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This book is dedicated to my kids, because the world turns on teaching humans how to love and care for one another.




Foreword

John Howard’s wonderful debut book, More Than Words, is about human connection and communication—two essentials required for surviving and thriving in our lives with others. Allow me a few moments to add my two cents to this comprehensive manual on getting along and becoming intimate in adult romantic relationships.

Our need to connect as human beings begins in the womb and continues throughout life. Our earliest means of connecting, beyond the fetal umbilical connection we have with our mothers, is our postnatal connection fastened to a primary caregiver with whom we connect nonverbally. We join through face-to-face, skin-to-skin interaction with another who seeks and finds us, again and again through an imperfect process of attunement, misattunement, and reattunement. It’s a kind of mind reading as led by our caregiver who is present, interested, and attentive.

Through repeated close-up nonverbal interactions, we develop an increasingly complex connection to the outside world—the caregiver’s vocal prosody, facial expressions, smell, taste, and touch. Our experience-dependent brain is lit up by these continuous exchanges between caregiver and self, constantly matching up and aligning as if synchronizing two nervous systems. Our sense of self and not-self emerges through an experience of external regulation by the caregiver, facilitating the rapid development of our own basic regulatory functions, such as thermoregulation, autonomic nervous system regulation, sleep-wake regulation, stress regulation, as well as the setting up of other vital neurobiological systems. External regulation (one-direction only) soon gives way to co-regulation (two-directions), in which our infant self interactively regulates our caregiver’s nervous system, like partners flowing together in unison. Thus begins the blissful collaboration and synchrony in union we continue to seek as teens and adults—to be simultaneously separate and at one with someone else.

As we continue to develop relationships throughout life, we seek to be found, again and again, by another human being—to match up, attune, and align as if synchronizing two nervous systems. That is our natural drive as human animals, and it is as vital to our existence as is our need for air, water, and food. We are not solitary like the bear, the wolverine, or the leopard. Rather, we are herd animals that tend to pair-bond—sometimes frequently. We need other people. We need to interact with other people—a lot, actually—although some need to interact more than others. Too much solitude makes us batty.

The brain’s hardware for language and speech is present at birth. However, language and speech development begin at about six months, with our first words appearing around twelve months or so. Our capacity for verbal conversation is one of our finest evolutionary achievements, along with our unique ability to imagine and invent things that don’t yet exist, to predict future outcomes, to manipulate our environment, and to organize and plan ahead.

And while our ability to communicate verbally is a social and organizational boon to our species, it is also one of our downfalls. Words can easily be misused, be misunderstood, be taken as threats, and be used to distance ourselves from others.

Consider going to a foreign land where you do not speak the language. You fall back on nonverbal cues, gestures, pictures, symbols, and other behaviors to get your message across. Though energy expending and fatiguing, you get the job done. Now, you start to speak just a little bit of this still-foreign language, and what happens? Perhaps you experience more misunderstandings than when you relied simply on nonverbals. Soon you are better at speaking the language, and then perhaps you become fluent. You may believe there are fewer misunderstandings, but you might be wrong. Speaking fluently in any language can be hazardous. Why? Because our modern languages contain nuances and multiple meanings depending on context, perception, state of mind, various levels of attention, vocal tone, facial expression, gestures, postures, and atmospheric noise levels.

I could go on.

We think we’re being clear with our speech, but we don’t really know. We think we understand what’s being said, but we can’t be sure. In fact, we might find that we are misunderstanding each other much of the time. While this is often no big deal, it can sometimes be disastrous. When we are under stress, in distress, distracted, or in a hurry, our verbal and nonverbal communication can lead to big problems, misunderstandings, hurt feelings, and threat reactions.

What are the reasons for this vulnerability in human communication? For one, all human beings scan for threat cues in the environment as part of the survival instinct. Threat perception increases with stress and distress. Threat readiness amplifies with the memory of previous injury. Threat perception intensifies with environmental sensory cues such as unexpected or inundating sounds, visuals, movements, smells, as well as discomforting internal sensations. When we perceive threat from inside or from outside of ourselves, we act swiftly because our survival instincts demand immediate self-preservation.

Most of us mean no harm most of the time. The harm we inflict on those we love is less intentional than we might believe in a stressful moment. Rather, the speed at which we interact is much faster than thought and tends to be reflexive, automatic, memory-based, and frankly, self-centered. Good communication and connection require full presence and attention to our partner and consideration of self and other at the same time. This is especially so when we are less than relaxed, happy, and feeling safe.

If you are like most people, you might believe you’re fine with communication and connection. But what about when you or your partner aren’t feeling good, aren’t feeling understood, or aren’t feeling safe or secure? How good are you then?

Under even minor levels of stress, we mostly think of ourselves, our own interests and concerns. While that is a normal part of being human, thinking only of oneself when attached to another person can lead to perceived threat in the mind of the other. For instance, as I speak to you about my wants, concerns, and hurt feelings, do I keep you in mind at the same time? Do I make certain you know that I’m keeping your interests and concerns in mind—even if I’m the target of your distress? If I don’t, why should you believe I care? If my speech or actions do not take into account who you are and how you are likely to react to my chosen words, vocal tone, facial expressions, and gestures, why should you believe I am safe and friendly? If I fail to maintain eye contact with you as I talk, how can I make necessary immediate adjustments if I should misattune, misunderstand, or misread the moment?

Communication and connection with another human being is fragile business. It’s not something to take casually, for granted, or in haste, and it’s not a time for cutting corners. It’s a bit like being on a tightwire together. Really fun and cool when concentrated and in the flow and really dangerous if either of you is inattentive, reckless, and out of sync.

As you read Howard’s book, pay close attention to the information and advice he provides. Use it to practice with your partner. Use it to become better, more skillful and sensitive than most average human beings will likely ever be. Use it because our relationships are the key to our happiness and well-being.

—Stan Tatkin, PsyD, cofounder of the PACT Institute and author of Wired for Love, Your Brain on Love, and We Do





Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to seek and find all the barriers within yourself that you have built against it.

—Rumi
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Introduction


The human mind is a relational and embodied process that regulates the flow of energy and information.

—Dr. Dan Siegel



Connection is in. Communication is out.

Yes, communication has been the darling of pop psychology since research in the 1970s put it front and center as a key factor in healthy relationships. The theory was that good communication would facilitate connection.

But twenty-first-century neuroscience has transformed our understanding of what builds and sustains fulfilling relationships. Connection is what we’re really looking for, and it facilitates communication, not the other way around. The reason for that is simple: our nervous system is most concerned with survival, