 For Robinson, as for those he interviewed, loneliness played a
starring role in this story.

Bryan’s father was an alcoholic who never got help for his drinking. As
a young boy, Bryan told me, he and his siblings would get blindsided when
their dad came home and fights broke out. “When you’re a child and you
are bombarded with that kind of stress, your body is not prepared to
integrate it. You develop hypervigilance waiting for the shoe to drop. And
some people go to alcohol, some people go to food, some people go to work
as a way to assuage that anxiety.”

Work and duty became Robinson’s twin refuges. In effect, he appointed
himself the grown-up in the family. “In psychology,” he said, “we call it
‘parentification.’” He made it his job to protect his little sister. He did the
housework. He aced his homework. “Doing gave me a false sense of
control and stability.”

He remembers consoling himself with stories that he’d make up about
kids in trouble. “I would get them out of trouble. It was my way to try to
control the chaos that I was drowning in. Talk about loneliness!”



From the outside, young Bryan appeared to have it all together. He
looked competent, capable, and super motivated. “Underneath, it’s all to
maintain some kind of control. The paradox is, you become out of control
with whatever coping mechanism you’re using.”

What he was doing looked a lot like service. In high school he wrote the
church’s Christmas play. He directed it. He designed and built the set. He
acted in the lead role. “And, of course, what happens is everybody around
you thinks this is great. They slap you on the back and give you accolades,
when inside you’re wounded.” Instead of engaging with others through
genuine service, in effect, he was using all this work to distance and mask
the intimate loneliness he felt as a result of missing the love and affection of
his parents. Yet work and the recognition he received couldn’t fill that
emptiness or allow him to better connect with others.

The pattern carried through college and graduate school and into
Robinson’s career as a professor, even when he found a life partner. “I
worked day and night. I worked holidays and weekends. I didn’t have any
friends. My primary relationship was falling apart. I was having
gastrointestinal problems, but I didn’t really know what was going on.”
That’s because all the external markers kept telling him he was a “success”
even though he sensed the emotional hole in his life.

The more deeply he immersed himself in his work, the more he avoided
doing the painful but necessary work of sorting through the fears and
anxieties that were wreaking havoc on his internal life. As time went on, he
purposely didn’t seek out others, but not because he didn’t think he’d enjoy
their company. “If you don’t let people in and you don’t let yourself get too
close, you can’t get your heart stomped on again. Thus, aloneness seems to
be the antidote against the threat of hurt, although it imprisons us.”

Bryan recalls going to the beach on vacation and hiding his work so his
family wouldn’t catch him. “Sometimes I would put it under a spare tire or
sometimes I just put it in the leg of my jeans, just like an alcoholic would
hide a bottle. Everybody would say, ‘Let’s go for a walk on the beach.’ And
I would stretch my arms and yawn and pretend I was tired and say I was
going to sleep, and once they were out of sight, I would pull out my project
from the university and work feverishly to try to complete it.”

He admits that not all work addiction is that extreme. But some cultures
reward this behavior more than others. In Japan it’s common enough that
there’s a special term for this condition: karōshi. It means “death from



overwork.” But in America, he said, “we don’t really have a name that
identifies it because of the denial in our culture.”

Bryan’s denial began to crack when he started attending therapy
meetings to support a family member in treatment for alcoholism. “I didn’t
understand what was going on in my own situation, but it helped me start to
realize that I, too, had an addictive issue.” He went on to join Al-Anon, a
support group that helps families and friends of alcoholics. There, the
Twelve Steps encouraged him to surrender control, admit that life had
become unmanageable, and take a “searching and fearless moral inventory”
of himself.

“I remember leaving those meetings so serene and so calm,” he said,
“just simply by sitting there listening and hearing what other people are
doing and how they’re coping.” Then he discovered Workaholics
Anonymous meetings, where the only requirement for membership was the
desire to stop working compulsively. “And it started to sink in that I was
using my work the way my father used his bottle.” And in doing so, he was
pushing away the very people he needed most.

He began to practice yoga and mindfulness meditation. “That took me
into a deeper place within myself and helped me make deeper connections
about what I had been doing and what I could do differently. I got to know
myself in a different way, in a deeper, more connected way.”

Looking inside oneself, Bryan says, is not only something busy career
professionals or lonely college students need to do. The same pattern of
distracting busyness can affect anyone who’s unable to turn off the noise
enough to regroup, recharge, and recenter themselves. Once he began to
reclaim space and time in his life, he found that he was also better able to
let in the people around him and give attention to his relationships. “Being
with myself and being with the people around me started to give me
something I had never experienced before.”

He discovered that he enjoyed Saturday-afternoon matinees and
working in the garden with his husband, who loves to grow orchids. He also
found a new appreciation for beauty and sound. Less preoccupied with what
needed to be done next, he was better able to focus on the person right in
front of him. “I was able to settle more in the present moment, which has a
whole different effect on your system.”

Bryan describes this crucial change as “leading from the inside out
instead of being pressured from the outside in.”



The first and most striking reward of this change was the improvement
in his marriage. Bryan told me his early research showed that work
addiction raises the divorce rate and that children of parents with work
addiction are at greater risk of anxiety and depression. “When you’re a
work addict, your tasks become the most important thing. A relationship
will often feel like an obligation,” he shared. The spouses of people who are
addicted to work understandably will complain that they feel lonely and
neglected. What’s broken is the reciprocity of true connection.

Bryan remembers his husband “was on his knees begging me to spend
time with him. My view was, you are interfering with some of the most
important things I will ever do in my life. How dare you? It wasn’t
empathic and it wasn’t compassionate.”

Today Bryan has reversed his priorities. “My commitment to the people
that I love is at the top.”

Disrupting the vicious cycle between work addiction and loneliness has
also had an unexpected and positive impact on his professional
performance. “The paradox is that I became more productive and more
effective, the more I slowed down and was aware and connected.” In a
modern version of Aesop’s fable of the tortoise and the hare, Bryan was
proving that slow and steady really does win the race.

But the final benefit for Bryan was completely personal. “I was happier
and more fulfilled,” he says. “I’m busy, but I’m having fun. I don’t feel like
work is looming over me and driving me. I’m driving it.”

Invisible Wounds

I couldn’t help but notice how many of these stories of loneliness began
with some level of trauma in childhood. Domestic violence, gang violence,
murder, parental divorce, and abandonment are hardly conducive to happy
childhoods and healthy kids. These early wounds can leave long-term scars,
among them a great deal of social anxiety. As Bryan said, the threat of harm
can form an internal prison filled with loneliness.

The tragedy is that one’s earliest relationships can and should serve as
the foundation for social strength. In an ideal world, every baby would be
born into a clan that provided enough social interaction, guidance, and
affection for the child to grow up with a secure identity and a strong sense



of belonging. Close friends and relatives could be counted on to respond to
the child with care and insight. From them, the child would learn both the
value and the complexity of social interaction, how to form strong and
healthy friendships, how to cultivate trust and grow up to be a reliable and
effective member of society. As we’ve seen, however, the world is not
perfect, and no family, much less any relationship, is ideal.

Public health experts often refer to traumatic experiences that occur
during childhood as “adverse childhood experiences” (ACEs). The term
encompasses physical, emotional, and sexual abuse; physical/emotional
neglect; having a parent who’s an alcoholic or a victim of domestic
violence, a family member in jail, or a family member diagnosed with a
mental illness; and the disappearance of a parent due to divorce, death, or
abandonment.15

High levels of toxic stress from ACEs without the buffer of loving
relationships can damage the structure and function of a child’s developing
brain. This can lead to problems with learning and behavior.
Physiologically, it can impair immunity and growth and even affect us at a
genetic level. Children with high ACE scores are much more prone to
addiction, depression, suicide, heart disease, lung disease, and cancer. They
are also more likely to have trouble building trusted relationships and are at
greater risk for loneliness.

According to a 2018 JAMA Pediatrics study that surveyed American
adults in twenty-three states, 60 percent of adults grew up with at least one
ACE and 25 percent had three or more.16 They may desperately want to
connect and be accepted, but can’t, because life has trained them to be
afraid of being exploited or hurt by other people. “They start to look for any
tiny sign of threat,” said Steve Cole, who had helped me understand that
with our emotional scars often comes a higher sensitivity to threat and
rejection.

So, what’s the solution? We can’t just write these children off because
they were victims of abuse and neglect.

And why is it that, for all the devastating evidence of the damage that
early trauma can do to kids, there are many who somehow defy the odds
and grow up to be whole and healthy, with strong and supportive social
networks?

These two burning questions compelled University of California, Davis,
professor Dr. Emmy Werner more than sixty years ago to launch a landmark



long-term study of childhood resilience on the Hawaiian island of Kauai.17

Hawaii is known the world over for its palm trees and pristine beaches, for
gentle trade winds, welcoming leis of fragrant orchids, and graceful hula
dancers. But Hawaii’s poverty rate is thirteenth in the nation, and its
multiracial residents experience the same array of hardships as do
mainlanders. Its benefit for Werner and her team, who launched their study
in 1955, was that they could easily identify and track the health and
development of all 698 of the children born on the island of Kauai that year.
They would continue to follow these children at intervals until the age of
forty.

What made this study truly groundbreaking was that it was most
interested not in the damage that hardships such as trauma and illness could
do as their subjects aged, but rather in identifying the sources of strength
that allowed many of these kids to thrive in spite of their hardships.

Nearly a third of the Kauai children studied were born into poverty or
faced problems including family discord, parental divorce, and family
histories of substance abuse and mental illness. And two-thirds of the group
with four or more of these risk factors developed serious problems like
learning difficulties, behavioral problems, and mental health problems. But
the researchers paid closest attention to that other third—the kids in the
high-risk group who grew up to be “competent, confident, and caring”
adults. Before turning forty, these hardy souls managed to marry and
establish careers, and many became devoted parents themselves. Given the
odds against them, what accounted for their resilience?

The answer was that the most protective factors in childhood were
largely social.18 Genetics definitely helped, in that children who were born
with calm and agreeable dispositions naturally attracted care and support,
but it was the social support that made the difference. Kids who were able
to bond as babies with their parents or primary caregivers had one social
advantage. Kids who formed close bonds with substitute parents within the
family had another. These substitutes might be older siblings, aunts or
uncles, or grandparents; a child only needed one. What mattered was that
the surrogate be both nurturing and available and emotionally stable and
mature.

As they got older, the nurtured kids learned to lean on trusted and
trustworthy community relationships. Turning to teachers, pastors,



neighbors, church members, or their friends’ parents, they “recruited”
helpful adults outside their own family for emotional support and advice in
times of crisis. Still later, they found genuinely caring and stable partners
who were friends as well as lovers, and together they built healthy
marriages and raised healthy families.

Werner called the group that did well despite adversity “vulnerable but
invincible.” Within this group, there were significantly more women than
men. She noted that the women in her study “relied on a larger network of
social supports to help them cope with stressful life events and worries.”19

The importance of these relationships in mitigating the negative effects
of ACEs cannot be overstated. Werner made this clear in a 2012 interview
when she was asked how important belonging and attachment were in
explaining the success of those children.20 She replied, “I think that is really
the most basic thing on which you need to build everything else.” And it
doesn’t take a special gene or trait to establish this attachment. It takes
human connections and the social skills that we all learn through the
sharing of love and kindness.

The Kauai resiliency findings have since been confirmed by other
studies.21 Today it’s widely understood that one of the most important
factors in preventing and addressing toxic stress in children is healthy social
connection.22 23

While a traumatic past may increase our risk of bad things happening,
we are not destined to crash and burn. Adversity doesn’t mean that we’re
destroyed. Werner’s research and the work of others tell us that we can
rescue one another. It is in our relationships with one another that we can all
find healing and a better path forward.

One of the insights Phillip passed on to me at ARC was the adage: If you
build a kid, you won’t have to repair an adult. Reflecting on this comment
after reviewing the Kauai study, I wondered what could happen if we were
able to apply the lessons of Werner’s findings at scale. Big Brothers Big
Sisters of America provided a heartening answer.

The oldest and largest youth mentoring program in the United States,
Big Brothers Big Sisters (BBBS) was started more than a century ago in
1904 as a way to reduce juvenile delinquency. Today the organization has a
vision that all children can achieve success in life, regardless of their
background. They help kids succeed by matching at-risk kids (“Littles”)



with adult volunteers (“Bigs”) in one-on-one mentoring relationships. The
kids may start as young as age five and continue through young adulthood,
regularly spending time with their mentors in settings and activities of their
choosing.

BBBS’s 2018 survey of matches showed improvements for Littles in all
seven areas: parental trust, attitudes toward risky behaviors, grades,
educational expectations, confidence in doing schoolwork, sense of
belonging among peers, and the presence of a special adult.24 An earlier
controlled study found that after eighteen months of spending time with
their Bigs, the Littles, when compared to matched controls, were less likely
to use illegal drugs, skip school, or hit someone. They were also more
confident of their schoolwork and got along better with their families.25

This is powerful evidence of the difference that just one caring adult can
make. Those of us who are blessed with wise and loving parents can
generally credit them with much of our social equilibrium. My own were
not only a refuge during lonely times but a source of guidance and an
example of how to build relationships with self-confidence, compassion,
and generosity. Even the most supportive adults, however, can’t defend a
child against social trauma that occurs outside their presence. When kids
fall prey to schoolyard bullies, even the most loved child can experience a
kind of shell shock.

I should know. I was one of them.

When I was in middle school, I remember spending eight interminable
weeks in woodshop class with two classmates who called me “Gandhi”
(and not in an admiring way) and mocked me constantly about my Indian
heritage and darker skin. It was one of the more painful experiences of
seventh grade and made me dread going to class. The leader of the pair was
much bigger and stronger than his sidekick, who had an injured air about
him and few, if any, other friends. In retrospect, I suspect the smaller boy’s
loneliness played a role in this dynamic, as he doubtless felt that his
acceptance by the bully was contingent on his joining in the bullying. If he
refused, he’d be rejected and become an object of derision himself. This
dynamic mirrors the “fake love” of Richard Lopez’s gang. Belonging is
such a desirable goal that the threat of rejection can be a powerful group
enforcement mechanism.



But my own loneliness doubtless also played a role in this dynamic.
Researchers have found that bullies target lonely kids, who are less likely to
have defenders.26 At the same time, the experience of being bullied makes
kids more fearful, withdrawn, and ever lonelier.

In a 2015 survey of research on loneliness and bullying, California State
University professor Dr. Shireen Pavri cited the same cyclical effect that
Steve Cole described. “Boys and girls who reported feeling bullied at least
weekly, reported the highest incidence of symptoms such as feeling lonely,
helpless, and left out.”27 Worse, the cycle often seems to turn in only one
direction, so that children who are bullied become lonelier, but that
loneliness doesn’t improve right away if the bullying stops. This means that
the social and emotional effects can last much longer than the actual
bullying. Pavri further described research showing that “adults who were
victimized as children reported lower self-esteem, higher emotional
loneliness, greater difficulties maintaining friendships, and were at higher
risk for continued victimization as adults.”28

If bullying were a rare event, this wouldn’t be so worrisome. But the
rates and impact of bullying around the world are alarming. According to
the National Center for Education Statistics, 21 percent of American
children in 2015 said they’d been bullied during the school year.29 A World
Health Organization survey of adolescents in twenty-eight countries found
that an average of 18 percent of boys and 15 percent of girls had been
bullied in the previous thirty days. The more often students were bullied,
the more physical and mental complaints they had, including headaches,
sleeping problems, nervousness, loneliness, and feeling left out.30

Not every victim of bullying, of course, is permanently traumatized.
Boys and girls who have a social circle, even a small one, that includes
genuine and supporting friends, often can bounce back from the adversities
of bullying. And, with kids as with adults, one of the most empowering
ways they can cure their loneliness is through service to others.

Goucher College student Noah Block accidentally discovered this
solution at fourteen, when he was required to choose a community service
project for school. By then Noah had been subject to bullying for years. “In
elementary school,” he recalled, “my only friends were the special needs
kids. When I was nine or ten, I remember feeling that I didn’t want to wake
up in the morning. I ended up talking to my mother. I told her I felt like
killing myself, but I also wanted to try to get help.”



The solid support of his parents helped Noah survive those dark years.
Both were psychologists. They understood what he was going through, and
they cared. When his school didn’t act to protect him, they moved him to a
different school. They acted as his allies, his sounding board, and his social
mentors. But they alone couldn’t cure his loneliness or change the
schoolyard dynamics. And Noah had no expectation that community
service would, either.

But when Noah volunteered at the YMCA Marin County Youth Court,
his life began to change. The Marin County Youth Court is administered by
the Restorative Services department of the YMCA in collaboration with the
Superior Court system. It’s an alternative to the traditional juvenile justice
system and relies on nonadversarial, peer-to-peer restorative practices.
Young volunteers like Noah serve as jurors, bailiffs, advocates, and judges.
Their clients are kids who have broken the law and are willing to accept
accountability. The clients’ stories gave Noah perspective on traumas and
struggles beyond his own, and he found that he sometimes could help.

One girl had stolen a bagel. “They almost didn’t send the case to us
because it was a ninety-eight-cent bagel,” Noah told me. “But she started to
open up and talk to us and ultimately shared she had an opioid addiction
and experienced sexual violence in her family.”

Another girl had been arrested for shoplifting baby formula and wet
wipes for a friend who was too poor to get them for her kids. “We were able
to get her connected to services that supported her and her friend.”

The goal of Youth Court is to keep young people out of jail and get their
lives and futures back on track. “The first step,” Noah learned to tell young
clients, “is always to ask for help. People are there. You just have to find
them.” The program taught him to tell himself the same thing.

“While we had different life experiences,” he told me, “there was a
common thread that brought us together to Youth Court, that allowed us to
talk about our family lives, trauma, etc. I got to hear about what was
happening to young people and got to also work with other young people
who were passionate about these issues. It was my first experience building
authentic friendships after being bullied.”

One consequence of loneliness is a deep sense of helplessness and
hopelessness, and that message is driven home by bullies, who strive to
make their victims feel weak and worthless. What Noah discovered in
Youth Court was that his life had both meaning and purpose. He had the



power to make a real difference in the lives of peers who faced other kinds
of danger and challenges than he had known. He learned this by connecting
with these fellow youth, listening to their problems, and imagining himself
in their shoes. He found that he possessed the compassion and wisdom to
counsel them well, and in the process he gained invaluable perspective on
his own problems. Just as he could see a way forward for these other kids in
trouble, he could see a future for himself.

Now nineteen, Noah says his work on Youth Court “fundamentally
changed me as a human being.” Helping others healed him. It gave him a
sense that he mattered and that he belonged in the world.

From birth to death, we all need a sense of place and people who will help
us learn, grow, heal, and serve one another. The bonds that we form through
service can not only break the downward spiral of loneliness, but can also
provide the cure for trauma and the enduring source of security that every
one of us needs.

My paternal grandfather embodied this truth. Despite living in bracing
poverty in a small village in India and raising six children on his own after
my grandmother died from tuberculosis, he still spent time each year
traveling from village to village raising money for a youth hostel so that the
children of his village would have a place to study. He himself had never
even finished elementary school, but he was committed to helping the next
generation of his village do better. His firm belief was that our bond to
others was precious, and with it came a responsibility to help and serve.
This belief not only defined him, but it gave him strength.

Sometimes people would suggest that he had his priorities mixed up.
“Your own kids don’t even have enough to eat,” they’d say, “and you’re out
there raising money for other people’s children. What’s wrong with you?”

To which he would simply—powerfully—respond, “Those kids are our
kids, too.”

Although my grandfather passed away when I was young, my father
often told me this story, and I’ve taken his gentle but powerful words into
my heart. They remain one of the best definitions of “connection” I know.



Section II

Building a More Connected Life



Chapter 6

Relating Inside Out

The most common form of despair is not being who you are.

—Søren Kierkegaard

You can’t really love someone else unless you really love yourself first.
—Fred Rogers, You Are Special: Neighborly Words of Wisdom from Mr. Rogers

The moment Serena Bian arrived at her dorm room—empty but for the
leftover scraps of paper and bedding from the previous year’s occupants—
something felt deeply unnerving about the transition that awaited her. She
was beginning her freshman year at the University of Pennsylvania and was
brand new to Philadelphia. She knew no one here and suddenly wondered if
she ever would. As this thought crossed her mind, Serena felt like she was
losing herself. The memory still made her shudder when she told me about
it six years later.

What Serena was experiencing was the first tremor of loneliness, and
her response fit the classic pattern that John Cacioppo identified two
decades ago. Her body was flashing a warning signal, just as if she were a
stranded hominid on the tundra. She was separated from her people. She
was in unfamiliar territory. The tribe she was about to meet might contain
enemies. She needed to put her guard up, stay hypervigilant, and find her
people soon. Unfortunately, Serena’s people were hundreds of miles away,
and she didn’t know how to replace them.

Born and raised in suburban Michigan, she was the child of immigrant
parents who’d left China in search of opportunity in the 1970s. Five foot six
inches with a radiant smile that frequently punctuates her pensive
expression, Serena today is a picture of quiet intensity and joy. The first



time I met her I realized that, while she speaks with a gentle voice and soft
tones, this young woman brims with curiosity, idealism, and a fierce belief
in humanity. She told me that early in life, “I learned how to deal with
cultural isolation as one of the only Asian Americans in a predominantly
Caucasian environment.” But that didn’t mar her childhood. Far from it.
She had lots of interests, and she felt “known” at her small, private school.
As a teenager she developed a passion for sustainability and a fervent desire
to protect the environment. “I became a beekeeper, made some fantastic
friends, had mentors in school who believed in me.” She also fell in love for
the first time.

Yet like many new freshmen, when Serena got to college, she was in a
state of flux. Shortly before leaving home she’d broken up with her
boyfriend, so she arrived on campus overwhelmed by heartache,
homesickness, and shock at this abrupt and friendless transition. “How was
I supposed to leave the life I had spent eighteen years slowly building, to
start all over again, in this foreign territory?”

What she hadn’t expected and didn’t yet realize was that she’d left more
than her life behind; she’d also left her sense of herself—her identity—at
home. Like most of us, Serena’s childhood identity was forged within the
“tribe” of her family, friends, school, and neighborhood. She hadn’t yet
defined herself apart from those relationships or that sense of belonging, so
when she entered the utterly different context of college alone, it was as if
she’d lost all the markers that helped her see herself. Suddenly, she felt
invisible not only to others but also to her own eyes.

It didn’t help when, during new student orientation, she was told that the
first week at Penn was going to be “the best week of your life” because of
the parties that throbbed across campus from sundown to sunup. For
Serena, the “opportunity” to meet hundreds of new freshmen translated into
a kind of ultimatum to lunge into this new college life.

Though naturally quite introverted, she tried to adapt. For two nights
she braved the parties, only to wind up drunk among strangers. On the final
night of orientation, which coincided with her eighteenth birthday, she
found herself “walking with some random guy to inevitably hook up. As
soon as I got to his room, it dawned on me how unlike me this was. I told
him I wanted to go home, and luckily he was nice enough to walk me back
to my dorm.”



While the encounter ended up involving nothing more than flirtation,
Serena was shaken by self-doubt and a profound sense of anxiety. Had she
chosen the wrong school, or was there something wrong with her? Should
she try to change to fit in, or should she just keep to herself, remaining on
guard and defensive? What made it all harder was the lack of anyone she
could trust to talk to about her fears and uncertainties. Everyone else
seemed to be enjoying this frenzy. The distortions of loneliness made her
perceptions of others as suspect as her view of herself.

“No one tells you how hard the first year of college is,” she reflected
when we spoke. “It’s unrealistic to anticipate such a smooth transition when
you’re uprooted for the first time in your life.” The real problem, though, is
not knowing who you are as an individual the first time you’re expected to
meet the wider world as an individual.

If only she’d realized how many college students feel the same way.
More than 60 percent report that they’ve felt very lonely within the past
year, nearly 30 percent within the past two weeks.1 In a 2019 survey at the
University of California, Davis, half of college freshmen said making
friends was more difficult than they’d expected.2

For Serena, the scale of her college posed an additional hurdle. Penn is
like a city within the city of Philadelphia, and she felt like an insignificant
face in the crowd. “The sheer quantity of students on campus who are going
through the same experience can create a herd mentality. Keep your head
down and stay a part of the herd. If you get left behind, oftentimes, no one
sees. It’s made doubly challenging when your class sizes are so big, it’s
difficult to develop personal relationships with your professors.”

Those first few weeks, Serena would duck into bathroom stalls between
classes to cry. After class, when other students made lunch plans, she made
no effort to tag along. “It seemed that whenever I didn’t make plans to
spend time with people, I would feel lonely and left out. However,
whenever I did make plans, there was something incredibly shallow about
the interactions. We’d talk about Greek life, partying, getting anxious about
school and grades.” She longed for the deep conversations she’d enjoyed
with her high school friends. But they knew her—and she knew them—
from the inside. She hadn’t yet established that kind of bond with any of her
classmates in Philadelphia.

“It seemed like I was a total outsider. I would hear swaths of friends
leaving for another party, while I stayed in bed and watched Netflix. I felt



like a nobody.”
As the semester progressed, Serena’s experience of loneliness changed

but without lessening in intensity. “I was busy all the time. If I wasn’t
studying for classes, I was signing up for new clubs, attending various
speaker panels or conferences, or in a library or coffee shop doing my
homework. I was partly able to distract myself from my loneliness because
of the sheer work and extracurricular activities. Busyness is almost like a
disease!” she said, echoing Bryan Robinson’s description of work addiction.

But she still had no friends, and because the clubs at Penn are so
competitive, few freshman applicants are accepted. Serena was no
exception. Now college became a time of loneliness and rejection. “I felt so
lost and just so deeply confused about everything in my life.”

Serena’s loneliness was often paired with self-blame and self-criticism:
“I can’t find my place among these people, so it must be my fault or
something wrong with me.” Again, she was far less alone than she realized.
In the UC Davis survey, three-fourths of college students who found it
difficult to make friends freshman year told researchers they thought that
everyone else had an easier time making friends than they did.3 This is the
cruel pattern of loneliness at work, intensifying isolation and distorting self-
consciousness.

Back at home during winter break, Serena met up with one of her high
school mentors, who immediately noticed the flatness of her voice, the lack
of life in her eyes. She leaned forward and asked, “Serena, do you think you
might be depressed?”

“I realized then that I certainly was. A depression caused mostly from
an experience of loneliness.”

She no longer felt excited about sustainability and beekeeping. She no
longer had any desire to meet new people. She’d lost sight of everything
she loved, why she mattered, and what gave meaning to her life. It was as if
she no longer belonged to herself—or anyone.

She sat down with her parents and considered transferring to a different
school. Here, again, she had plenty of generational company. Loneliness
and depression can be two important predictors of a college dropout.4 5

Forty-one percent of students who left or transferred out of the University
of Washington in 2014, for example, said “feeling socially alone” was a
factor in their decision to leave.6



But Serena ultimately decided instead to start therapy when she returned
to Penn that spring. She got a bike and would ride to art museums and along
the river, doing things that gave her pleasure and reminded her what she
cared about. This helped her regain a sense of herself, but she still felt off-
kilter and tentative when interacting with others. “I felt that if I left campus
and never returned, there wouldn’t be anyone that I would miss, nor would I
feel missed by others.”

That summer, however, everything changed. Back home, she got a job
on an urban farm, where she could get her hands dirty with work she deeply
loved, and she enrolled in a monthlong yoga teacher training that she
described as “transformative.”

“It wasn’t so much the yoga that healed me, but rather the community.”
This group of fifteen spanned all stages and backgrounds of life. There were
grandmothers, new fathers, working mothers, graduate students, and a
couple who flew to Michigan from Hawaii just for this training. They were
strangers, and yet the terms on which they came together jump-started their
connections with one another.

The culture of the training felt completely different from that of college,
Serena said. It was safe, warm, patient, and welcoming. “Instead of making
quick judgments about a person, we took time to understand one another’s
stories. I learned from this community that at all moments in life, we are
each going through our own struggles. I learned that while on the surface, it
may seem like someone has it all together, that may not be the case at all.”

The training program united these participants around a common set of
values, such as kindness and honesty, and interests, such as the practice of
yoga, that mattered deeply to every individual. In this way, the group
reflected Serena’s sense of herself and reinforced her sense of belonging.
But these new relationships didn’t define her like the close friendships
she’d spent her whole life building; she was as new and singular to these
strangers as they were to her. Each person had to come to the group in their
own way, leading with their own sense of self. And it was in this process of
coming to the group and revealing her true self that Serena found the inner
balance and conviction she’d been missing on campus.

She realized that the yoga community’s shared vulnerability was its
primary source of strength. People weren’t just allowed to be open and
honest; they were encouraged to share and come together around their truest



feelings and fears. “I rediscovered the power of uncovering our common
humanity.”

Serena learned, in the process, to appreciate her own humanity and to be
more open, accepting, and forgiving with herself. She recovered not only a
sense of her true values and core identity, but also the ability to project and
honor that identity through her interactions and relationships with others.
She felt centered and grounded, which gave her the confidence she’d been
missing freshman year.

“When I left for my sophomore year of college,” she said, “I was
determined to make more connection on campus happen.”

At first, she took baby steps, like inviting individual classmates out to
coffee. But instead of settling for the usual small talk, she was candid about
her freshman-year loneliness. To her surprise, nearly everyone she told said
they’d experienced some form of loneliness, too. “Even the ones that
seemed to have so many Facebook friends or thousands of followers on
Instagram!”

Intrigued now by this discovery, Serena put together a brief anonymous
survey on the college experience and gave it out randomly to seventy-two
Penn students. “I was shocked by the number who reported the number one
thing they wished they had at Penn was ‘deeper/more authentic
conversations and friendships.’”

At the same time, Serena became interested in the effect of physical
space and architecture on human interactions and cultural change. She
noticed that all the spaces on campus seemed to have a predetermined
culture. “Meaning, whenever you are on Penn’s campus, the predominant
culture is that of competition, busyness, and social hierarchy.” She
wondered if it would be possible to create a physical space that “optimizes
for deeply human interactions.” In such a space, she imagined, people could
interact as the participants of her yoga training had. They would feel free
and safe to reveal their true selves, to share their personal passions and
concerns—to “be real.” They would treat one another with genuine
compassion and kindness, as they’d like to be treated themselves. They’d
lead with deeply held thoughts and feelings, instead of surface appearances.
In other words, they’d relate to one another from the inside out, rather than
from the outside in.

As an experiment, Serena rented an Airbnb off campus and invited a
group of Penn students who were all strangers to come together for an



evening of personal conversation and storytelling. She called it a Space
Gathering.

“I actually just approached people on the sidewalk and asked if they’d
be interested in spending a few hours with a group of other students getting
to know each other and having intentional conversations.” Most of the
people she approached expressed the same yearning for human openness
and honesty that Serena felt.

The first gathering brought together twenty students across various
classes and social backgrounds. Because she wanted the experience to be
free of small talk and distractions, Serena asked everyone to put their
phones away upon entering and sit quietly until all had arrived. “We went
through an exercise where we stared at each other’s eyes for three minutes
before launching into a series of introductions that were less about your
stereotypical labels, and more about your story: What is one thing that is
going really well in your life, and what is an area where you are
struggling?” Then, for the next three hours, they shared their experiences
and opinions of social life on campus, their passions and their fears. “The
energy in that room at the end of the evening,” Serena remembers, “was one
of inspiration and hope.”

How was it that, after only three hours, a group of strangers could feel
so connected? Serena believes that the key lay in creating a space where
people could put aside any preconceived social expectations and instead
share candid stories without fear of criticism. “Each one of us has fears,
aspirations, hopes. We go through more common experiences of things like
loneliness, anxiety, depression, than we assume.”

The first Space Gathering was so successful that Serena began to host
them with new people every few weeks. Her goal was not to turn each
group into best friends but to awaken them to their common humanity and,
perhaps, to inspire them to treat other students with more kindness and
compassion upon returning to campus. She wanted to adjust the culture’s
value system—one story at a time.

She also wanted to let go of her own judgments, which had so misled
her freshman year. “I had to have the mind-set shift that people are good,
and that everyone is going through some sort of battle. We’re all just trying
to figure this stuff out together. I had to let go of the fact that I couldn’t
clone my high school friends. I had to learn how to cherish each
relationship for its uniqueness.”



This shift helped her appreciate something new about herself, too. “I
became much more open and super curious about others!”

Serena began to find people who shared her desire for deeper and more
genuine connections. She met some of her closest friends sophomore year,
and by the beginning of junior year she felt true belonging in her circle of
connections. A few close friendships emerged from Space Gatherings, she
told me, but the process was indirect. “I could make lots of casual friends
from the Gatherings and turn them into trusted confidantes, simply because
I had gotten to know them in such a deep way over a matter of hours.” In
other words, those honest conversations made it easier both to launch
acquaintances and to build lasting friendships. Those skills extended to
building and strengthening friendships apart from the gatherings, too.

For Serena, the lasting lesson is not that we all need to be best friends,
but that we do need to develop cultures in which all are encouraged to
express and share our true humanity. One way to do that is through the
power of direct face-to-face conversation. So the culture Serena created
took place mostly offline.

“After each gathering, I would ask each participant to recommend one
friend—who was as different from them as possible—to attend the next
gathering.” It turned out that the hunger for human connection was so
strong, the gatherings were populated almost entirely through word of
mouth. By the time Serena graduated, she’d hosted some forty-five Space
Gatherings and created a playbook for peers who’d stepped up to facilitate
their own.

Penn’s student wellness communications coordinator, Ben Bolnick,
attended one evening, and he admitted to the Daily Pennsylvanian that
Serena’s Space Gatherings were filling a vital gap. “Something that all
people need,” he said, “is to reflect, to discuss, to flesh out ideas and
concepts and struggles with other human beings. And sometimes we just
don’t get that often enough.”7

Befriending Ourselves

What was it that ultimately allowed Serena to take charge of her loneliness?
Her supportive parents, hometown friends, and yoga community certainly
played important roles. But the most important factor, I believe, was the



connection with herself that she rekindled during that pivotal summer. This
firmly centered inner connection gave her the foundation to establish new
relationships, starting from the inside out.

Serena’s journey back to herself reminded me of a passage in the
theologian Thomas Merton’s 1960 book The Wisdom of the Desert: “What
can we gain by sailing to the moon if we are not able to cross the abyss that
separates us from ourselves? This is the most important of all voyages of
discovery, and without it all the rest are not only useless but disastrous.”8

Merton’s insight resonates within Serena’s own comment, “I felt like a
nobody.” When we feel socially disconnected, we often feel unknown. As
Ami Rokach observed, it’s like being invisible to the world around us. But
the problem isn’t only that others fail to see us accurately; the fog of
loneliness also blurs our internal mirrors. It obscures our inner strengths, as
well as the value that we have to offer, the meaning of our own lives, and
the sources of joy and wonder that would normally make us feel connected
to the universe around us. This blindness can allow us to drift off course,
forgetting what we love about our lives and neglecting to accept and
befriend ourselves with the compassion and understanding we deserve.

Sometimes, as in Serena’s case, the disconnect reflects an abrupt change
in environment. In her positive experiences of high school, Serena felt
known and appreciated as a quiet, curious, imaginative thinker and
naturalist. It would take time before her fellow students at Penn could get to
know her personal passions and concerns. Eventually, she would discover
that the campus was filled with people who shared them, but her initial
discomfort with unfamiliar people made those individuals as invisible to her
as she felt to everyone else. Many of us experience a similar abyss when we
start a new school or job or move to a region or country where we’re
unknown and unmoored, especially if we’re afraid of being judged for
looking, sounding, or acting different from the surrounding culture. If we’re
so lonely and fearful that we fail to seek common ground with others in
these new surroundings, the sense of culture shock can be profoundly
alienating.

But we can get disconnected from our own instincts even without such
dislocations. Our circumstances invariably change over time. We get older.
We move in and out of professions and relationships. We have experiences
and meet people that challenge our preconceived notions about ourselves
and the world. At the same time, many of us are constantly seeking to



“improve” or “reinvent” ourselves. Much of this change is natural,
necessary, and healthy. We strive to learn, to grow, to expand our skills and
deepen our knowledge—and self-knowledge. This is a vital and lifelong
process. Along the way, however, external influences are constantly
pressing us to change in ways that may not be natural or healthy. These
external influences can infiltrate and distort our internal decision making.

Modern society bombards us with ideals, such as wealth, celebrity, and
perfect fitness, that are seldom attainable and not necessarily desirable for
most of us, yet are used commercially like lures. Claims are made for these
lures that are rarely true. If we overvalue material ideals and superficial
goals, then we risk losing sight of the goals that truly matter to us. We may
also lose access to the friends and pursuits that give our lives depth and
meaning, as my patient James, the lottery winner, found after becoming
rich.

Some of the most pernicious ideals in today’s media-driven world are
social. Our social media feeds would have us all believe that our social lives
depend on having hundreds of friends and followers online and a constant
schedule of dates, trips, and parties. This pressure can make us feel out of
step if we’d honestly rather watch a movie by ourselves or stay in on a
Friday night.

Society also sets norms around ambition that suggest the more we
criticize ourselves, the more motivated we’ll be to do more and better. This
self-criticism dovetails in a dangerous manner with the hypervigilance of
loneliness. When lonely, we may feel compelled to beat ourselves up,
castigating ourselves as Serena did, for our “failure” to be someone we’re
not. In the process, we tend to magnify our weaknesses, discount our
strengths, and distrust our natural instincts.

This criticism can come out in judgmental, even damning, self-talk.
Especially during moments of stress, we may say things to ourselves that
we’d never say to a close friend. For example, after a disappointing date or
meeting, do you console yourself with a pep talk, or are you more likely to
curse yourself for falling short? If you gain a few unwanted pounds, do you
promise to make better food choices and give yourself more time to
exercise, or do you condemn your body and character?

Ingrained competition and mismatched value systems also can intensify
negative self-talk, as I’ve witnessed in the trenches of medicine. One day
during my internship, one of my fellow interns walked into our small group



discussion and threw her papers on the table in frustration. “I feel like such
a failure,” she said, mostly addressing herself. “I’m never the first one to
get the diagnosis in our morning case conferences, and I can’t rattle off all
the clinical trials the way some of our co-interns can. All I can do is sit with
patients and make them feel better!” My friend was and is a gifted
physician. But she was operating in a highly competitive culture that prized
scientific and intellectual knowledge far above compassion. Medical school
faculty in this program didn’t get promoted because they were kind to
patients and tended to their physical and emotional needs. More often than
not, they gained recognition for publishing research papers or bringing in
grant money to the university. Discoveries in the lab trumped human
empathy and compassion, which left my friend feeling inadequate and
dismissive of her considerable gifts as a healer. Because her profession
seemed to disregard her talents, she began to lose sight of the aspects of
medicine that she most loved. In the process, she started to undervalue
herself.

Once we lose our internal compass, our emotional sense of grounding
and identity can begin to slip. On a rational level, we may know we have
worth, that we have light to bring to the lives of others, yet it’s hard to
ignore the messaging that insists we ought to be someone we’re not.

Many of us then try to jump the gap, as Serena did at first, by posing as
that other someone. We might fake being happy and busy as we mimic the
behavior we observe around us. Or we might pretend to be above the fray,
so confident and self-sufficient that we don’t care or need to connect. The
pose could be a full-time or a part-time performance. Perhaps we can be
ourselves at home or with a few close friends, only to put on the act when
we walk out the door. We might keep this up for months or even years. But
such poses are exhausting, and the relationships that we form when
pretending are inevitably disappointing. Even as we go through the motions
of a “normal” social life, loneliness builds behind the façade, and the fog
persists.

For Serena, the emotional tumult and distracting “busyness” of
freshman year only served to estrange her from the personal qualities that,
back home, had made her feel most true and valuable—her warmth, sense
of humor, creativity, and generosity. In high school, her close relationships
had given her a natural outlet for exercising these qualities and, in the
process, strengthened her self-esteem and deepened her sense of herself.



But she hadn’t yet learned the importance of transferring that support from
her friends internally to befriend herself.

In order to move independently through the world, we all need to learn
to treat ourselves with the kindness, encouragement, and candor that we
would offer a good friend. This is what we’re doing when we give ourselves
a pep talk on difficult days, when we treat ourselves to a calming walk to let
off stress or tell ourselves to get to sleep early when we feel a cold coming
on. We incorporate all the soothing, supportive messages that we’ve
absorbed from others who love us and relay those messages to ourselves.
This constructive self-talk reminds us who we are, what we love and value,
and why we need to keep going—just as a close friend would do. But it
takes time alone and consistent practice to develop the habit of being
compassionate toward oneself, and Serena had never needed this kind of
internal support when her close friends were nearby. So, with no one at
college to remind her why she mattered, she was floundering. Like
weakened physical muscles, her emotional strength and motivation felt
harder to summon. By the end of her first semester at Penn, loneliness had
estranged her from herself.

That magical summer brought her back together by reengaging her
solitary love of planting and beekeeping and by allowing her to slow down
and reflect in the relative safety of her hometown and in her yoga group,
where she learned to make new friends in a way that felt honest and
meaningful. She was reminded how fulfilling it was to spend time with
people who reflected back a view of her that felt true and whole. She may
have felt antisocial and awkward during her freshman year, but that was the
result of the pressure she felt on campus to act like someone she wasn’t.
Besides, a little self-doubt is normal during major transitions and by no
means meant she was wrong or broken. But her yoga friends reminded her
of the qualities that came most naturally to her and that she most valued in
herself.

As Serena reclaimed the interests, passions, and values that gave her life
direction and a sense of purpose, she began to feel grounded and confident
again. She no longer depended on her family and childhood friends to show
her who she was. To be sure, she remained deeply connected to them, but
she also was able to see herself independently as a worthwhile individual
apart from them. In the process, she reaffirmed that she was someone worth



befriending, thus creating a positive feedback loop that allowed her to
befriend herself.

Like a friend, she could see that her commitment to sustainability, her
desire to form deep and significant human connections, her fascination with
the interplay between environment and social behavior, all were part of
what gave her value and showed that there was much more to her than
she’d even discovered yet. Like all of us, she was a life in progress,
destined to make and learn from as many mistakes as she achieved
successes.

The shared vulnerability of people at her yoga training taught Serena
that no one is perfect or perfectly attuned to everyone around them.
Everyone has flaws and suffers failures. The key is to learn and gain deeper
compassion, rather than anger or resentment, as a result of setbacks. This
new wisdom, along with her deeper sense of herself, allowed Serena to treat
herself and others more kindly, from a stance of friendship rather than fear.
It gave her the courage to change aspects of her life back on campus that
had contributed to her suffering, and it helped her feel grounded and
centered even as she faced the inevitable changes and uncertainties of adult
life that awaited her.

Self-Knowledge

The phrase “know thyself” was inscribed on the entrance to the ancient
Greek Temple of Apollo at Delphi and on ancient Egyptian sarcophagi. In
the New Testament, this advice took the form of a parable, embedded in
what Christians take to be one of the most formative of Jesus’s recorded
teachings, the Sermon on the Mount: “Neither do men light a candle, and
put it under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that
are in the house.”

What are we to make of these instructions? First and foremost, knowing
oneself is both more challenging and more important for connecting with
others than it may seem. Indeed, it’s often much easier to gain insight and
perspective into others than into ourselves. That’s because knowledge
requires a degree of objectivity, which is difficult to summon when we are
the subject of concern. It is also a lifelong process, as the very act of



looking deeply into ourselves gives us insights that in turn affect who we
are.

To begin to know ourselves better, we need to take a step back and
allow ourselves to think about questions that reveal what we value and why
we respond to the world and others as we do: What do you most love doing,
and why? What do you dread? How do you respond to stress? What are you
most grateful for? What do you yearn for? We need to examine our own
personality, to consider how our particular traits and tendencies differ from,
conflict with, and complement other people’s. We also need to appreciate
that humans have varying degrees of anxiety, social needs, and moodiness.
To make sense of our own beliefs and interests, we need to understand the
cultural attitudes that surround us so that we can assess what is “true” to us
and what we may have accepted reflexively from others. These are just a
few aspects of the self that can make self-awareness so elusive.

No one is born with self-knowledge, nor is this insight acquired
overnight. We do tend to learn more about ourselves during pivotal phases
of our lives, such as adolescence and early adulthood, when aspects of our
character are tested and revealed in new and varied situations. This is what
Serena was experiencing during her first two years in college. But it’s not a
passive or time-limited process. We learn who we are through regular
reflection and by actively engaging with other people and challenges
throughout our lives.

The idea of self-knowledge is not to shine with perfection but to gain
insight and self-acceptance. Knowing ourselves doesn’t require us to solve
all our problems. Nor does it rule out change. Self-knowledge is not
egotistical or self-aggrandizing. The goal is to examine our natural instincts,
feelings, and behaviors honestly, to come to understand them better so that
they inform our choices instead of colliding with them. We may still feel
uncomfortable with certain traits of personality or behavior, but self-
awareness can help us find constructive ways to address that discomfort.

When it comes to our relationship with loneliness, specifically, it’s
important to understand how our relative introversion or extroversion
informs our preference for social interaction. These two terms describe the
opposing ends of a wide spectrum. While there are relatively few extreme
introverts or extroverts, most of us lean in one direction or the other. If we
lean more toward introversion, we’ll generally prefer less social activity
than more extroverted people. One inclination is not “better” than another,



but our culture can make it seem as if extroverts have a social advantage.
Commercial images tend to focus on gregarious people as if they were the
norm. Universities hold mixers for incoming students as if every newly
arriving freshman must be eager to network with crowds of strangers.
Politicians are required to meet and greet casts of thousands as if a
gargantuan social appetite were a fundamental qualification for wise
leadership. And social media users often seem to be basking in friends,
dates, nights out with friends. If you accept these implicit messages, you
might understandably think that extroverts have more fun.

What is true is that extroverts are naturally hungry for human company.
If you’re very extroverted, you’ll prefer larger crowds and lots of social
engagement. You probably love meeting new people, and when no one else
is around, you may feel driven to actively seek out companionship. From
stadium concerts to group outings, fun for you looks like one big social
event.

For strong introverts, fun looks more like a deep conversation with one
good friend in the corner of a library. Or it might look like a solitary browse
through the library stacks. If you’re very introverted, you prefer to spend
much of your time alone, and when you do connect, you’d rather get
together with one or two close friends than face a crowd. You like solitude.

To better understand the distinction, I sought out Dr. Susan Cain, author
of a groundbreaking 2012 book about introverts: Quiet.9 She explained that
the difference between introversion and extroversion has a lot to do with
how we naturally get our energy. Extroverts can feel drained and bored at
the end of a solitary evening but invigorated after several hours at a large
gathering, even if everyone there is a stranger. By contrast, introverts feel
energized by solitude and quiet conversation, but large groups quickly
exhaust them, even if they’ve had a good time.

“Introverts might not wish to connect by having more block parties or
getting together with church groups,” Cain told me. “It doesn’t mean they
don’t feel elevated by connecting, but that just isn’t their way of doing it.”

Introverts and extroverts alike can get lonely, just not in the same way.
“We all have different needs,” Cain said, “and when those needs aren’t met,
we get lonely.” So an extrovert may feel lonely if physically isolated for too
long, while an introvert is more likely to feel lonely in a sea of strangers. To
be clear, everyone needs meaningful relationships; it’s just that the preferred



pace, frequency, and intensity of engagement vary depending on where we
fall along the spectrum.

No matter how introverted or extroverted we may be, it can be
challenging to find the right balance between time with others and time
alone. Some of this balance is dictated by the social realities of daily life.
For the sake of work and family, most of us must participate in events such
as meetings, group meals, and the occasional birthday party. At the same
time, most of us will spend some portion of each day commuting, working,
waiting, or simply daydreaming by ourselves. The important thing is to pay
attention to our responses to these different situations. Which feels
calming? Which unnerving? There are no right or wrong answers, but it’s
important to know so that we can find ways to honor our own preferences
while also maintaining the connections that secure our personal and
professional lives. The more clearly we understand our true nature, the less
stressful it becomes to perform this balancing act.

As vital as self-knowledge is, however, alone it’s not enough. Our sense
of ourselves is bound to shift over time, and through our interactions and
reflections, we’ll come to learn more about who we are becoming and who
we choose to be. Our identity, preferences, and needs will evolve,
sometimes under stress and duress, and in order to stay whole, grounded,
and securely connected with ourselves despite these fluctuations, we need
an added stream of self-compassion. This is what makes self-acceptance
possible as we come to know ourselves.

Self-Compassion

Dr. Jack Kornfield, one of America’s most renowned Buddhist monks and
meditation teachers, first introduced me to the concept of self-compassion
sixteen years ago when I attended his class at Spirit Rock, the meditation
center he cofounded in Woodacre, California. Jack’s own introduction to
self-compassion was his first meeting with the Dalai Lama many years
earlier in Dharamsala, India. How, Jack and a group of fellow teachers had
asked His Holiness, could they help people eradicate self-hatred or low self-
esteem?

“He and his translators seemed confused,” Jack told me with a laugh. “It
was such a foreign concept in Tibetan culture to not be compassionate and



loving toward yourself.”
And that, in its gentle way, was the lesson. Compassion forms a natural

bridge between self-knowledge and self-acceptance, and loving kindness
toward oneself is the first path leading over that bridge. In the wake of this
gentle lesson, Kornfield made the cultivation of inner-directed compassion
and love the center of his life’s work.

Self-compassion is what shields us from—or at least softens the blow of
—the judgment and ridicule of people who don’t understand us. It allows us
to grow through our pain instead of being dragged down by it. It also helps
us to see our light, however dim it may seem, instead of being consumed by
darkness and self-doubt. Such a powerful force is not easily summed up,
and is itself the subject of entire books, but we can start by recognizing the
important role it plays in relieving loneliness and centering our sense of
self.

To help people cultivate self-compassion, Jack employed a practice
called metta, or loving kindness, meditation that is based on a central
Buddhist practice. It’s a form of meditation that melds the head (self-
knowledge) and the heart (loving kindness).

Although one of the goals is to direct this union toward oneself, Jack
explained, “I’ve found it’s difficult for people to start with loving
themselves because of our culture of self-criticism and self-hatred. So I will
start people with someone they love or care about.”

The meditation invites the emotion in through recited phrases such as:
“May you be filled with loving kindness. May you be safe from inner and
outer dangers. May you be well in body and mind. May you be at ease and
happy.”

As these phrases are recited, the person is invited to visualize the loved
one. “The principle is to start wherever it’s easy to open your heart,” Jack
told me. “You are cultivating the qualities of love that are in all of us.”

Allowing the mind to immerse itself in gratitude and compassion can be
a restorative and calming experience. “Sometimes other emotions come
up,” Jack said, “but you just let that be.”

After repeating the meditation for a few minutes with one or two
beloved friends in mind, the next step is to imagine them gazing back and
wishing you the same love and kindness in return. “Think about how those
two friends would want you to be well,” Jack said. “Imagine them saying,
‘May you be safe and protected. May you be peaceful and well. Now put a



hand on your heart and take that in. As they wished it for you, wish it for
yourself. Spend some time reciting the same intentions and inviting the
same feelings for yourself. Once you’ve experienced that love within
yourself, you can extend it to other people, including those you have a hard
time with.”

The practice, Jack said, encourages us to appreciate our good qualities
and good intentions and forgive ourselves for those moments when we
haven’t lived up to our expectations or desires. While the research on
kindness-based meditation practices like metta is in its early stages,
preliminary studies have suggested that these practices can increase
compassion, self-compassion, and positive emotions.10 11

Moments of Pause

Metta meditation, like other forms of self-reflection, requires time and
solitude. It takes patience and quiet to train our attention inward, to focus
our thoughts and feelings and locate inner sources of genuine purpose and
value. When we engage in this type of focused solitude, psychologists have
found, it correlates with increased creativity and intimacy. It activates the
parts of the brain responsible for incorporating meaning into our lives. It
also strengthens our sense of identity by giving us the space to connect with
ourselves.12

The problem is that we live in a world that is perpetually racing, daring
us to keep up. Technology, media, global news, fashion, economic
competition, climate crises, political conflict—and, in far too many places,
war—compel us to keep moving, changing, working, striving, and
competing to stay ahead of the next unexpected challenge. Most of us are
pressured at work and at home. Finances and health challenges are just a
couple of the concerns that can preoccupy us at the expense of the quiet we
need to regroup and center ourselves. We are besieged, online and off, by
demands for our attention, our responses, our decisions and commitments.
Amid all this turbulence, solitude can seem boring, wasteful, or simply
impossible.

It takes a concerted effort to reclaim our opportunities for solitude
today. What’s required is the white space that allows us to deliberately
suspend our mental clutter and fully experience our feelings and our



thoughts. For many of us, this will mean strictly limiting distractions to
protect periods of quiet. According to developmental psychologists, we
need to be free of interruptions such as texts, emails, and news feed alerts,
in order to access our deepest thoughts and feelings. Today such freedom
does not come easily, but this makes it all the more important to
intentionally reserve time for solitude on a regular basis.

Solitude doesn’t require a retreat to nature or a vow of silence. The
practice of self-reflection can take the form of meditation or prayer, a nature
walk, or simply a few minutes of silent contemplation in a park, during our
work commute, or before we go to bed at night.

These moments of pause allow us to tune in to ourselves, which
simultaneously prepares us to tune in to others. By allowing our minds to
wander without an agenda or destination, we learn to read our emotions and
sensations, to listen to our bodies and trace our thoughts. We relax. We
reflect on the significance and consequences of our actions and choices. We
make sense of the responses we receive from others. It can be challenging
when difficult thoughts surface, such as disappointments or the pain of a
recent conflict. Most of us have a tendency to retract from such experiences
and try to avoid thinking about them. That’s what Serena was doing when
she packed her freshman year with distracting busyness. But it’s important
to make time to reflect even on our pain so we can learn from it. Often, it’s
this very reflection that hastens decisions, which lead to relief.

Solitude on its own won’t give us knowledge and compassion—it
depends how we use that time with ourselves. But it gives us the
opportunity to listen to ourselves, to hear the ideas, inspiration, feelings,
and reactions that arise, and hopefully to approach what arises with
kindness and compassion even when the thoughts that come up are painful
or unflattering.

Moments of pause are especially powerful when combined with
gratitude and feelings of love. I had a medical school professor who
struggled with the demands of being a mother, doctor, teacher, researcher,
and administrator. Finding time to meditate or go on a retreat was a near
impossibility for her, but whenever she washed her hands before seeing a
patient, she would let the warm water run over her hands for a few extra
seconds and think of something she was grateful for—the opportunity to be
a part of the patient’s healing, the health of her family, the joy of teaching a
student earlier that morning. She was one of the first people to teach me that



the power of gratitude can be delivered in the smallest of moments . . . and
those moments have the power to change how we see ourselves and the
people around us.

If we ever forget the power of pausing, we need only remember the
lesson of our heart. The heart operates in two phases: systole where it
pumps blood to the vital organs and diastole where it relaxes. Most people
think that systole is where the action is and the more time in systole the
better. But diastole—the relaxation phase—is where the coronary blood
vessels fill and supply life sustaining oxygen to the heart muscle itself.
Pausing, it turns out, is what sustains the heart.

This is why solitary reflection and self-awareness play such a critical
role in preparing us for relationships with others. As we become attuned to
our own inner signals and frequencies, we naturally gain an empathic (and
largely unconscious) ability to recognize and relate to these signals in
others. This internal attunement helps us feel centered, confident, and calm,
securing the foundation of self-knowledge from which we can build strong
connections outward, not only with other people but also with the wider
world. We might notice patterns in nature, like an iridescent dragonfly or a
majestic cloud formation, or marvel at a clear night sky filled with the
Milky Way. We might also discover wonders in the humanity around us—
the love with which a parent reads to his child, the generosity of a
commuter who gives up her seat for a stranger, the gentle way a young boy
takes his little sister’s hand. What we are experiencing is connection within
our solitude.

Art is another means of accessing this sense of solitary connection. As
Susan Cain reminded me, the connection between a reader and writer or
between a composer and person hearing the music is “like a feeling of
joining of souls when you read something that is articulating exactly what
you have experienced.” Through characters on the page we exercise our
empathy and compassion for struggles beyond our own.

I love the way Cain likened reading to belonging to a “community of
kindred spirits. Sometimes you need them in real life and sometimes on the
page.” Music is even more visceral. When we listen to music it’s akin to
sharing chords of pure emotion with the musicians and composer—and, if
listening to a live concert, with other members of the audience, as well.
Who hasn’t felt goose bumps in response to profoundly beautiful music?



Similarly, through visual art we can share the pure joy of beauty, as well as
the creative vision of the painter or sculptor.

These experiences are vital to our sense of connection and security because
they remind us we are never truly alone. It’s as if they compel us to zoom
out from our self-focused concerns to feel a more peaceful, even spiritual,
sense of belonging, both among our fellow humans and in the larger sense.

This relationship with others and with a larger universe is a connection
that we all instinctively crave, because belonging involves more than being
accepted, known, and loved; it also means sharing in the concern and
responsibility for others. This fundamental need dates back to our
evolutionary roots as tribal members. It’s baked into our DNA.

And so is our sense of awe. Dr. Dacher Keltner, a professor of
psychology at the University of California, Berkeley, has spent much of his
career understanding the origins and power of such “goose bump”
moments. (While other mammals get goose bumps when frightened, he
points out that only humans get them when awed.) Keltner defines awe as
an emotion we feel in response to vast things that are mysterious, that
challenge our current way of understanding the world. In a New York Times
article, Keltner noted that such moments have the capacity to “shift our
focus from our narrow self-interest to the interests of the group.”13 They
expand our sense of purpose and significance, reminding us of the true scale
of the home to which we all belong. They inspire a sense of oneness, which
in turn results in greater empathy and altruism.

To test this effect, Keltner and his colleagues conducted an experiment
with two groups of individuals on the Berkeley campus.14 The first group
was asked to stand in front of a grove of breathtaking two-hundred-foot-tall
Tasmanian blue gum eucalyptus trees and gaze up at them for one minute.
The other group was asked to stand in the same spot but instead to gaze up
at an adjacent tall building for one minute. After the minute elapsed, it had
been arranged that someone would walk by the group and “accidentally”
drop a set of pens. What they found was the group that stared at the trees
helped pick up more pens for the person who dropped them than the group
that looked at the building. The awe-inspiring experience of staring at the
Tasmanian trees lasted only one minute, but it had a positive impact on the
behavior of the participants, opening them up to the world around them and
making them more responsive and generous toward that world.



When I spoke to Keltner, he lamented the fact that our culture allows
too little time for these experiences, particularly in nature. Many of us sink
blindly into work and technology without even realizing what we’re
missing. “In a time where we feel less connected, the world could use more
awe,” he said.

All of these experiences deepen our connection with ourselves even as they
remind us that we’re part of something more interconnected than we can
fathom. This is both humbling and consoling. Each of us has a lot to feel
grateful for. We each have a lot to offer. And when we reach out to one
another from a place of self-knowledge and compassion, we have the power
to transform our lives and heal the world.



Chapter 7

Circles of Connection

The only way to have a friend is to be one.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Of Friendship”

The friend who can be silent with us in a moment of despair or confusion, who can stay with
us in an hour of grief and bereavement, who can tolerate not knowing, not curing, not
healing, and face with us the reality of our powerlessness, that is a friend who cares.

—Henri Nouwen, Out of Solitude

If we imagine human connections forming through a process that starts
within each of us then reaches out to others and loops us closer together,
what would we call that process? The best term may be friendship.

Everyone, at virtually every stage and station of life, needs friends.
Friendship, in essence, is the social glue that keeps couples, families,
kindred spirits, and communities together. It’s fundamental to successful
professional, as well as personal, relationships. Yet some people have more
difficulty than others when it comes to making and keeping friends, and this
obstacle can raise the risk of loneliness. On the other hand, those who are
skilled at friendship may have a natural defense against prolonged or severe
loneliness. Fortunately, these skills can be developed.

But what does it mean to be skilled at friendship? I remember being
somewhat bewildered by this process when I was a child. I wish I’d had a
role model like Sarah Harmeyer back then.

Even when she was a kid, Sarah told me, her life revolved around two
great loves. One was food, and the other was people. And early on, she
realized just how naturally these two passions go together. Sharing meals is
a global practice that dates from the beginning of our species. Not only is
this practical, since humans need to eat several times a day, and it’s more



efficient to cook in quantity than one serving at a time, but it’s also
enjoyable to gather around the tastes, smells, and energy that good food
creates. And all this shared enjoyment has a bonding effect. It’s only
natural, then, that food often plays a central role in the establishment of
friendships, whether around the family dinner table, in the school cafeteria,
or in the neighborhood diner or coffee shop.

Gathering people together around food became one of young Sarah’s
greatest pleasures. She even hosted a regular lunchtime “cafe” back in her
dorm room at college. But in her late twenties she moved from her
hometown of Houston to Dallas and got so wrapped up in her work as an
event planner that she lost track of that pleasure. Single, she lived alone and
knew no one in her new neighborhood.

“I didn’t have kids to get me outside my house,” Sarah said, looking
back eight years later. “I didn’t even have a dog to walk to help me get to
know people.” But that began to change after a pastor friend identified her
as “a people gatherer.”

“He said, ‘Sarah, you just love creating experiences for people and you
love sharing love and connecting in a really real way with people.’” He
suggested she try to think of ways to develop and share this passion with
her community.

“So I thought of the very best moments of my life,” she told me, “and
they’ve always been around the table. That’s how I wanted to gather
people.”

But Sarah’s house was small, and the table she envisioned was big
enough to seat at least twenty people. It would only work in the backyard.
And the only way she could afford such a table would be if her father built
it for her. And he’d never built a table, though he did like to whittle wood.

None of these obstacles proved to be barriers. Sarah’s dad built her an
eighteen-foot table, which they placed in the yard, with chandeliers strung
overhead. With “community” as her intention, Sarah set a goal of serving
five hundred people that year around her table.

Because she didn’t even know her neighbors’ names, she turned to the
social networking app Nextdoor for assistance. Nextdoor allowed her to
reach three hundred households nearby. She invited all of them to a potluck.

“I was so honest on the invitation,” she recalled. “I said, ‘If you’ve
never stepped outside of your house to meet neighbors, would you consider
coming this night? I don’t know anyone, and I’d love to meet you. Bring a



beverage and bring a dish to share and I’ll have live music.’ I had ninety
people show up that night, and my heart just grew so big knowing that
people wanted to be invited.”

Sarah understood that people crave connection. Still, she was surprised
by the eagerness of her neighbors to meet and the ease with which they
overcame differences in professions, status, and cultural backgrounds. The
big table seemed to function like a big tent of safety—a shared space, as
John Paul Lederach might say, where all sorts of people could find common
ground.

“The table belongs to each person,” Sarah said. “People can come as
themselves and feel like we all have something to learn from each other.
I’ve seen my plumber sit next to an executive. I’ve seen eighth graders next
to their teachers. All races, all religions, all sexual orientations, you name it,
they’ve sat around my table.”

But a big reason why this happened that first night—and at the hundreds
of gatherings she’s hosted since then—is Sarah’s intuitive understanding of
the elements of friendship and her generous willingness to nurture them.
The first element is a sense of familiarity and ease, which Sarah found can
be cultivated even among total strangers with a little gentle nudging.

“Before we sit down around my table,” she told me, “I will go around
and introduce people by name. Like, if I just met you, and I remember your
name as George, then I tell everyone, ‘Hey, this is George, and he is an
incredible dad, and I can tell because you should have seen the way he lit
up talking about his boy’s baseball game this morning. He’s also an
attorney. So, if you have any questions he’ll be at this end of the table.’ To
see the smiles creep out of people’s hearts on their faces when you
acknowledge their name! It gives people confidence then to sit down at the
table and engage with people around them.”

That sounded so simple, but I had to agree. Names and personal
anecdotes can be powerful connectors, especially when the names are
properly pronounced (as someone whose name is usually mispronounced, I
always notice and appreciate when someone makes the extra effort to say it
properly). Sarah also uses tried-and-true hosting tools like place cards and
seating charts to help people remember one another’s names and to connect
individuals who are likely to have good conversations.

At the same time, she explicitly relinquishes enough control to give
everyone a stake in the space and in serving one another, to cultivate



another important element of friendship, which is mutuality. “I say, ‘I know
I’m hosting. But truly, it’s up to us what we want out of this experience. So
if you see water glasses low, jump up and fill them. If you want to, grab
another bottle of wine and serve the people around you. If you want to help,
bring dishes in and if you want to, load the dishwasher.”

What Sarah said next about loading the dishwasher gave me an insight
into the genuine depth of her care for the people she gathers. She told me
she always invites guests to help with the dishes because “a lot of the
introverts, they want a job so they don’t have to talk as much.”

Sarah understands that people relate in all different kinds of ways.
While some become friends trading jokes in a group, others are much more
likely to bond if they’re able to chat quietly with just one other person
while, say, loading the dishwasher.

She also understands that healthy friendships are based on two-way
communication. “I even suggest, ‘I hope we will do more listening than
talking tonight at the table,’ which is a funny thing. You can see people
whisper to each other, ‘What does she mean by that?’ But truly, what if
we’re just with each other, coming from a place of learning and wanting to
connect?”

Toward the end of each potluck, Sarah will call everyone together again
and toss out a single idea, question, or word to prompt a group discussion
that’s more thoughtful and personal than her guests might dare to start up on
their own—more like the conversations at Serena Bian’s Space Gatherings.
This is when the “table” Sarah has set yields the rewards that we all crave in
friendship. “I just see people sharing really beautifully. I see more of a
depth to them. And there’s a real respect, and there’s a little love at the
table.”

Love is not just an idea for Sarah. It’s a way of life that’s also core to
her approach to friendship. One year, she told me, her neighbor asked if he
could come to her house on Christmas because he didn’t have friends or
family nearby. Sarah decided to expand his circle. She sent out an invitation
to the neighborhood. She invited whoever “wanted to have lunch with a
stranger on Christmas.” The response expanded her own circle, as well.
“People came out I had never met.” All of them would have spent
Christmas alone. The emotions were palpable. One of her guests pointed to
the four large block letters on her lawn and said, “That’s what this place
feels like.” Those letters spelled L-O-V-E.



Today Sarah knows virtually all her neighbors. She’s forty-three, never
married and has no kids, but she has an enormous family of friends. She
knows who to call for any kind of help she might need, whether it’s a spare
flashlight or a shoulder to cry on. She’s also met neighbors who’ve never
shown up at her table but still feel connected to her, just because she
reached out to invite them.

Sarah’s story reminds us that we’re all people gatherers. Maybe we’re
not as fearless or as practiced as Sarah at bringing new people into our
lives. Maybe we prefer to gather friends one at a time, rather than throwing
parties. But whether we’re planning the future with our partners, dining
with neighbors, or chatting with strangers on a train, the lessons in
friendship that Sarah shares around her table offer keys that each and every
one of us can use to widen, strengthen, and deepen our own connections.

Friendship Circles

When John and Stephanie Cacioppo were studying solutions for loneliness,
they found that the most beneficial relationships for our social and
emotional health are reciprocal in nature. In other words, people who
support each other tend to build the healthiest friendships. These mutually
beneficial relationships, in turn, help to secure people individually and
protect against loneliness. This is the cycle of high-quality social
connection at work.

The Cacioppos weren’t talking just about close friendships. As Sarah
Harmeyer demonstrates at each of her gatherings, the principle of
reciprocity can apply even to brand-new acquaintances. That’s why she
encourages her guests to listen as much as they talk, and to pitch in and
serve each other, instead of waiting to be served. Friends who share and
sincerely listen to each other have a stronger sense of connection than do
those for whom the interactions focus only in one direction. This is one
reason why therapy, however valuable, cannot replace truly mutual
friendships. Looking back, this was the experience of Serena, whose yoga
group and Space Gathering friendships provided the deepest cure for her
sense of isolation. It was also the experience of Phillip Lester and Richard
Lopez when they joined the brotherhood of ARC.



What makes a relationship “mutual”? Listening and helping each other
is important, but the most fundamental element may be what lies beneath
those interactions: reciprocal feeling. Friends want to spend time together
and will make the effort to do so. They put each other at ease and strive to
understand each other. They share common interests and respect each other.
In the most basic terms, friends show that they care about each other, and in
so doing, they mirror each other’s human value.

When our friends support us, they remind us that we are worthy of love,
which makes us feel better about ourselves. Caring for others may also
strengthen our sense of purpose and meaning, as it shows us that we have
the ability to make others’ lives better. In these and many other ways,
friendship creates a positive feedback loop, teaching us to relate to
ourselves with love even as we relate to our friends.

Unfortunately, many people confuse friendship with transactional
relationships, viewing friends as sources of social or professional status or
material favors. Dr. Ronald Sharp, who teaches a course on the literature of
friendship at Vassar College, lamented this confusion in an interview in
2016. Friendship, he said, is “not about what someone can do for you, it’s
who and what the two of you become in each other’s presence.” He added,
“The notion of doing nothing but spending time in each other’s company
has, in a way, become a lost art.”1

Loneliness, too, can impede mutuality, because when we’re lonely, the
urgency of our own social need can make it difficult to honor and respond
to the concerns of others—even if they are our friends. In a 2017 interview
with The Atlantic, John Cacioppo explained that loneliness can make us
overeager, excessively focused on ourselves, and preoccupied with our own
emotional state.2 Thus, even when meeting close friends, if we’re lonely
and have been by ourselves too long, we may unwittingly come on strong,
talking a little faster and longer than we otherwise would, because we’re
craving the feeling of connection. Being mindful of the distortions that
loneliness can cause, as well as remembering to pause and really try to
listen, can help.

Friendship needs to be tended with kindness. This kindness requires
openhearted care and trust, empathy and honesty, and a generous dose of
understanding so that the connection can flourish and endure. “No one
treats other individuals perfectly all the time,” Cacioppo told an interviewer
in 2008.3 “We don’t treat ourselves perfectly all the time, so we don’t treat



our friends ideally all the time.” That’s why forgiveness is such a crucial
part of friendship.

Because of all this, a profound side effect of friendship is gratitude.
Gratitude for the opportunity to show vulnerability and still be loved. For
the forgiveness of our flawed lives. For the shared trust and time together
and the feeling of belonging, which is the ultimate glue that holds friends
together.

Of course, not all friendships are equally close. Even high-quality social
connections naturally vary in intimacy, intensity, and depth.

British evolutionary psychologist Dr. Robin Dunbar has found that
human beings are remarkably consistent in their need for different types of
friendships. If you imagine yourself as the center of your social world, you
can visualize inner, middle, and outer circles of friendship as a series of
rings around a bull’s-eye. Humans have formed these different levels of
friendship, Dunbar told me, ever since we were hunter-gatherers.

These three circles of connection roughly correspond to the three
dimensions of loneliness: Intimate, Relational, and Collective. We all need
close friends and intimate confidantes with whom we share deep bonds of
mutual affection and trust. We need casual friends and social relationships
that offer shared support and connection. And we need to belong to
communities of people—neighbors, colleagues, classmates, and
acquaintances—with whom we experience a sense of collective purpose
and identity.

In the simplest evolutionary terms, within our inner circle, we rely on a
small set of people for protection, support, and sustenance. These are our
romantic partners, the close friends and family that we depend on in a crisis,
the people we want to spend time with on a frequent basis. These inner-
circle relationships are our strongest mutual bonds. They also require the
most time and energy—which limits the number of such relationships that
we can sustain to about fifteen at any given time. According to Dunbar,
we’re wired to devote a whopping 60 percent of our time and energy to our
inner-circle friends and confidantes, and most of this is spent with our
closest intimates, who rarely number more than five.

Most of the remaining 40 percent of our time is devoted to the people
who make up our middle and outer friendship circles. These friends are not
the first ones we turn to for support, but they are likely to lend a helping



hand if we asked and vice versa. They’re buddies we spend time with a few
times a year, the old school friends and relatives we reach out to during the
holidays, the well-wishers we inform about our marriage or the birth of a
child, and neighbors we meet over dinners such as those Sarah Harmeyer
hosts.

Naturally, middle and outer circle ties are weaker than close friendships.
Those with whom we spend the least time and attention tend to be our least
secure friendships. However, these circles are not fixed. Many of our
friendships naturally migrate over time, as when a close school pal becomes
a more distant acquaintance after graduation, or when a work colleague
turns into a close confidante. Sarah Harmeyer has found, for example, that
some of the guests who arrived at her table as strangers have since become
close friends, while close friends who move away may shift into her middle
or outer circles.

The simple fact is that the less time we physically spend with friends,
the more likely they are to slip into our outer circles. Dunbar believes that’s
because core friendships will wither without the direct face-to-face
communication that allows us to be fully present and available to one
another. We need to make the effort to see the friends we want to keep
close, to work through conflict with them and exchange help in times of
need.

In some respects, technology can facilitate quality relationship by
allowing us to virtually spend time with friends and loved ones even when
we can’t be in the same location. It can enable us to keep some people from
drifting entirely out of our lives when they move away. It can also help us
locate and communicate with friends to arrange in-person meetings.
However, technology can also weaken friendship by draining the available
time for meaningful connection. It’s so easy to flip that sixty-forty ratio and
spend more hours digitally chatting with people we barely know than
connecting meaningfully with those we love the most. When I began using
digital media to stay connected with people, I found that it slowly but
insidiously moved the balance of my social time away from the center and
toward my middle and outer circles. It was often easier to wish one hundred
distant acquaintances happy birthday on Facebook than it was to make time
and space for a difficult but important conversation with a close friend. If
we are not careful, technology can make lower-quality social interactions
the path of least resistance.



As our options for communicating have grown, we have also become
less comfortable with the uncertainties of direct interaction. We hesitate to
pick up the phone, because we don’t know how long the call might take. We
avoid spoken questions that would be easier to handle via text. We
discourage spontaneous visits, because we might get sucked into a long
conversation or be inconvenienced. But the richness of relationships is in
their texture—in the sound of someone’s voice, in their smile and their body
language, in the unexpected moments of honesty that tend to occur during
unplanned conversation. The irony is that we’re almost always left feeling
better when we take those risks with friends.

Inner Circle: Close Friends and Confidantes

In 1938, during the Great Depression, Harvard University initiated a long-
term study of 268 men from the Harvard classes of 1939 to 1944 with the
hope of learning what helped people lead healthy and fulfilled lives.
Longitudinal studies are common, but this study has exceeded nearly all of
them, still ongoing after eighty years. The original subjects included men
who went on to become successful politicians, entrepreneurs, and doctors,
and others who got into trouble with the law and had financial problems.
Since its inception, the study has expanded to the children and wives of the
original study participants. It also merged with a study that started around
the same time with 456 young men from Boston’s poorest neighborhoods.4

Dr. Robert Waldinger, the current director of the study, is kind, patient,
whip smart, and humble enough to consider new ideas. By his own account,
he had certain expectations when he came in as director. He anticipated
finding that good nutrition, exercise, and genetics are critical factors in
health and happiness. As a Zen priest, he also understood the importance of
meditation and other spiritual practices. But he did not expect one result
that has emerged as a central health factor in the study’s rich treasure trove
of data: close relationships.

According to Waldinger, the Harvard data showed that inner-circle
relationships were better predictors of health and happiness throughout life
than IQ, wealth, or social class. Having someone you can call for help at
three a.m. can be a buffer against mental and physical decline. “The people
who were the most satisfied in their relationships at age fifty,” Waldinger



said in his TED talk about the study, “were the healthiest at age eighty.”5

These close relationships also are our primary defense against intimate
loneliness.

As comforting and healing as these relationships are, they are rarely
conflict-free. In fact, we challenge our closest friends and intimate partners
more than any others. We often get angry or become disappointed in them,
and vice versa—because close confidantes are so emotionally invested in
each other. But we choose to be more honest and engaged in these
relationships precisely because they create a safe place where we can more
fully be ourselves.

Intimacy also is physical, even when it’s not sexual. Touch releases a
host of brain chemicals, including the hormone oxytocin, which enhance
our focus on social information and strengthen ties between friends and
family, helping to reassure us that we’re cared for and protected. Touch also
releases endorphins, the opioid-like neuropeptides that are nature’s built-in
pain relievers and sources of euphoria.

When I asked Robin Dunbar to explain this, he brought up our primate
cousins’ habit of social grooming, which is a potent trigger for the brain’s
release of chemicals that strengthen intimacy. These chemicals make apes
feel so good, Dunbar told me, that they can spend three hours a day
grooming one another. Both the groomer and the groomed feel the rush,
which secures the bonds between them and mutually reduces their stress.
Humans feel a similar rush when we touch in love and friendship. Just as
they do in primates, all these chemicals function as a kind of emotional
binder.

Given the powerful effects of physical affection, it makes sense that most
people’s closest friends are their spouses or romantic partners. We call this
person a “significant other” for good reason, since this is the person we
expect to always be there for us—ideally, the person we confide in at
midnight and turn to at dawn.

However, it’s important to remember that intimate relationships are not
always romantic in nature. In fact, an enthralling romance can involve less
desirable inner-circle trade-offs. The release of molecules like endorphins
and oxytocin that accompanies intense romance, especially when love is
new and physical affection is peaking, means that couples are biologically
incentivized to focus on each other. As a result, as Dunbar told me, there’s



diminished social energy or inclination to connect with anyone else. While
romance may feel exciting in the short term, if a relationship is so all-
encompassing that it excludes other important friendships too completely or
for too long, a love affair actually can lead to relational and collective
loneliness. That can pose a social hazard when the relationship matures, and
the rush of social hormones and neurotransmitters inevitably fades. It can
compound emotional distress if the romance ends badly and intimate
loneliness also sets in.

Older cultures seem to have understood how risky it is to prize romantic
love above all other friendships. Historian Stephanie Coontz, in a New York
Times op-ed, wrote that until a hundred years ago, “most societies agreed
that it was dangerously antisocial, even pathologically self-absorbed, to
elevate marital affection and nuclear-family ties above commitments to
neighbors, extended kin, civic duty and religion.”6

While isolated romantic relationships tend to be fragile and subject to
break under pressure, healthy intimate relationships—whether we’re talking
about a spouse or a best friend—actually benefit from the social cushion
that surrounding circles provide. That’s because the comfort, calm, and
emotional energy we gain from all supportive friendships strengthen our
emotional core. And the stronger we are at the center, the more we have to
offer everyone else in our lives.

But today we face a different challenge. While many still embrace the
“one and only” idealization of romantic love, fewer and fewer people in
America are getting married.7 The number of adults age twenty-five or
older who have never married is at an all-time high of one in five, up from
one in ten in 1960.8

Such societal changes prompt us to stop, look around, and recognize
that we may need to intentionally redesign our social lives to protect the
vital resource of intimacy. Our closest confidantes might be our lovers,
husbands, or wives. They might be our best friends, housemates, cousins or
siblings. Inner circles, like intimacy, can take many forms. Many single
people devote time to their families and social networks in ways that make
them less lonely than couples who isolate themselves. The point is that all
of us—whether we are married or not—need to love and be loved by people
who know us well.



Middle Circle: Occasional Companions

As essential as our inner-circle relationships are, the middle circle, which
may expand our friendships to 150 or so, is just as vital. In this social
region, we may not necessarily know one another’s deepest secrets, but we
enjoy having our lives intersect. Middle-circle friends provide a vital buffer
against Relational loneliness.

When we were growing up, many of us may have taken our casual
friendships for granted. Our classes, sports, camps, and clubs gave us plenty
of opportunities to cultivate our middle circle. We saw most of our friends
every day in school or around the neighborhood. Such casual connections
are harder to establish in adulthood, especially when we’ve left our
hometowns and plunged into career and family demands. Not only is there
less time for social activities, but competition and status can complicate the
bonds of friendship. Differences in achievement and wealth can cause
distrust and jealousy, which make it difficult to gauge the mutuality of new
relationships. This is why celebrities and people in top levels of leadership
often feel lonely, why many still rely as adults on the communities of their
youth and take pains to maintain their original and most trusted friendships,
rather than risking new ones.

But most of us can form new middle-circle friendships just as we did
when we were kids: by joining groups. Whatever our age, humans tend to
meet one another by gathering, and we tend to gather around shared
interests and activities like sports, the arts, or a neighborhood potluck.
Belonging to a group can help reduce stress, repair emotional damage, and
promote meaning and purpose. This is why groups also form around
common struggles and why so many forms of therapy today include support
groups.

Much of this therapeutic effect stems from the ways we interact when
we gather. We tell stories. We laugh. We sing and dance and play music. We
move and walk and work together. We give and take, call and respond, and
synchronize with one another. This behavior comes naturally in every
culture on earth. As Robin Dunbar explains, it’s all part of a long line of
biochemical substitutes for social grooming.

These substitutes became necessary as humans evolved to expand their
social circles. Because grooming requires direct one-to-one physical
contact, it was an inefficient way to connect large communities. So



evolution came up with other feel-good strategies to create a sense of
belonging among many people at once.

Laughter is one of the most contagious, universal, and instinctive
connectors, Dunbar told me. Like touch, it’s a trigger for endorphin release,
so when we share laughter, we feel happier, more familiar with those
around us, and more at ease. The Dalai Lama employs his infectious laugh
to connect with crowds and world leaders alike. Laughter reduces stress and
feels good both because it induces a positive biochemical response and
because it brings people together—we rarely laugh alone. In a comedy club,
when one audience member laughs, others almost always follow. At a party,
when someone laughs out loud, others instinctively smile and turn to find
out what’s so funny. In movie theaters, jokes onscreen often produce a wave
of laughter that starts with one or two people, then builds as others latch on.
Humor creates a powerful bond among people who all find the same thing
funny. It’s a form of common ground.

So, too, is rhythmic, synchronized sound and movement. If we’re
lonely, Dunbar says, one of the best ways we can develop a middle circle of
friends is to join a singing group, be it a barbershop quartet, a church choral
group, or a local blues or rock band. His research has found that singing
produces far more satisfying social bonds than group activities such as
creative writing and crafts. He calls the bonding power released by group
singing the “icebreaker effect.”

The cooperation and close attention that are exchanged through
synchronized activity turbocharge the benefits of group activity. Dunbar
points out that any form of physical exercise will produce an endorphin
kick, but having a partner and working out in sync will dramatically
escalate the reward. This is true of jogging, biking, dancing—virtually any
form of exercise. When our movements are orchestrated to coordinate with
those of others, that interaction increases the natural high. Dunbar told me
about a study he conducted on college teams rowing crew, which found that
rowing in synchrony increased the endorphin release by 100 percent as
compared to rowing alone. The shared movement, the shared experience,
and the shared endorphin high all enhanced the team’s performance at the
same time that they bonded the team socially.

The endorphin effect is just one of many biochemical phenomena that
explain why people all over the world have traditional folk songs and
dances; why children recite the Pledge of Allegiance together in school;



why most religions involve congregational singing or chanting as a regular
part of services; and why millions around the globe engage in sports. These
chemical responses reward us for bringing friends together, secure our sense
of belonging, and make social activities good for us, both physically and
emotionally.

Outer Circle: Colleagues and Acquaintances

Of course, there are plenty of people in our lives who connect to us more
peripherally but still contribute to our sense of belonging. These outer-circle
relationships are the amicable acquaintances we build through occasional
interactions on the job, in our neighborhoods, through civic and social
organizations, places of worship, or online. This circle, which can expand
our social network up to five hundred people or more, comes to us through
common experiences and helps us feel more secure in our communal
identity. A sense of shared purpose and interests with this set of people
helps stave off collective loneliness.

These distant relationships don’t have the degree of openness and
vulnerability that characterize closer friendships, but just the flicker of
recognition and a welcoming smile help us feel known in a subtle but
meaningful way. Familiar people make us feel welcome. They help us feel
rooted in place. Over time, they can evolve into friends.

Connecting at Work

One of our most important sources of connection is the workplace. Given
that most of us today spend more of our waking hours on the job than at
home, and many of us interact more with our colleagues than with our non-
work friends, we need meaningful connections at work to sustain us. But
often these friendships require an encouraging nudge.

While I was at the surgeon general’s office, our staff grew so quickly
and was so busy dealing with pressing public health issues that many of our
team members didn’t have a chance to get to know one another. The team
included a decorated Army nurse; a woman who had spent years providing
dental care to incarcerated individuals; an accomplished pianist and
preacher; an Olympic-level runner; and several team members who had



struggled with addiction in their families. People generally got along well,
but we didn’t fully recognize one another’s rich life experiences. So to
bring us closer, we developed “Inside Scoop,” a practice at our all-hands
meetings designed to strengthen connection.

At each weekly staff meeting, one team member was asked to share
something about themselves through pictures for five minutes. Presenting
was an opportunity to share more of our lives, and listening was an
opportunity to recognize our colleagues in the way they wished to be seen.

I remember one Inside Scoop from a team member who had proudly
served in the US Marine Corps. I expected him to talk about his experiences
in the military. Instead, he spoke about the complex relationship he’d had
with his father and how he could see his father’s spirit living on in the
musical talent of his own children. He described his mother as his hero and
shared how remembering her in the face of a challenge would transform his
doubts into strength. As he spoke, his eyes glistened. I felt a deep
connection to him in that moment. I was inspired by his honesty and felt
compelled to reflect on my own relationships. These few moments of
honest sharing helped to solidify a bond between us.

Inside Scoop quickly became the team’s favorite time of the week.
Everyone felt more valued after seeing their colleagues’ genuine reactions
to their stories. Team members who had traditionally been quiet during
discussions began speaking up. They appeared less stressed at work. And
most of them told me how much more connected they felt to their
colleagues and to the mission they served.

In many companies, however, individualism dominates despite the fact
that most work enterprise requires collective effort. The gig economy has
doubled down on that individualistic thrust, as a growing number of people
work alone as ride-share drivers, freelance consultants, and on-demand
assistants. Meanwhile, the growing trend toward automation further
threatens to undermine the human relationships that make work socially as
well as economically rewarding. All of this is contributing to workplace
alienation and loneliness.

Gallup’s 2017 “State of the American Workplace”9 report revealed that
just four in ten US employees strongly agree that their supervisor or
someone at work seems to care about them as a person. That may be, in
part, because many workplace cultures often overtly or implicitly
discourage friendship, especially across hierarchical lines. So do certain



professions. One survey of 1,624 full-time employees, published in 2018,10

found that the loneliest by far were those with degrees in law and medicine.
Apart from the emotional toll this takes on individuals, it’s also bad for

business, as Dr. Sigal Barsade, a professor of organizational behavior at the
Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, found with her 2018
study of loneliness in the workplace. Her data showed that lonelier
employees feel less committed to their employers and also to their
coworkers. In moments of stress or conflict, lonely employees are more
likely to decide that certain relationships are not worth the effort.11 This
attitude then fans out to ever-widening circles of potential connections
within the organization. When social ties begin to fray among colleagues,
distrust infects communication and collaboration. Entire teams and even
departments can suffer.

Gallup’s report found that having positive personal relationships was
among the most important factors in employee engagement, alongside
personal development opportunities and a sense of purpose. Gallup further
found that when workers are respected and relationship is valued by the
culture, friendships can generate innovative discussions that benefit the
team and organization, as well as individuals. In other words, the social
health of workers is closely intertwined with the overall health of the
workplace.

Still, resistance to the idea of friendship at work is stubborn. When
Gallup created a survey12 asking if employees had “a best friend at work,”
one Washington Post columnist puzzled, “What is this? High school?”

Gallup wasn’t asking about close friends, however. The question was
meant to help respondents distinguish genuinely supportive and durable
relationships from surface, weak, and negative interactions. It was the
general quality of connection that mattered to the researchers, even in
passing acquaintances.

Gallup found that when coworkers have a friend at work, they’re
inspired to act on behalf of their company in ways that employees without
connected relationships are not. These actions extend to the sharing of
useful information, voicing constructive opinions, and giving feedback
without feeling threatened. But the more important effects benefit workers
themselves. Having a friend at work makes us feel safer, more resilient and
calmer when disagreements arise and more likely to support one another
emotionally and physically. Gallup found that when two-thirds of a team



strongly agreed that they had a best friend at work, they averaged 20
percent fewer accidents than teams in which only one-third of the members
had a best friend.13 When asked why, the workers said simply that they look
out for their friends. Because they care and are paying more attention,
friends will remind one another to wear their hard hat. They’ll announce
hazards and pitch in to stop injuries in the making.

Gallup found that having friends at work is particularly important to
women. Friendships enhance their enjoyment of work and their
performance and make them less likely to quit or search for other
employment. Having friends at work led to women feeling less stressed and
more connected to and trusting of coworkers.14 Researchers call this the
power of “relational energy.”

“Relational energy” refers to the emotional energy generated (or
depleted) in every social interaction. According to Dr. Wayne Baker, faculty
director of the University of Michigan’s Center for Positive Organizations,
relational energy often sparks a chain of reactions. The first reaction is
emotional, when we feel good making a strong positive connection with
another person. The second is cognitive, clarifying our thoughts and
improving our memory and cognitive performance. In short, connection
often makes us feel better emotionally, which fires up our engagement with
the tasks in front of us. And when we’re energized and engaged at work, it
leads to the third reaction—productivity.

Baker and Dr. Rob Cross conducted the first study of relational energy
and its effects on individual performance in 2003.15 This study of social
networks, Baker told me, included one key question in an organizational
survey: “When you typically interact with this person, how does it affect
your energy level?”16

Baker and Cross’s team wasn’t necessarily looking at friendships here,
but at “high-quality connections,” a term coined in 2003 by Dr. Jane Dutton
and Emily Heaphy to describe work relationships that allowed people to
flourish and organizations to achieve their goals.17 Whether these
connections are fleeting or enduring, they are marked by warmth,
generosity, and sense of engagement. We know we’re experiencing a high-
quality connection if we feel a sense of uplift when encountering someone
who expresses genuine concern and interest in our well-being. Think of
how you feel when a friend shows concern for you after you’ve had a
grueling meeting or work shift. Or how much more clearly you can think



and function if a colleague gives you a genuinely encouraging or reassuring
comment before you enter an important meeting.

In my work building nonprofit and business organizations, I found that
the relationships between my colleagues were strengthened through what
Barsade calls “micro-moments,” or small, spontaneous interactions. When
you look at someone and ask how they’re doing—and you actually care.
When you bring a cup of coffee to someone who is working late. When
you’re patient after someone falls short. Though small and brief, these
exchanges can be powerful.

High-quality connections produce feelings of vitality that influence not
just mood but also performance. Baker and his colleagues tested this with
supervisors and their direct reports at a large health care company.18 19

First, they measured relational energy between supervisors and their team
members. Four weeks later, they surveyed each employee about their
energy on the job using standard engagement measures. Then, for about a
month after that, they measured employee performance.

The results of this study showed that employees who had more
relational energy with their supervisors also had higher engagement and
better job performance. And, Wayne told me, “We know that high-quality
connection practices increase relational energy.”

One important key to high-quality connection, Wayne has found, is the
exchange of help. And this includes asking for help.

“The secret to giving is asking. That was a big breakthrough,” he
explained one day when I was observing him lead a training for a group of
corporate leaders. “Ninety percent of helping in the workplace is in
response to requests for help. But most people won’t ask for what they
need.”

As someone who has a hard time asking for help, I could certainly relate
to what he was saying. People fear that if they ask for help, they’re going to
be perceived as needy, incompetent, weak, or ignorant. They think that
admitting they have a problem is going to harm their reputation. But Wayne
has found that none of that is true. “There’s research that shows, as long as
you make a thoughtful request, people will think you are more competent,
rather than less.”

The fact is, Wayne said, most people do want to help. But that’s not
always intuitive. “We’ve shown that engaging in the process of both asking



for and receiving help, and building the network actually elevates people’s
emotional energy and decreases their negative energy.”

When the active exchange of help is incorporated into an organization’s
culture and used over time, Wayne said, people start to build positive
relationships that change their behavior at work and also their beliefs.
“They see the importance of asking for what they need while they
generously help other people. And they start to practice it more in their
daily interactions.”

High-quality connections also create what Dutton and her colleagues at the
Center for Positive Organizations call positive regard, or “a sense of feeling
known and loved, or of being respected and cared for in the connection.”20

This effect is created by the exchange of vulnerability and responsiveness in
the moment. Far from simply being pleasant, high-quality human
connections are life-affirming and energizing. This is why they add so much
meaning to our lives.

Few employers have embraced the power and value of high-quality
work connections as wholeheartedly as Ari Weinzweig and Paul Saginaw,
the founders of Zingerman’s in Ann Arbor, Michigan. This family of local
food-related companies is famous for their Reuben sandwiches, sour cream
coffee cake, and carefully packed gift boxes, but the company is beloved by
employees and customers alike because Ari and Paul have created a culture
where every person feels personally valued and connected.

This happened instinctively, Ari told me over a meal at one of
Zingerman’s dine-in establishments, The Roadhouse. “It’s not like we sat
down to create a culture of connection. It was more we said, this is a way
that it makes sense to live and work. In nature’s ecosystem, everything is
connected. When we don’t honor our connection to the community, to each
other, and to ourselves, we don’t do well. In the workplace when we violate
human nature, we create a crisis that causes disengagement, depression, and
loneliness. This comes in part from not honoring people’s humanity and not
honoring their unique contribution as human beings.”

Great care is taken to prevent that disengagement and loneliness at
Zingerman’s.

To that end, every new employee takes an orientation course taught by
Ari and Paul. This gives them an occasion to get to know each person as
they join the Zingerman’s team. As Ari and Paul see it, every person in the



company is valuable not only because of the role they play but because they
are diverse and multidimensional human beings.

“We are teaching everyone to be a leader from the moment they arrive
and involving them in the organization,” Ari told me. “Even if you’re
bussing tables, you’re interacting with more customers than I am, so from
the beginning you’re being a leader.”

I asked Ari how the employees get to know one another. He explained
that they’re not explicitly told to ask each other questions, but the
environment encourages this. “If you have a culture where people are
engaged with each other and learn about each other, then people will
naturally do that.”

As if to illustrate the culture of trust and inclusion that he and Paul have
created, he turned to Mara Ferguson, an employee who happened to be
nearby, and asked her what she thought. Mara told me that her first job at
Zingerman’s was in the bakeshop working behind the counter. After two
years, she moved to ZingTrain, their training company, to do in-house
events. There she wrote a vision for new roles within the organization,
including one for a keynote liaison. She now holds that role, which she
describes as a “one-woman speakers bureau for the organization.”

Mara credits Ari and Paul with holding and sustaining Zingerman’s
workplace culture. “Leaders model it.” She remembers Ari listening closely
during her welcome class and reacting genuinely to her personal backstory.
After that, whenever she saw him, he would always ask her questions about
her story—about her family, her past jobs, her future aspirations. She could
tell he remembered her story. Not many employers respond to individual
staff members this way, but Ari and Paul do with every employee, and they
don’t make a big fuss about it. “It didn’t strike me at the time,” Mara said.
“It just felt comfortable and normal.”

To Ari, it feels normal because it’s natural to be interested in the
different dimensions of people. “Nothing in nature does only one thing.
Assigning them a single task isn’t consistent with nature.”

Nor is it good for business. So Zingerman’s offers employees a variety
of classes that help build their skill sets while enriching the company’s
social and emotional culture. The classes are mixed, so everyone is learning
together. “You’re building a healthier care map . . . a web of inclusion so
relationships are built across lines. A manager is having a conversation with



a dishwasher, which is a perfectly normal human behavior, but would not
happen in other organizations.”

The structure of operations also encourages connection. Any employee
can attend meetings of any department, including Zingerman’s board
meeting. A truck driver can help plan a menu, and a chef can help strategize
on the online marketing strategy. To Ari, part of the benefit of this is
disabusing people of the notion that leadership always knows what they are
doing. It’s okay to acknowledge that everyone is fallible even as they strive
to make the company stronger.

The commitment to people both on their best days and their worst
allows people to bring their whole selves to work. And workers don’t have
to pretend to be perfect to get a job. Ari introduced me to a young woman
named Amanda, who applied for work as a line cook after falling ill while
on tour as a rock musician. “When I came to Zingerman’s, I felt defeated by
the world,” she told me. The years of sleeping on tour buses, being told she
wasn’t good enough because she was a woman, and having one-
dimensional transactional relationships had taken a toll on her. She felt like
no one saw her for who she was as a person, and she felt alone. At
Zingerman’s, she was hired and welcomed.

The reception astonished her. “I was the only woman in an all-male
kitchen, everyone’s older than me, and I never worked as a line cook,” she
recalled. “But never once did I feel like it was me against other people. At
Zingerman’s, they told me there are so many things you can do and achieve,
and they put me through so much training and encouragement. And that’s
why I stayed. I was immediately accepted just for being who I was.”

One day, Amanda overheard her boss tell her supervisor how unhappy
he was with one of their graphic designs. She’d studied graphic design in
college, so she piped up and offered to give it a try. They gave her the
assignment, which led to her being promoted to a marketing role. Also, her
paintings have been hung in the restaurant, and she started a music club
with Ari’s blessing to create a space where musicians from within the
company can play together with and for the local community. Not everyone
Amanda knows through her work at Zingerman’s has become a close
friend, but what matters is that all who work there are indeed friends.

The Kindness of Strangers



Many of these lessons from the microcosm of the workplace are
transferable to society and our daily social behavior in general. Do we
encourage high-quality connection and service to others in our interactions
while shopping or taking our kids to the park or even just standing on the
corner with others waiting for the light to change? Do we approach one
another as multifaceted people who are more than their function in our
lives? Do we ourselves feel seen within our communities in ways that
encourage engagement? Models such as Zingerman’s can help us all build
more of a sense of belonging even when we’re among strangers.

When Wayne Baker was testing the power of relational energy among
employees, he was struck by the finding that even momentary high-quality
interactions can make people more likely to share information and
resources and to help one another. On the other hand, workers whose brief
encounters are socially aloof, demanding, hostile, or disdainful drain one
another of energy and result in less cooperation.21 Relational energy, in
other words, can surge in both positive and negative directions. And the
positive charge that’s ignited by high-quality connections can have a
powerful impact on us even when we don’t know one another at all.

This means that our circles of friends are not the only people who
matter in our lives. Our social universe is filled with strangers, and our
interactions with them can also help stave off loneliness and make us feel
more connected.

Another team of researchers put this specific notion to the test during
the summer of 2011, when the city of Chicago announced that it would
have quiet cars on its Metra commuter rail system. In a survey conducted
by the city, 84 percent of respondents supported having a quiet car. But
University of Chicago psychologist Dr. Nicholas Epley and his associate
Dr. Juliana Schroeder suspected this number didn’t tell the whole story, so
they designed a study in which one group of commuters was asked to
initiate a conversation with fellow travelers. A second group was asked to
keep to themselves. A final group received no instructions. All three groups
predicted that their commute would be less pleasant and productive if they
spent time talking with strangers, but their experience proved just the
opposite.22

Compared to the silent group and the one that got no instructions, the
conversation group enjoyed their commute more. What’s more, extroverts
and introverts alike enjoyed their conversations with strangers.



These results flew in the face of a culture conditioned to fear “stranger
danger.” While common sense is necessary and caution warranted in certain
instances, the truth is that most people we encounter are no more dangerous
than we are. Most of the impromptu interactions that we’re avoiding are
chock-full of richness. Almost all of us stand to gain from acts of kindness,
even gestures as simple as a smile or a word of encouragement. Such acts
actually reduce the threat level by helping everyone relax around one
another.

Many of us misguidedly assume that strangers don’t want to be
approached. It’s one of the reasons we refrain from chatting with people in
line at the grocery store. We tell ourselves we don’t want to impose or
intrude. We worry they will think we’re weird for initiating a conversation.
The truth, however, is that even those who do want to be left alone will
welcome friendly interaction. The data also suggests that we’re happier
when we take the initiative to connect with them.

As a person who tends toward introversion, I’ve been conducting an
informal study of my own lately whenever working at a coffee shop or cafe.
I’ll push myself to smile and strike up conversations with the people
working alongside me. Then, rather than pack up all my belongings each
time I want to get some water or use the restroom, I ask a stranger to watch
my bag and my papers. No one has ever let me down.

The first time I did this, I was struck by how good it felt to place my
trust in someone and ask for help. This surprised me. But the response of
the people I’ve asked has surprised me even more. One young man said to
me when I came back, “Thank you for asking me to watch your things and
for trusting me. Most people wouldn’t do that. But it felt good.” The whole
interaction took next to no time, but the positive effect resonated with me
for hours. It made the cafe feel more familiar and less impersonal, a place I
looked forward to going each day. That’s what the kindness of strangers can
do for us.

These experiences have confirmed what Epley and Schroeder found on
those commuter trains. Kindness, appreciation, and generosity are as
essential in brief interactions with strangers as they are in closer
friendships. A smile for the neighborhood barista, holding the elevator for a
neighbor, yielding right of way to allow a family to cross the street. These
exchanges take only seconds, but they can create a meaningful sense of



connection, and they subtly reaffirm our self-worth by reminding us that we
have purpose and value for others.

This is particularly important to remember given the prevalence of
loneliness. Most of us are interacting with lonely people all the time, even if
we don’t realize it. And due to the state of hypervigilance that loneliness
creates, many of these people will be anxious and on edge. For someone in
such a state, kindness can be a disarming force. One never knows when a
moment of appreciation or generosity can open the door to connection for
someone who is struggling alone. As New York University sociologist Dr.
Eric Klinenberg found when he began studying the social infrastructure of
urban neighborhoods, connecting with strangers can have life-and-death
consequences.

Klinenberg was a graduate student when the record-breaking Chicago heat
wave of 1995 led to a perplexing tragedy: hundreds of people died alone,
and most of them were African American. At the same time, only 2 percent
of the heat-related deaths were Latinos, even though they accounted for 25
percent of the city’s population and were disproportionately poor and sick.

Why was the death rate in the Latino Little Village neighborhood so
much lower than in African American North Lawndale? Klinenberg’s
investigation, chronicled in his book Heat Wave,23 pointed to the social and
spatial context of these communities.

“Chicago’s Latinos tend to live in neighborhoods with high population
density,” Klinenberg told me. “Busy commercial life in the streets, and
vibrant public spaces. Most of the African American neighborhoods with
high heat wave death rates had been abandoned—by employers, stores, and
residents—in recent decades.” In the abandoned communities, residents had
no sense of shared space, no investment in common ground. As a result,
they became estranged from one another and from the rest of the world. No
one knew they were there, let alone that they needed help.

Even though the natural circumstance of the heat wave played a major
role, Klinenberg said, “these deaths were not an act of God.” The weather
could not explain why hundreds of Chicago residents died alone, behind
locked doors and sealed windows, out of contact with friends, family, and
neighbors, unassisted by public agencies or community groups. “There’s
nothing natural about that.”



This observation reminded me of the community contagion of
loneliness that John Cacioppo talked about in his 2016 interview with the
Guardian. “Let’s say that you and I are neighbors,” Cacioppo said. “I have
become lonely for some reason and . . . as a suddenly lonely person I am
now more likely to deal with you cautiously, defensively, as a potential
threat to me, and you recognize that, so we are going to have more negative
social reactions.” Over three or four years, Cacioppo continued, “because
you interact less well with me as a neighbor, when you go to work we can
see you are more likely to interact negatively with someone else.”24

This spiral reduces our collective capacity for connection, a
phenomenon that communities and governments around the world are
increasingly recognizing as a problem. In response, many cities, states, and
countries are ramping up more intentional efforts to create common spaces
where strangers can come together around shared interests, needs, or
purposes. Such spaces include traditional parks, schools, greenspaces, and
libraries, which Andrew Carnegie called “palaces for the people.” Bogotá,
Colombia, has set an example by closing seventy-six miles of city streets to
cars from seven a.m. to two p.m. on Sundays and holidays so people can
share the space for biking, walking, and other recreational activities. One-
quarter of the city’s population shows up each week for it. Other cities and
towns are employing friendship and chat benches to counteract loneliness.
In a couple of towns in the UK, the police department designated “Happy to
Chat” benches with signs reading: THE “HAPPY TO CHAT” BENCH: SIT HERE IF
YOU DON’T MIND SOMEONE STOPPING TO SAY HELLO. The idea is to invite
connection by giving people permission to admit they would welcome
engagement with strangers.25

Government has an important role to play in combating loneliness by
understanding and optimizing the impact of policies on human connection,
by funding research into the causes of loneliness, and by creating a public
vision, strategy, and coalitions to address it. But while government is
uniquely positioned to direct and mobilize society, the ultimate solution lies
with all of us recognizing that we share the risk of loneliness as well as the
power to prevent it. As I witnessed firsthand in the aftermath of Hurricane
Andrew, we exercise this power by coming together in service, friendship,
and concern for one another.



That August morning in 1992, I huddled with my family in our living room
as two-hundred-mile-per-hour wind gusts and torrential rain pounded
Miami. Through a small opening in the wooden barricades on our windows,
we could see debris whipping past as palm trees bent, as if bowing to the
storm. After the winds died down, we ventured out into a virtual war zone.
Telephone poles had snapped like toothpicks. Roofs were shredded, fish
were blown into the trees and crabs were scattered on the ground, even
though we were over a mile from the ocean. Like countless South Florida
residents, we found ourselves without power, water, or telephone lines for
weeks, but we were fortunate that our home was still standing. Andrew left
more than 160,000 Florida residents homeless. It was a bleak and lonely
experience to look out over that scene.

In the face of tragedy, however, something wonderful happened. Those
who had been affected by the storm suddenly came together. Neighbors
who’d lived side by side for years but hardly spoke began helping to clear
one another’s property. One of ours helped us find a backhoe to move one
of our big trees that had fallen. And people whose homes had been spared
drove nearly an hour from Broward County to bring us food and water.
Hurricane Andrew created a powerful sense of connection in South Florida.
A community formed in our formerly disconnected region, and with service
as the binder, friendship flourished, and loneliness subsided.

Hurricane Andrew catalyzed the process of connection that comes
naturally to us all—when we give it a chance. Family, friends, and strangers
alike spent meaningful time in each other’s company. We learned one
another’s names and shared our stories. We offered and asked each other for
assistance and support. We shared both the burden of our losses and the
relief of recovery. We dared to get to know each other and to extend
genuine kindness to strangers, as they did for us. We didn’t all become close
friends, but through the sharing of attention, service, and time, we made
meaningful connections. We gained courage and confidence in ourselves, as
well as in the resilience of the human spirit. We grew stronger together.

But it shouldn’t take a tragedy for strangers to meet and help one
another. As neighbors and communities, we need to learn how to hold on to
that spirit of mutual concern and service even when the crisis is not so
obvious. We must resist the tendency to slip back into our separate
preoccupations after neighborhood dramas subside. Community can be a
vital resource not just in moments of public anxiety but in quiet, private



times of need, too. It can also enhance our quality of life and our human
experience.



Chapter 8

A Family of Families

Peace is the beauty of life . . . It is the smile of a child, the love of a mother, the joy of a
father, the togetherness of a family.

—Menachem Begin, Nobel lecture

There is something you must always remember. You are braver than you believe, stronger
than you seem, and smarter than you think. But the most important thing is, even if we’re
apart, I’ll always be with you.

—Christopher Robin, Pooh’s Grand Adventure: The Search for Christopher Robin

As hard as we may work to strengthen our connections within our
communities and countries today, the future will depend on our children.
It’s up to all of us to teach them how to build a more connected and
compassionate world.

Spending time with small children reveals how central human contact is
to their existence. Beyond their physical dependence on the adults who care
for them, babies and young children thrive on emotional connection with
parents, siblings, and close family and friends. They demand to be held, to
sit in a lap to read a book, to have you share in their latest triumphs and
disappointments. From infancy through adolescence, kids face a host of
social hurdles that can be both complex and rewarding, painful and
instructive. They need helping hands and thoughtful guidance every step of
the way. Just our being adults doesn’t guarantee that we always have the
answers for them.

Dramatic changes are shaping the lives of children today. Our youngest
generations are growing up amid a barrage of cultural messages that
prioritize fame, wealth, and status at the expense of kindness, honesty, and
character. While counting “friends” and “likes” are priorities for kids in this



age of social technology, adolescents and young adults have some of the
highest rates of loneliness today.

One mother who knows all too well the price that these counterproductive
and often harmful messages can exact is Laura Talmus, executive director
of Beyond Differences, an organization dedicated to ending adolescent
social isolation. Laura and her husband, Ace Smith, founded Beyond
Differences in memory of their daughter, Lili, who died in 2009, when she
was just fifteen years old.

The story of Lili is as uplifting as it is tragic, because this child’s spirit
was so extraordinary. Though born with Apert syndrome, a rare genetic
disorder, Lili also seemed to have been born happy. Laura helped me to see
the breadth of Lili’s early life through her contrasting recollections.

On the day of her daughter’s birth, Laura remembers, the faces of
hospital staff in the delivery room dropped as they realized something was
wrong with the shape of Lili’s head. Later the family would learn that Apert
syndrome causes the skull bones to fuse prematurely. Lili’s early years were
filled with medical procedures. “Every time she had a craniofacial surgery,”
Laura recalled, “she had seizures.”

On the other hand, “Lili was the happiest little child I could imagine.
After four years in Montessori, she was in public school K–4, and she did
great. The other students didn’t seem to notice how physically different she
was.”

Lili’s early childhood was a reflection of the natural compassion of very
young children. As I’ve observed with my own preschoolers, small children
who are treated kindly generally reflect that treatment. They may squabble
over sharing, but they don’t judge unless they’re treated unfairly. Lili
treated her friends with kindness, and she was loved in return.

But that began to change as she approached middle school. Looks
suddenly mattered more, as did social status. Lili’s classmates began to
shun her. No matter what she did, she couldn’t find a way into the social
circles around her. Instead, she found herself alone, and her distress grew.
Then her grades began slipping, and she had trouble keeping up
academically.

“I started getting calls from Lili from school, where she would be hiding
in the bathroom,” Laura told me. “She would tell me that the girls in her
class were turning their backs on her during lunchtime. I tried to construct



activities for her after school and on the weekend, but the lack of
acceptance from the people at school really hurt her.”

Laura emphasized that Lili was never directly teased or bullied. What
she endured—social isolation—was much more commonplace and
insidious. In fact, Laura has come to realize that almost every child
experiences a version of this shunning at some point during their school
years. But for Lili, the pain became intolerable. “She was so miserable that
by the beginning of seventh grade, she was pleading with us to have her
homeschooled. Something told me that she might have a better sense of her
needs at that point than us. So we mustered up all the finances we could,
and we hired private teachers for seventh and eighth grade.”

The two tutors they hired to work with Lili helped her regain her
confidence and equilibrium. She became active in a variety of service
projects and, through the Children’s Craniofacial Association, she
connected with other kids who had conditions like Apert syndrome. Those
connections had a profound impact on Lili’s life. In 2008, she wrote this
reflection for the association:

My years in our local middle school were some of the hardest and worst I can remember. My
peers really didn’t accept me for who I was, and my teachers didn’t believe I could learn. I never
thought it would be possible to do the work that I am doing today in my home school. I now
know that I am equal to my peers . . . Do not ever let someone tell you that you can’t do
something—not even yourself!

“There was something so prescient about her that told her to live life to
the fullest,” Laura reflected.

Lili wanted to go to boarding school for her high school years, and after
a great deal of thought and discussion, Laura and Ace consented. In 2009
they flew to Iowa to get Lili set up and bought their tickets to come see her
again at parents’ weekend later that fall. But before that weekend arrived,
they got the call no parent ever wants to receive. Lili had passed away in
her sleep, her death most likely a result of the episodic seizures she had
been having since birth.

The loss for Laura, Ace, and Lili’s older brother was almost
unendurable. Laura recalled, “For a year, I couldn’t breathe. I don’t know
how I got through it. During the second year, I felt the sidewalk wasn’t flat.
I felt tilted to one side.” She managed to go back to work and kept herself
occupied with her job. But sometimes when she reached the parking lot, she
would just break down and start sobbing.



The seeds for survival were sown at Lili’s memorial service, when
Laura described her daughter’s experience in middle school, including her
loss of friends and the isolation that had driven her to leave that school. One
of the mothers who was there asked her son that night, “Matt, were you still
friends with Lili?” He said, “Of course. Everyone was friends with Lili.”

When Matt’s mother relayed his comment to Laura, it revealed an
uncomfortable truth about social isolation. “Matt was never mean to her,”
Laura told me. But almost no one invited her to join them when they went
to the movies. And when Lili was alone and hurting, no one noticed, or if
they did, they didn’t try to reach out.

This was the flash that kept going off in Laura’s mind as those first
grief-stricken months went by. “No one thought they were doing anything
mean. They just left her out and turned their backs on her.”

Laura decided to meet with Matt and a few of Lili’s other former
classmates and childhood family friends. They talked about the loneliness
that Lili had felt and the reasons why she’d been left out. They decided
together to share Lili’s story with the rest of their former middle school, and
the principal arranged an assembly for them.

“We were so scared,” Laura recalled. “The auditorium was full. We
each spoke, we showed a video about Lili. I asked the audience if they’d
ever felt anything like Lili felt. And hands went up. Everyone wanted to tell
their story.”

Kendra Loo was one of the students sitting in the auditorium that day.
Confident, extroverted, and easygoing, Kendra was anything but lonely. Yet
as she listened to Laura speak, she was struck by the sadness of people who
felt left out. “I just wasn’t aware people were feeling this way,” Kendra told
me years later. “I didn’t know that people ate their lunch in the bathroom
because they had no one to sit with. I was shocked. And I wasn’t doing
anything to make their lives easier.”

In that assembly, some students shared their experience of feeling
lonely. Others acknowledged the role they had played (often inadvertently)
in isolating others. Then they broke into small groups to talk about steps
they could take to create a more connected, less lonely school. If everyone
took a little responsibility for making sure people around them weren’t
lonely, it would go a long way, they were told. Throughout the school year,
the small groups would meet weekly to keep addressing loneliness in the
school.



“They gave us simple things to commit to,” Kendra recalled. “Like I’m
going to commit to going up to someone sitting alone once a week. Or just,
I’m going to smile when I pass someone in the hallway. These little things
mean a lot.”

That was the beginning of Beyond Differences, a nonprofit organization
that Laura and Ace launched with the aim of raising awareness about social
isolation and loneliness in youth. At first people discouraged them because
they assumed the focus was on bullying, and there were already many
antibullying programs and initiatives. But Laura knew that the mission of
Beyond Differences was different—and equally important.

“I ask kids,” Laura said, “‘Tell me what social isolation looks like and
what it feels like.’ They say, ‘It’s feeling not accepted for who you are,
feeling invisible, feeling left out.’” It’s a quiet and potentially lethal
experience, Laura realized. “So much self-harm and violence is traced back
to being lonely and isolated as a child. And so many adults are triggered by
the trauma that happened during their adolescence.”

Yet adults can be the most difficult customers for Beyond Differences’
message and the need for it. “I don’t think parents model inclusive behavior
as much as they think they do,” Laura told me.

Research bears this out. While 96 percent of parents in one survey
viewed the development of strong moral character as being very important
and most of them highly valued being honest, loving, and dependable,1 a
survey of ten thousand American middle and high school students by the
Harvard Graduate School of Education showed that “60 [percent] of
students ranked achievement above caring for others.” Furthermore, “nearly
two-thirds reported that both their parents and peers would rank
achievement above caring for others.” The vast majority of teachers,
administrators, and school staff agreed that parents treat their kids’
achievement as the top priority.

“How can we close the gap between what adults say and what they
actually seem to prioritize?” the authors of the study asked in their 2014
report, The Children We Mean to Raise. “The big challenge is not to
convince parents and teachers that caring is important—it appears they
already believe it is. The challenge is for adults to ‘walk the talk,’ inspiring,
motivating, and expecting caring and fairness in young people day to day,
even at times when these values collide with children’s moment to moment
happiness or achievement.”2



Laura saw this challenge. Beyond Differences encourages parents to
join in at home, talking with their kids about friendship and compassion,
reminding them to invite classmates sitting by themselves to join them at
lunch or recess, to get to know kids from different backgrounds and
religions, to befriend the quiet kids and be kind to one another online.

But Laura wanted to be more than a parental role model. She wanted to
help kids become their own caring role models. “People think of middle
school as something you have to get through. We reject that. We are
committed to raising a new generation of young people who are confident
and grounded and don’t feel like victims. This is about more than kindness.
It’s about acceptance and lifting everyone up together.”

Today, Beyond Differences is active in more than six thousand schools
around the country, offering a variety of programs to help kids bridge their
social divides. The goal is to shift the culture of middle school away from
the normalization of cliques and social exclusivity. “We’re trying to make a
new generation of kids feel included,” Laura said.

By the time kids are in middle school, she emphasized, they’re most
likely to listen to messages delivered by their peers. So, the organization
relies on a teen board of directors made up of 120 high school students who
are trained to go into middle schools and talk to students—peer to peer—
about what social isolation is and how to combat it.

Students learn to take responsibility for how they treat one another and
to recognize the physical, emotional, and psychological impact of social
isolation. Since they all know the pain of rejection, Beyond Differences
helps middle schoolers see that they can prevent this pain for all, if they
come together.

Kendra Loo soaked up these lessons when she joined the teen board as a
leader for Beyond Differences. Through her training, for instance, she
realized how much body language influences conversation. By slightly
shifting her body toward someone, she could help them feel she was paying
closer attention to them. Making sure to keep eye contact while others were
speaking, sharing brief comments in response to what people say to let them
know you hear them, and making it a point to acknowledge all the people
who were part of the conversation—these were some of the many skills she
honed as a youth facilitator.

Kendra had graduated from high school and enrolled in college by the
time we spoke, but the lessons she learned through Beyond Differences still



affected her. “Learning how to connect with other people involved a lot of
self-reflection. Everything I learned in Beyond Differences helped me find
my people in college. And it gave me skills I will use for the rest of my life.
I’m now known as someone who can talk to anyone. And I’ve learned how
to show that I’m approachable.”

What particularly impressed me about Kendra’s story is that she herself
wasn’t experiencing loneliness when she attended Laura’s general
assembly, and yet she welcomed this wake-up call. She told me that the
people who powered the program came from all backgrounds—some never
experienced loneliness, and others constantly felt lonely. All came together
to create a more connected community at school. And they all realized there
was more they could do to create stronger connections in their own lives.

Teaching Relationship

For better or worse, it’s a fact of life that social acceptance matters. We all
want to be accepted. We all want to belong to a supportive circle of friends.
Our kids are no different, and yet, too often, the importance of healthy
social relationships can get lost amid the other priorities of school, sports,
grades, chores, and family pressures. As parents, we need to remind
ourselves that our kids’ social educations are as important as their academic
education and that the two are deeply intertwined.

In 2002, psychologists Drs. Roy Baumeister and Jean Twenge published
the results of three small-scale but fascinating studies3 that looked at the
relationship between social belonging and academic performance.4 The
subjects were college students who were randomly assigned to three groups,
divided according to a preliminary (but fake) personality test that
purportedly predicted their future. Members of the “future alone” group
were told that the results of their personality test predicted with high
likelihood that they would end up alone in life. The second group, labeled
“future belonging,” were told that they would likely have a lifelong support
network, including a long, stable marriage and lasting friendships. The third
group’s “test” predicted that they would become increasingly accident-
prone over time, leading to broken bones and multiple visits to hospital
emergency rooms, but no mention was made of their social life. This
“misfortune control” group was included to differentiate the distress of



expected physical pain from the distress of predicted social isolation.
Immediately after learning their supposed fates, all the students were given
a set of standardized IQ, reading, and memory tests.

The results of these studies were remarkable for several reasons. Faced
with the prospect of a life without friends, both male and female students
performed equally poorly on IQ and complex academic exams. Compared
to both of the other groups, all the “future alone” students attempted to
answer far fewer questions and took longer to puzzle out the answers they
did get right. Their performance was unaffected on simple reading and
memory quizzes, but the researchers “found significant and large declines
in performance on an intelligence test . . . on challenging questions that
involved recalling a complex passage . . . and on a test of logic and
reasoning.”

The other compelling finding was that the prospect of physical pain
didn’t affect the students’ scores at all. The “misfortune control” group
scored just as consistently high as the “future belonging” group. Only when
faced with social isolation did students experience enough distress to
disrupt their intellectual reasoning and logic. What’s more, this drop in
performance happened even among the “future alone” students who
appeared cheerful and confident in spite of the prediction.

These studies suggest that the impact of social exclusion could be
damaging in far more insidious ways than parents and educators
traditionally have recognized. It would appear that when students feel
shunned, they become preoccupied with the problem of their social fate,
thus diverting brainpower from learning.

The researchers speculated that the effort to hide social distress—
including fear and shame over the threat of future isolation—might also
impair the mental functioning required for intellectual processes. And given
that these tests measured the response to possible future isolation, it’s
alarming to think of the impact that social exclusion might have on kids like
Lili Smith while it’s actually happening. Perhaps that is why Lili had no
difficulty keeping up academically until she felt shunned socially.

Before writing their book Peer Power,5 sociologists Drs. Patricia and Peter
Adler spent eight years intensively observing the lives of American
preadolescent children in a dozen neighborhood schools. Their research
described the complicated and ever-changing peer culture that normally



takes place out of view of adults. Friendships and cliques form and
dissolve. Leaders of groups try various techniques to retain power and
popularity. Children find themselves accepted one day and rejected the next,
often with little fanfare but much angst on the part of the child who does not
know why they are suddenly out. A pecking order develops from most
popular to least, affecting what children think of themselves and how they
interact with one another.

The damaging behavior that affects kids during this phase can include
hurtful rumors and insults, threats to break off friendships, exclusion from
games or conversations, or public confrontations. Often the digs and attacks
are unprovoked and may feel to the target as if they come out of nowhere.
In this confusing competition, friendship can get warped into a status
wedge, causing genuine connection to suffer and loneliness to proliferate.

Other research6 has shown that the importance of popularity in kids’
lives fluctuates with the years. While individual friendships matter much
more in the early school years, around fifth grade popularity, or social
status, starts to become more important. The power of popularity typically
rises during the middle school years, between ages twelve and fifteen, and
levels off toward the end of high school.

Meanwhile, of course, kids are also dealing with puberty, their first
romantic desires (both requited and unrequited), and growing
independence. With so much change happening at once, it shouldn’t
surprise us that many kids have a hard time figuring out who they are and
where they belong at this age.

The question is, how can adults help?
We know the stakes are high. Like adults, when young people feel

socially isolated, their risk7 increases for depression, anxiety, and poor
sleep. All this can take a serious toll on their health and performance at
school. Fortunately, when these kids have adult support and positive role
models, the picture improves dramatically.

In 2007, a survey8 of more than forty-two thousand children aged
eleven to seventeen found that kids with close families and supportive
parents tended to feel more socially adept and have higher self-esteem and
fewer academic problems than kids with disengaged or aggressive parents.
Describing their findings in Pediatrics, the study’s authors wrote,
“‘Mundane’ aspects of family life such as talking to one another, having



dinner together, and knowing about the adolescents’ friends seem to
matter.”

So, too, do the neighbors. In neighborhoods where people watch out for
and are trusted to help with each other’s children, adolescents had greater
social competence as measured by the respect they show teachers and
neighbors, how they got along with other kids, and their efforts to
empathize and resolve conflicts. Our social villages, which extend to
teachers, youth leaders, and extended relatives, really do help raise our
children.

Guy Winch, who often counsels parents whose kids have been bullied or
socially isolated, says the first step for all adults is to respect and
acknowledge the importance of children’s concerns.

The most common thing adults say when trying to reassure kids, Guy
said, is, “It doesn’t matter what other people think.”

Guy’s response? “No! You may wish it didn’t hurt, but it does.”
Recalling the Cyberball studies by Naomi Eisenberger and others, Guy

said that most people who experience this rejection react with distress,
including anger and sadness. It doesn’t matter if the people rejecting you
are identified as members of a hate group. It also doesn’t make a difference
if they are revealed to be part of the setup. In other words, even if we know
the rejection is fake, we still feel the same emotional pain.

Humans, Guy said, “are so hardwired to experience rejection as painful
that finding out that people who have rejected us are people we despise, or
that it never even happened, still doesn’t take the sting away. So yeah, kids
are going to be hurting when they get rejected, and telling them they
shouldn’t be is actually the wrong thing to do.”

This well-intentioned response can make lonely kids feel even worse,
Guy said, “because now they’re thinking, ‘I shouldn’t be hurting but now I
am hurting, so what does that mean?’” Instead, he believes, kids need to be
reminded in that moment of the people who do value and accept them,
whether they be a different group of friends, a club or community group, or
their favorite family members.

“Invite one of those friends over that day, that afternoon, to do some
microengineering, wiring, or whatever they do. That will remind them,
‘Wait, I have a group. I belong somewhere.’”



Also, Guy said, don’t forget to remind them that you care about them.
“Listen and be there and remind them that they’re loved.”

Connecting Kids in the Digital Age

The influence of technology adds a particularly daunting dimension to
parenting today. Teenagers are spending on average more than six and a
half hours a day on screen-based media entertainment, including watching
videos and participating in social media.9 That’s apart from the eight hours
they spend sleeping and the six to eight hours they spend at school, and it
leaves little to no time available for nondistracted, screen-free, face-to-face
interaction. It would seem that something needs to change. However, it’s
not easy to know what to change, much less how to effect this change. It
feels particularly high stakes, though, as childhood and early adulthood are
when we develop the foundation for our social skills and awareness.

To help me make sense of how we should approach children’s
technology use, I spoke with Dr. David Anderson, senior director of
National Programs and Outreach for the Child Mind Institute. Anderson has
worked with kids his entire adult life, from running summer camps to
counseling children in foster and adoptive care. He’s trained health care
practitioners and developed school-based services and a whole suite of
resources for families, all on a national basis. At Child Mind, he develops
resources for children and families struggling with a variety of mental
health challenges.

While some experts warn that the internet and video games pose a clear
and present danger to our kids’ social development, Anderson’s take is
more nuanced. It would be wrong to assume all children are harmed by
social media and technology, he said. Many kids say social media actually
increases their opportunities for connection and allows them to find
communities of belonging. At the same time, he believes technology can be
harmful for children who are at higher risk for behavioral and mental health
problems, as well as for those who are having problems meeting
developmental benchmarks.

The bottom line is, not all screens have the same effects on all children.
Each child is different in their needs and underlying susceptibility to social



media’s harms, and parents need to take those differences into account
when setting limits around their screen time.

Most kids, Anderson said, use their smartphones and computers for
stress reduction, relaxation, amusement, and social connection. For some,
text messaging has simply replaced the phone call as the channel through
which kids chat, arrange to meet, and catch up on homework. Moreover,
technology is now so thoroughly woven into modern life that kids actually
need a certain familiarity with digital culture in order to be conversant with
their peers. It’s become their common ground.

But children have no owner’s manual for technology, and they are also
apt to be exposed through technology to a broader world beyond the gaze of
their parents and teachers. “Kids may not be able to handle what they
encounter online,” Anderson said to me. That’s why parents do need to set
reasonable boundaries around their use of technology. “You have to take a
look at both what they’re doing when they’re online, and the amount of
time they’re spending. And there’s no one-size-fits-all solution to this.”

He reminded me of Przybylski and Weinstein’s “Goldilocks hypothesis”
that not only do adolescents with high digital screen time (more than two
hours a day on weekdays) report lower levels of well-being than those with
moderate use, but those who have minimal to no digital screen time also
report lower levels of well-being than kids with moderate screen usage.
“The hard part,” Anderson said, “is that sometimes teens really want to be
off it but the ways they communicate with friends are so limited to these
platforms, they feel trapped.”

The key is to help kids find the right level of moderation, so they can
connect with their friends both online and off, without becoming overly
tethered to their devices. That moderation starts at home, with parents’ own
use of their devices.

Small children especially need their parents’ attention. They need eye
contact, conversation, emotional engagement. I recalled Robin Dunbar
stressing the complexity of the human skills that underpin our ability to
build social relationships. To develop them fully, kids need lots of human
contact and direct interaction. These engagements teach them how to read
faces, gestures, moods, and emotions in themselves and others, how to build
empathy and hone their emotional intelligence.

Parental interaction also helps kids learn how to behave, how to get
along with others, how to give and take. This is the learning that tells us not



to grab the piece of cake before anyone else, not to smack someone on the
head when they upset you. When parents spend all their time on their
phones instead of engaging with their kids, they’re skipping these lessons.
Then, as they get older, what will they do? Just like their parents, they’ll
ignore their own friends in favor of their devices. This is a recipe for
loneliness.

For kids who have preexisting mental health disorders, like depression
or anxiety, Anderson said, “Social media also can exacerbate those
symptoms or lead these kids to retreat into an online world.” Online
communities such as those that actively promote eating-disordered behavior
can make sick kids sicker and less equipped to engage in healthy
relationships or take good care of themselves.

However, technology also can provide marginalized kids, such as
LGBTQ+ youth, with a sense of peer connection that helps them feel less
alone, anxious, or depressed. If no one in your school community is like
you, Anderson said, it can be vitally reassuring to find kindred spirits
through an online community.

But all parents need to monitor their children’s relationship with the
virtual world. Problems show up, Anderson told me, when kids start to
confuse their own self-worth with the number of likes they get online, and
especially when their personal relationships are replaced by virtual
connections.

The key, he said, is to “check the developmental boxes” periodically, to
make sure kids are getting enough of the social nourishment they need for
their physical and mental health. If they’re falling short, it may be advisable
to reevaluate their use of screen-based technology. These “boxes” include:

1. High-quality and age-appropriate face-to-face friendships. When
they’re young, do they have playdates with one or two peers outside
of school? As they get older and into middle school, are they
hanging out in groups, either right after school hours or sometimes
on the weekend? As teenagers, do they have one or two very close
friends?

2. Extracurricular activities. Do they have strong personal interests?
Have they found a sport or an instrument? Have they joined a school



club or youth group related to art, nature, service, culture, or
spiritual affiliation?

3. Family time. Has the family set regular screen-free periods? Does
the family get together for meals? Do you spend time talking and
engaging in offline activities together on weekends and holidays?

4. Shared screen time. Do you help your child learn how to navigate
the digital world by going online together? Do you have certain
shows or movies that you watch and discuss together? Talking about
the relationships in a video can be a great learning experience that
doesn’t involve lecturing about social skills.

5. Free time. When your child has downtime, is there a healthy balance
between online and offline play? Do they have adequate time to rest
and reflect? Consider your child’s particular needs and temperament
before determining the boundaries you set around this time.

6. School performance. Are your children engaged in school? Do they
have adequate time and space to do their homework and study for
exams?

7. Basic wellness practices. Is your child getting enough of the daily
habits that contribute to mental health and wellness? Are they
getting enough exercise? Are they sleeping near the recommended
number of hours for their age? Are they eating a healthy diet,
including breakfast before school and a variety of fruits and
vegetables? Are screens turned off an hour before bedtime?

Dr. Delaney Ruston is a physician and documentary filmmaker, whose
film Screenagers focuses directly on the challenge of raising healthy
children in the digital age. She launched this project around 2011 after
starting to notice the level of argument and tension in her own family rising
because of technology. Her teenage son wanted to play more video games,
and her daughter was always on social media. “I saw the tsunami writing on
the wall that was going to be digital devices 24/7 in younger hands and the
homework on computers. I knew we were setting ourselves up for major
conflict.”



Ruston’s experience interviewing teens for her film has left her with
some simple yet effective suggestions for reducing this conflict. First and
foremost, she told me, it requires a collaborative rather than a heavy-handed
disciplinary approach. “The best parenting thing we can do is listen,
because teens love to talk, and they love to teach, so we need to come to
them with curiosity and have them explain what is happening on Instagram
and their video games and so on.”

A big part of this conversation needs to revolve around online behavior.
What’s okay to say online, and what’s not? What does it mean when
someone says things on Facebook that they’d never say to your face, and
what’s the right response? “These conversations about smart online
conversation and being savvy and kind and how you talk about conflict
afterwards are crucial,” Ruston told me, and they need to begin in middle
school or earlier.

It helps for parents also to be transparent in admitting their own
struggles managing technology. “Then we are modeling the work that it
takes.” For example, she said, “I might tell them I try not to be on screens
after dinner, but I’m struggling because I haven’t gotten all my emails done.
I might ask them to help me by reminding me earlier to finish up my work.”
This lesson by example and inclusion teaches kids about the process of
behavior change through mutual understanding.

Like Anderson, Ruston has found that many kids don’t really want to
spend most of their time online, and when they’re empowered to come up
with their own solutions, these can be much more effective than parental
time limits. For instance, some teens have a rule when eating with their
friends that everyone puts their phones in a pile on the table; the first person
who checks their phone during the meal has to pay a penalty, like buying
everybody dessert.

These conversations made it clear to me that teaching our kids to be
present doesn’t require sweeping changes. Small gestures can have big
effects if we’re conscientious about implementing them.

One of our models for parents looking to rebalance their children’s lives,
Dr. Catherine Steiner-Adair suggests, is summer camp. In her book The Big
Disconnect,10 Steiner-Adair describes herself as a lifelong camper. She
started going to summer camp at five years old, later became a camp
counselor, and now serves as a consulting psychologist to summer camps.



Like Yalda Uhls, who found that outdoor camp can increase empathy
among kids, Steiner-Adair describes camp as an important setting for youth.

“There’s no better place that I can think of to learn social emotional
intelligence,” she told me when we spoke recently. Not all camps are equal,
of course. Nor is camp the only place where kids develop social
intelligence. However, the summer-camp model is worth examining
because, as Steiner-Adair said, “The canons at a good camp are empathy,
authenticity, and social and emotional intelligence.”

At camp, kids are released from what Steiner-Adair calls the digital
pacifier. “Everybody is present to each other. There’s no digital distraction
and everybody has to be included. We are connected through camp—
whether you like that girl or not, you are in the same boat.”

Campers also can reconnect with their inner selves. Instead of checking
their phone every minute, they check in with themselves as they walk
through the woods, or paddle their canoe, or practice archery. “It’s like a
complete reboot for your soul.”

The counselors also play an important role, Steiner-Adair said. They’re
like supportive siblings who “are here to help you connect and stay present
in a way that is true to who you are and also create space for being true to
who they are. The power of the ‘we’ is so strong that we can hold all our
individuals.”

In this sense, camp culture is the opposite of our wider status-driven
culture where kids learn there’s only room for one at the top, whoever has
the best toys wins, whoever has the best body wins, whoever went to an Ivy
League school wins. “Young people have always gotten their identity by
comparing themselves to other people, but what’s so hard for kids today is
that comparison goes on 24/7.”

All this comparison and competition breeds anxiety and fear of missing
out (FOMO), says Steiner-Adair. Camp, then, can be a FOMO-free zone
where kids can be themselves and connect as themselves. And that kind of
connectedness grounds kids and helps them feel present in their own lives.

This doesn’t mean it’s easy. Working through conflicts in person when
you’re used to the distance of text messaging can be uncomfortable. For
young adults, having to figure out how to tell someone to their face that
you’re romantically interested in them without the aid of technology and
emojis can be harrowing as well. But the more time kids and their young
adult counselors spend together and the more present they are with each



other, the more they are able to be themselves and successfully navigate
their other relationships.

The lesson is not that everyone should send their children to camp. Not
every family can afford to do so, of course, and face-to-face time is
important all year round, so it’s a good thing the lessons of camp are
transferable. Just imagine if we all made sure our children had time on a
regular basis that was free from screens. If all meals were tech-free, we’d
have more and better dinner table conversations with them. If their slumber
parties were free of screens, the kids would be more present with each
other. If their phones were turned off during school trips, they’d be more
likely to discuss their discoveries about the places they were visiting
together. They’d be more available to one another.

Teaching Emotional Fitness

When Delaney Ruston trained her camera on adolescents to make
Screenagers, she noticed something about their emotional responses to
being online that she hadn’t expected. “All day long,” she said, “there are
moments where they feel great, and moments of likes, and moments of
despair and disgust and sadness.” Each kid seemed to experience a wide
spectrum of fleeting emotions online, sometimes without any provocation
or obvious explanation, throughout the day. Ruston also noticed that many
kids didn’t know how to manage or even identify these “micro-emotions.”

Educators, who’ve noticed the same phenomenon, recognize that these
wild fluctuations can wreak havoc on students’ academic performance as
well as their social interactions. So schools around the world have begun to
welcome programs focused on social and emotional learning. By equipping
kids with the tools they need to manage emotions and foster strong
connections—including self-esteem, empathy, and strong interpersonal
communication skills—and by giving them opportunities to use these tools
to develop healthy relationships, they hope to help the next generation build
a more connected future.

One of these programs, launched in 2005 by the Yale Center for
Emotional Intelligence, is called RULER—an acronym that stands for five
key skills:



Recognizing emotions (by interpreting other people’s facial
expressions, body language, and vocal tones and one’s own
physiology and cognition)

Understanding emotions (including the causes, consequences, and
influence of different emotions on thinking, learning, decisions, and
behavior)

Labeling emotions (with a vocabulary to describe the full range of
emotions)

Expressing emotions (aptly with different people and in multiple
contexts)

Regulating emotions (with helpful strategies to promote personal
growth, build relationships, achieve greater well-being, and attain
goals)

Dr. Marc Brackett, who leads the team that created the program, is
personally familiar with the need for social and emotional learning. As a
shy kid growing up in suburban New Jersey in the 1980s, Marc was bullied
often and felt alienated and forgotten. His trauma was compounded by early
sexual abuse, which he wrote about in his 2019 book Permission to Feel.
After he became a psychologist, he realized that part of what had been
missing for him and his peers (and his teachers and parents) throughout
childhood were tools for recognizing and managing emotions. In his studies
and research, Marc found that kids who have trouble socially tend to have
lower emotional intelligence scores, which also are associated with
aggressive, risky, and disruptive behavior. When he became director of the
Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, Marc and his colleagues decided to
try to improve the social climate by cultivating emotional awareness and
skills throughout the school community. The result was RULER.

Marc refers to RULER as an approach rather than a “program” because
it is not just a discrete class that students take during the school day.
Instead, it consists of materials and practices that are integrated into the
academic experience as a whole, involving parents, teachers,
administrators, coaches, and staff, as well as students. In this way, it takes
what Marc calls a “systemic approach” to healthy social and emotional
development for everyone involved.



“All the therapy in the world doesn’t do enough good when you return
to a toxic environment. If the adults aren’t modeling healthy emotional
behavior, the kids won’t do it,” he told me. So, to change the environment
for kids, RULER helps all the people in the environment better identify and
manage their emotions.

The reported results of RULER—measurable improvements in
empathy, social skills, classroom behavior, and school performance—
almost seemed too good to be true when I first read about them. So, one
crisp autumn morning, I visited Marc at Yale to see RULER in action.

We went to a public elementary school in the nearby town of Hamden,
where I was immediately struck by the tenor of the hallways between
classes. Kids were laughing and talking. There was a noticeable lack of
tension. In fact, it felt peaceful.

Marc took me first to a third-grade class where the teacher was starting
a short film clip on the television at the front of the room.

After it concluded, she asked the students, “Can you tell me what the
characters might have been feeling?”

One boy said he thought the high school student in the film felt stressed
and anxious when she was confronted by a bully in the bathroom. A girl
lifted her hand confidently in the air. “I think the bully might be scared,
too,” she said.

As the other children volunteered their observations, the teacher gently
nudged for more, asking what clued them in to the feelings they saw. Was it
the tone of voice? Body language? A person’s clothes? What did they think
they might do if they encountered someone like this in real life? How would
they help?

Later, I had a chance to speak with three fourth-grade students about
their experiences with RULER. A girl named Tanya told me she’d
transferred into this school from New Haven where she was bullied and not
doing well academically. “I didn’t even want to go to class before this
school,” she said. “But people here, they’re different. They’re nice, and
we’re all nice to each other.”

Her classmates nodded. Carlos, a short, slender boy with black glasses
that seemed in perpetual danger of sliding down his nose, piped up next.
One of his classmates had come to school that morning in a terrible mood.
“When she came into class,” he said, “she was being mean to us. But we
figured she was frustrated. Maybe she had an argument with her mom and



dad. So we just asked her how she was doing and tried to be kind to her. By
the end of class she was nice again. We felt good, too.”

I was amazed. When I was in fourth grade, I wouldn’t have had the
vocabulary to describe my feelings the way these children did, much less
the skills to think through someone else’s emotions and mine with such
maturity. But at their school, these kids were the norm, not the exception.

Tanya told me her parents had noticed a difference in her as well. “They
see that I’m happier at home now because I’m happier at school.”

The teachers at this school confirmed the positive effects of RULER.
Their students were more empathic and less aggressive, they told me. They
built stronger friendships. Fights still happened, but they were more likely
to be dealt with calmly and with words, as opposed to anger and physical
violence.

RULER is based on the simple but powerful idea that emotions matter.
When we acknowledge the power of our emotions and when we have the
skills to calmly consider and shape our reaction to people and
circumstances, we feel and do better in our relationships, in school, and in
the workplace. To date, more than two thousand public, private,
independent, and parochial schools have implemented RULER worldwide,
and data from many of the schools show that the program meaningfully
shifts the emotional climate of the classroom.11 12 13 14 15 16 17 This, in turn,
improves social confidence and emotional intelligence scores while
reducing aggression and emotional distress, Marc shared with me, and there
is preliminary data that the program improves academic performance. The
benefits have extended to teachers as well. One study has shown that
teachers who participate in RULER are less stressed and burned out and
report higher levels of engagement.

Marc pointed to another benefit of RULER that I hadn’t anticipated: it
levels the playing field between parents of different educational
backgrounds. “Say my mom and dad were not highly educated, so they
couldn’t do much of my homework with me. But with RULER, I could
come home and say, ‘We learned this new feeling word today in school.
Can we talk about it?’ Parents can participate. And the student becomes the
teacher.”

Marc recalled one sixth-grade student who went home with the word
“alienation,” one of the words in the RULER curriculum. She was telling
her mom about what makes her feel alienated. Then she asked what makes



her mom feel this way. The mother happened to be a police officer in New
York City and the only woman in her precinct. This led to a serious
conversation between mother and daughter that helped the mother realize
she was lonely and that she needed to address it.

“One feeling word can open up an entire discussion,” Marc said.

As important as it is for kids to cultivate social and emotional skills, there’s
a next step in developing social connectedness that involves active
compassion, or service. It’s not enough just to tell our kids to care for
others. To grow up feeling that they truly matter to one another and to
society, they need to learn to give and receive help, which in turn teaches
them that they can make a meaningful difference in the world. This idea
was driven home for Justin Parmenter in 2018 after a high school shooting
took place in Charlotte, North Carolina, where Parmenter has been a teacher
for over twenty years.

I learned about Justin when listening to a radio interview about the
compassion project he launched with his seventh-grade students after the
shooting. “For personal conflict to turn into one of these children dying and
the other going to prison,” he said, “it seems to me the antidote to that kind
of situation is empathy and kindness.” When I heard that his project was
called Undercover Agents of Kindness, I had to learn more.

When we spoke, Justin told me the inspiration for his project was a
2013 study by Drs. Richard Davidson and Helen Weng of the Center for
Healthy Minds, which showed how the brain can be trained toward more
compassionate behavior simply by practicing kindness. Even before the
shooting, Justin had been frustrated by online conflicts and bullying
behavior that bled over into the classroom. But he understood that these
conflicts had complex roots, especially given the age of his kids, and as
much as the children fought or ignored one another at other times, he didn’t
think they were fundamentally mean. “I think it’s more self-preservation
and kind of being hardened so that they are not vulnerable to being hurt by
other people.” This fear of being hurt seemed to be erasing the kids’
capacity for compassion. And that left many of them feeling lonely and
excluded.

Maybe, he thought, if he could help them see that just being nice to
someone was normal and not weird, they’d let go of the meanness. “It’s
such an important time of life for them to be reflecting about their



interactions with other people and the way that they treat each other.
Lessons about this stuff can actually make a long-term difference.”

Here’s how Undercover Agents of Kindness works: Parmenter puts the
names of all his students in a bowl, and each student then draws a single
name. The assignment is to perform an act of kindness for the person they
selected, then write a “mission report” summarizing the experience.

The immediate response of most kids was gratifying. In the weeks that
followed his class’s first few drawings, Parmenter began to see notes of
encouragement posted on lockers before an exam, homemade cupcakes and
bags of candy delivered to students, inspirational quotes and origami placed
on desks in the classroom by students looking to make a classmate smile
and feel a bit better.

He told me about Maya, a young girl who was assigned to do something
kind for her classmate Sonia, who’d experienced a concussion while
playing soccer and was restricted from playing outside. Maya had never
spoken to Sonia before, but instead of going out to play with her friends,
she bought Sonia ice cream and stayed inside with her to talk so she
wouldn’t feel lonely.

Another student, Jeff, drew the name of a classmate who had a low
threshold for frustration—so much so that if there was an assignment he
didn’t understand, he would throw his folders on the floor. Having observed
the boy enough to recognize this, Jeff brought him a stress ball from home
so he could squeeze something when he felt the frustration welling up. “I’ve
seen that child bring that stress ball to class now, and I’ve seen him really
improve at how he deals with frustration,” Justin told me. “I think a lot of it
has to do with just making a human connection with another person and
realizing there are other people in my life who understand what I’m going
through and want to help me.”

Justin acknowledges that not all of the kids embraced the assignment
right away. For the very shy and socially anxious students, the prospect of
approaching someone they didn’t know was agonizing, and he had to come
up with ways to protect their anonymity while also making sure that kids
didn’t get left out on the receiving end. But after several rounds, most of the
students clamored for the next drawings. They became more creative and
more sensitive in their acts of kindness. They began to make an effort to get
to know their recipients, asking other people about their interests and what
they could do for that person that would be meaningful to them.



A number of Justin’s students observed that it shouldn’t take an
assignment for them to be kind to one another. Justin agreed, but he told
them, “That’s exactly the point. It really shouldn’t but seems like it does.
Sometimes when you make just the smallest move in the right direction in
an individual interaction, you have no idea what it’s going to do in the other
person’s life.”

Since he started Undercover Agents of Kindness in 2017, teachers from
cities around the United States to Colombia and Micronesia have been
contacting Parmenter for tips on starting their own initiatives to give
students a chance to practice being kind and caring. As for his own classes,
he just hopes the messages the kids are receiving will stay with them. “The
long-term goal is that they apply what they’re learning from that practice in
new situations, when they’re at the grocery store and when they’re dealing
with strangers.”

The gold standard for childhood compassion lies in acts of kindness that
kids initiate on their own. This simple truth was imprinted on me after the
Newtown, Connecticut, school shooting in 2012, during a heartbreaking
conversation I had with the father of one of the victims, a seven-year-old
named Daniel Barden.

Daniel’s special gift was compassion. Whenever there was someone
who was left out or sad on the playground or in the cafeteria, Daniel would
notice. But a lot of kids noticed. What made Daniel different was that he
also tried to help. He would walk over to the child to talk or just quietly sit
with them. Though only in first grade, Daniel realized that the values of
kindness and inclusion were not always reflected in the world around him.
No one taught him to do this. He naturally empathized with others who
were lonely. And he responded with compassion.

When children like Daniel are bold enough to be of service to one
another, their parents and teachers need to acknowledge and applaud this
kindness—and build on it so that the wave of compassion continues. That’s
exactly what happened at Boca Raton High School in South Florida in
response to a program started by a student, Denis Estimon, and his
classmates.

Denis is the son of Haitian immigrants who moved to South Florida
when he was in elementary school. As a new arrival, unfamiliar with
American customs and accents, he often felt lonely at school, and he could



see that he wasn’t the only one. Many other kids seemed to be lonely as
well, and the loneliest time for all of them was lunchtime.

To change this, Denis and three other classmates started a program
called We Dine Together. Like Daniel, he and his fellow organizers would
walk the school grounds at lunchtime and find people who were alone.
They’d sit and talk with them. And then they took the next step. If they
sensed the students were open to it, they’d invite them to join the We Dine
Together group at lunchtime. If students preferred solitude, that was okay,
too.

When I first spoke with Denis, he was one year into the program.
Already, they had a community of over fifty students who ate lunch
together. Students told him it felt good to belong to a group of peers. They
also realized that by joining the group, they were providing company to
other students who didn’t want to be alone. The feeling of gratitude was
mutual, and some of the relationships built through the program developed
into friendships beyond the lunch hour. For other students, this supportive
interaction simply helped them feel better about themselves—and less
lonely.

We Dine Together was so successful that it spread to fifteen schools the
following year. Denis has since graduated from high school, but he was so
inspired by the success of the program that he’s stepped up to become
director of Be Strong, a student-led movement for inclusion that is now
promoting We Dine Together around the world.

When I spoke with him in the fall of 2019, he was brimming with pride
at the nearly 250 schools that had started We Dine Together clubs. He told
me about a recent visit back to Boca Raton High School. “At one point, a
lady I’ve never met before runs up to me, and she gives me a big hug. She
starts crying and says, ‘I want to thank you because last week my son who
has Asperger’s came up to me and said, “Mommy, Mommy, I have friends,
I have friends!”—all because the club members welcomed him in with open
arms.’”

Then Denis grew more thoughtful. “We have a generation that is
starving for company,” he said, “when they should be looking for
community. ‘Company’ just means that someone is around you. Many of us
have company but not true community. Everyone needs community,
whether you’re the popular kid or the loner.”



Parents in Community

The more I learned about all these programs, the more I kept thinking about
the dual challenge that parents—including me—face as they strive to show
their children better ways to connect. The American Academy of Pediatrics
and countless experts agree that parents are critical role models when it
comes to building social and emotional skills and developing healthy
relationships. But many parents are struggling with loneliness themselves.

Some of these parents are dealing with stressors like poverty, violence,
their own history of trauma, and other hardships that will make parenting
especially challenging and isolating. These are the very parents who most
need to come together. Having a group of peers with whom to learn better
skills and build mutual support can radically ease the burden on their whole
families. Yet these also are the parents least likely to have the time or
resources to initiate such groups.

Recognizing this, Dr. David Satcher, one of my predecessors as US
surgeon general, launched the Smart and Secure Children (SSC) parent
leadership program about eight years ago. Now in communities from
Atlanta to Houston, the fifteen-week program brings groups of six to ten
parents together for two-hour weekly discussions, which take place over a
meal in neighborhood locations such as barbershops, churches, Salvation
Army centers, and United Way locations. During these sessions, trained
facilitators guide parents through conversations about child development,
social and emotional health, positive disciplinary choices, family use of
media, and practices to strengthen their own social and emotional well-
being.

The project director, Dr. LeRoy Reese, told me that SSC not only raises
parents’ child-rearing knowledge and skills but also measurably reduces
their social isolation and improves their mental health. People end up
helping one another with everything from parenting to job searches. And
the connections continue beyond the program with the help of parent
liaisons, graduates of SSC who live locally. One such liaison started a chess
club for participants. Another began working specifically with black fathers
to support them after they completed the program.

“We create a web of continuity,” LeRoy told me.



Strong social connections, of course, are important for parents regardless of
circumstance, but many new parents don’t realize that and are stunned to
find themselves lonelier after their baby is born than before. We rarely talk
about this, not only because of the stigma around loneliness, but also
because it seems ungrateful to feel lonely after being blessed with a child.

However, the blessing of a child historically came with lots of help. In
more collective cultures, and in extended families that live close together,
this still is true. Those parents have built-in local support and
companionship. When grandparents and other family members are nearby
and integrated into the children’s care and upbringing, everyone can benefit.

Today, unfortunately, many new parents have neither family nor close
friends nearby, and this particular form of isolation can be especially
stressful during times of family crisis. This was the situation that Alice and
I found ourselves in on Presidents’ Day weekend just after our daughter,
Shanthi, turned one, when we realized something was alarmingly wrong.

That morning began like any typical Saturday in our household. Alice
and I changed diapers, brushed teeth, and tried to cajole our two-year-old,
Teyjas, to eat a little breakfast while Shanthi laughed, played with her
brother, and ate like a champ. She’d been a little more irritable than usual
the night before, but we chalked that up to teething, and by morning she
seemed fine.

Which is why we were caught off guard when we noticed later in the
day that she wasn’t putting any weight on her right leg. When we tried to
straighten the leg, she whimpered and pushed us away.

Our hearts sank. Had she injured herself while roughhousing with her
brother? Or was there something more ominous going on, like an infection?

We put Teyjas in the care of our weekend babysitter, packed Shanthi
into the car, and headed to the children’s hospital emergency room. Minutes
dragged into hours as we waited. Blood tests confirmed that she had an
infection, but the doctors couldn’t tell what exactly was going on without an
MRI. At Shanthi’s age, that meant she needed to be completely sedated.
And since it was the Saturday of a holiday weekend and the hospital was
short staffed, we learned it might be impossible to arrange an MRI before
Tuesday. Three days? This was a potentially fatal eternity. If there was an
infection, it could spread throughout her body in three days’ time.

As doctors who’d cared for thousands of patients, worked on shaping
national health policy, and led public health efforts for the nation, Alice and



I had witnessed and helped plenty of patients through medical emergencies.
In this moment, though, none of that mattered. We were just two scared
parents worried about our baby. We’d been in the emergency room, holding
our sick, hungry, frightened daughter for more than eight hours.

We’d called our families right away, but they were thousands of miles
away. Most of our closest friends lived in other states, and the friends who
did live in the area had small children of their own. We sent text messages
to a few of them to tell them what was happening. But we were reluctant to
impose on them so late at night as we pictured them busily putting their
own kids to bed. We didn’t usually ask our friends for help, and I felt in
those terrible hours more alone than ever before.

We were surrounded by people, from hospital staff to other worried
parents and children, and in time we’d come to appreciate the presence of
all of them, but in those early moments our anxiety isolated us. When you
feel your ability to protect your child is compromised, it strikes at your core
in a way that few other challenges do. The stakes and your fears feel highest
when your child’s well-being is at risk.

A friend once told me, becoming a parent is signing up for a lifetime of
love and worry. Both were roaring that night. Our hearts were aching with
love for Shanthi and terror for her future. We felt 100 percent responsible
for everything that was happening and yet we were also helpless to change
it. We felt guilty and, on some level, I think I felt ashamed to have allowed
this to happen to one of the two most precious beings in our lives. And
there is nothing more isolating than shame. So even though every other
parent in the emergency room was dealing with a sick child, we couldn’t
bring ourselves to reach out to one another. There is great power in parents
in such situations being able to connect with one another, but it’s not easy to
do this when that power is most needed. In truth, it didn’t even occur to me.
My loneliness in that moment blinded me.

But for me, this emergency also revealed a gap that had been widening
for some time between the work-driven life I’d created for myself and the
connected life that I deeply desired. The loneliness I felt was not the result
of true isolation. I’m very close to my family and I have a fairly large social
network. But when we moved to DC, I’d neglected to build a community
and I’d let work consume me to such an extent that I neglected many of my
strongest friendships from earlier chapters of my life. The truth is that I
could have called any of those friends. They would have responded in a



heartbeat. But they were in different cities across the country. And the
energy it would have taken to reach out again after letting them go was just
too fraught. I didn’t think I had the right.

How had I drifted so far from my “village”? Geographic distance was
only partly to blame. I recalled the words of a friend from residency during
an earlier period in my life when I was feeling lonely. She’d said, “Vivek,
you have friends. You’re just not experiencing friendships.”

This wasn’t how I’d grown up. Although they didn’t have extended
family around, either, my parents had built a strong network of friends that
became like family to me and my sister. These honorary uncles and aunties
would babysit us, sometimes even overnight when our parents went out of
town. And when the four of us were in a car accident that caused my sister
to be hospitalized, those friends stepped up and helped us with everything
from meals, to rides, to babysitting me. Sitting with Shanthi in the hospital,
remembering that long-ago trauma and the ease that our circles of friends
had brought to my family back then made the absence of equivalent circles
in my life now achingly clear.

We spent the night in the emergency room. The next morning, Sunday,
we received some unexpected news. Shanthi’s MRI had been scheduled for
noon. We owed this to a group effort.

A team of doctors, administrators, and nurses had pulled together
staffing and logistics so that the test could happen quickly. We didn’t know
these people but they recognized that a hidden infection in such a young
child could be serious, and they’d moved mountains to get our daughter the
care she needed to save her life.

At the appointed hour, we took Shanthi down to the radiology suite,
where the team was waiting for us. As we held her close, they injected her
with the anesthetic. Within seconds, she closed her eyes and went
completely limp. For the next hour, we paced the halls, wishing we could be
with our daughter inside that MRI machine.

Suddenly, the doors to the waiting area burst open and a group of
surgeons swept in. Behind them, we saw Shanthi lying on the gurney, still
sedated.

They told us there was likely an infection deep in the tissue just above
the knee. I asked if it had spread to the bone, which could threaten the
growth of her leg or, worse, her life. “We don’t know,” said the attending



surgeon. “We need to take her immediately to the operating room before it
spreads further.”

The doctor uttered the words as gently as she could, but it was one of
those moments when time slowed, and reality became hazy. I couldn’t
speak over the lump in my throat. I just couldn’t get any words out.
Eventually, I put my hand on the surgeon’s shoulder and managed, “Please,
just take care of our baby.”

With that, they whisked Shanthi away. And the hole her absence made
in that instant was like a bottomless well. Watching our child disappear like
that, I’d have given anything to be able to take her place.

For ninety agonizing minutes, we waited. We called our parents and
sisters. We held each other. We cried. Those were the longest minutes of my
life.

As the seconds ticked past, I thought how often we’d felt lost as parents.
Trying to figure out how to get the babies to eat. How to get them to sleep.
How to teach them to talk and crawl and walk—any of the routine miracles
that were within our job description as parents but which we felt utterly ill
equipped to do. All of this lostness resurfaced and felt especially acute
during Shanthi’s crisis because our need for support, guidance, and wisdom
was so intense—and the absence of that support so stark.

I couldn’t pretend that this way of living—apart from family and close
networks of friends and not really knowing our neighbors—was how we
were meant to live and raise children. If we ever emerged from this
nightmare, I thought, something had to change.

Finally, the attending surgeon appeared. “We caught it just in time,” she
said. “We don’t think it spread to the bone.”

Those words were like a gift from on high. I gave the doctor a bear hug
as if she were one of my dearest friends, and in that moment, she was. We
were strangers to her and her team, yet they had brought our baby back to
health.

We breathed an enormous sigh of thanks and relief and rushed to the
recovery room to see Shanthi.

Over the next few days, all my reflections on the power of community
for families were confirmed. First, my mother and Alice’s mother dropped
everything to come to us. When they arrived, Teyjas lit up and jumped into
their arms as soon as they appeared at the door. The whole ordeal had been



stressful for him, too, and there was something vital for both children in the
presence of these trusted sources of kindness and love.

The reunion brought relief to our mothers, as well. We weren’t the only
ones who belonged to Shanthi, and vice versa. They were happy to be there.
They needed to be there not only for us, but for themselves. They wanted to
be needed. Everyone does.

When I finally did reach out to my close friends, they, too, responded
with concern and offers of help. And so did the doctors, nurses, and
administrators who came to visit our hospital room every day. There was a
moment where our moms were at the hospital, having brought food and
extra clothes. A kind woman from the hospital had stopped by with a puzzle
and some stuffed animals for the kids. She had spread a blanket on the floor
and was entertaining them, and they were laughing and playing together the
way they had before this whole ordeal began. The administrator who’d
helped coordinate Shanthi’s MRI in the middle of the night swung by at the
same time. Meanwhile, our phones were filling up with calls and texts from
friends who were checking on us and asking how they could help.

As lonely as I had felt in the emergency room, when I took in the scene
in Shanthi’s room I was reminded that more often than not, the people who
love us will step up if we just have the courage to invite them into our lives.

My father used to say that timing matters when it comes to reaching out
to people during times of need. He was usually referring to our stepping up
to help others as soon as we saw their need, rather than waiting until it was
convenient for us. But I now think his advice applies conversely, as well:
it’s important to reach out as soon as we need help and not wait until the
worst is over. We should never be afraid of inconveniencing the people who
love us. Especially when our families are at stake.

The experience with Shanthi was like taking my dark glasses off and
seeing the brilliance of human connection in its full force. It was why I
found myself in tears so often when speaking to the many people who
helped us. There is much more love and connection in the world than I had
allowed myself to see. And much of it during those days and since, I’ve
found right in front of my eyes.

Had I but realized it, some of my clearest examples were my own
children. As Shanthi recovered, I gained a new appreciation for the
unabashed affection that bonds our children and the natural ease with which
they give and receive it. Teyjas freely hugs Shanthi when she’s sad, feeds



her when she’s hungry, looks for her when she’s been out of sight for too
long, and consoles her when she is crying. He is only three, but these
gestures of kindness come instinctively and without inhibition. He and
Shanthi, like all young children, are a tender reminder that all of us were
meant to be in relationship with one another.

What is humanity, really, but a family of families? We all share this planet.
And all our children together shall inherit this earth.

I don’t know if it is presumptuous to speak for other parents, but when I
think of the message I want my children to carry within them as they grow,
I can’t limit the words to my children alone. These are really my hopes and
dreams for generations to come.

Dear Ones,
May you inhabit a world that puts people at the center, where everyone feels they belong.

Where compassion is universal and kindness exchanged with whole-hearted generosity for all.
The most important thing we wish for you is a life filled with love—love that is given and

received with a full heart. Love is at the heart of living a connected life. Choose love, we tell
you. Always.

Yet we worry about the world you are inheriting. When you reach out with kindness, will
your compassion be reciprocated? When you are in need of support, will others reach out to
you?

Right now, the world you are inheriting is locked in a struggle between love and fear. Fear
manifests as anger, insecurity, and loneliness. Fear eats away at our society, leaving all of us
less whole. So we teach you that every healthy relationship inspires love, not fear. Love shows
up as kindness, generosity, and compassion. It is healing. It makes us more whole.

The greatest gifts you’ll ever receive will come through these relationships. The most
meaningful connections may last for a few moments or for a lifetime. But each will be a
reminder that we were meant to be part of one another’s lives, to lift one another up, to reach
heights together greater than any of us could reach on our own.

Our hope is that you will always have friends in your lives who love and remind you of your
innate beauty, strength, and compassion. Equally as important, we hope you will do the same for
others.

You are precious precisely because you have the ability to give and receive love. That is your
magic. And it is our mission as parents to make sure you know that no one can ever take that
away from you.

It pains us that we won’t always be there for you when you feel lonely and sad. But we offer
this simple prescription to remind you, you are loved:

When those moments of loneliness and suffering arise, take both hands and place them on
your heart. And close your eyes. Think about the friends and family who have been there for you
throughout your life, in moments of joy and also in the depths of disappointment. The people
who have listened to you when you were sad. The people who believed in you even when you lost
faith in yourself. The people who have held you, lifted you up, and seen you for who you really
are. Feel their warmth and their kindness washing over you, filling you with happiness.

Now. Open your eyes.



Conclusion

In 1978, my parents, Hallegere and Myetraie Murthy, left the United
Kingdom for a small town in Newfoundland, the easternmost province of
Canada, with my two-year-old sister, Rashmi, and one-year-old me in tow.
As the new district medical officer, my father was to be responsible for the
health of this community, but he and my mother knew no one in the area—
or, for that matter, in the entire country. To make matters worse, they landed
in the middle of a winter storm, which greeted them with whiteout
conditions and bitter, howling winds.

As I grew up, I often wondered how two people raised in the warmth of
South India could have sustained themselves in such harsh circumstances.

“It was the connections we formed with people,” my father told me.
In the blistering cold of Newfoundland, my parents found themselves

warmed by the kindness and friendship of people who were their patients
but also their community. “They made us part of their family when we had
no family,” my parents responded when I asked if they ever got homesick.

My father made house calls in subzero weather, bundled up in multiple
coats. He trudged overland in his snowshoes until every patient was seen.
Throughout the year, he would suture wounds in his clinic when fishermen
sustained lacerations. He delivered babies in the hospital. He would
minister to people at the end of life, too, guiding them and their families
during the delicate journey from dying to death.

In return, the people of the community took it on themselves to be
responsible for this darker-skinned family with strange accents from half a
world away. They babysat my sister and me, brought our family fish and
fresh lobsters, baked us pies, and even dug us out of the snow when we
were buried by a blizzard.



Later, my parents carried this lesson to Miami, where they set up a
medical practice. It was there that I had my early exposure to medicine,
watching them build beautiful, mutually therapeutic relationships with
patients who once again became part of their community.

I tell this story here and now because I realize, looking back, that it has
served all along as my guiding light. My parents and my sister have
modeled the healing power of human connection throughout my life. Their
example has always given me courage and hope. And yet witnessing
connection is no guarantee that we will live a connected life. Even though I
was blessed with these amazing role models, that didn’t stave off my
loneliness.

There was a journey I had to make on my own to learn about myself and
the compassion I needed to extend to myself and others. This journey
required me to move through the pain of my own disconnection, and it took
a long time before I could appreciate the true meaning of my father’s simple
reply to my question about their migration. I needed to get more perspective
on my own life before I could see what a miracle and what a gift it was that
the people of Newfoundland “made us part of their family when we had no
family.” Why don’t we all treat one another as family? Why can’t we? In
fact, we can, and we must.

The people I’ve met while writing this book have reminded me that
even those, like Phillip Lester or Richard Lopez, who grow up in the
harshest of circumstances and endure decades in prison can build lives
filled with love, service, and connection. Their examples compel me to
believe that we are indeed wired for connection. It is our evolutionary
birthright.

Our greatest moments of joy involve other people—the birth of a child,
finding love, reunions with dear friends. And our moments of greatest
sorrow often involve separation and loss of those connections—the death of
a loved one, a romantic breakup, an irreconcilable dispute with a close
friend.

The great challenge facing us today is how to build a people-centered
life and a people-centered world. So many of the front-page issues we face
are made worse by—and in some cases originate from—disconnection.
Many of these challenges are the manifestation of a deeper individual and
collective loneliness that has brewed for too long in too many. In the face of



such pain, few healing forces are as powerful as genuine, loving
relationships.

People like Anthony Doran, Serena Bian, and Laura Talmus found
themselves pushed by their suffering to face a fundamental question: What
really matters in life? Through each of their journeys, the answer became
clear. Strong relationships are what matter most. They improve our health,
enhance our performance, and enable us to rise above differences of opinion
and ideology to come together and take on big challenges as a society.
Human connection is the foundation on which we build everything else.

Creating a connected life begins with the decisions we make in our day-
to-day lives. Do we choose to make time for people? Do we show up as our
true selves? Do we seek out others with kindness, recognizing the power of
service to bring us together?

This work isn’t always easy. It requires courage. The courage to be
vulnerable, to take a chance on others, to believe in ourselves. But as we
build connected lives, we make it possible to build a connected world. In
such a world, we design our schools, workplaces, and technology to support
human connection. We shape our laws to be forces for strengthening
community. We treat kindness and compassion as sacred values that are
reflected in our culture and our politics.

When I think back on the patients I cared for in their dying days, the
size of their bank accounts and their status in the eyes of society were never
the yardsticks by which they measured a meaningful life. What they talked
about were relationships. The ones that brought them great joy. The
relationships they wish they’d been more present for. The ones that broke
their hearts. In the final moments, when only the most meaningful strands
of life remain, it’s the human connections that rise to the top.

It is true that many people are struggling with loneliness. It is true that
forces much bigger than us are affecting the fundamental nature of our
interactions with one another—and often to our detriment. But I’ve also
seen that the universal drive to connect is still alive and well. It may be
buried at times in the throes of everyday life and strife, but it surfaces
during times of crisis and in unexpected acts of kindness that remind us
who we really are.

I first witnessed such an act in the middle of the night when I was seven
years old. I woke up suddenly to find my mother shaking me to get up.



“Hurry,” she said, “we have to get in the car and leave right now.”
Half-asleep, I piled into the back seat with my sister, and my father

started to drive the four of us to a trailer park in Miami. On the way, my
parents explained to us that one of their patients, Gordon, had just passed
away after a long struggle with metastatic cancer. My parents were worried
that his widow, Ruth, was grieving alone, so they wanted to go to her home
and check on her.

I will never forget the image of my mother in her traditional Indian sari
standing on the steps of the trailer and embracing Ruth as she cried and
cried. Their life paths were so different, and yet in that moment they were
family—not the kind of family that is chosen for you, but the kind that you
choose for yourself. Sitting in the car that night, I was given a glimpse of
the extraordinary potential of love to heal and to bring us together as one.
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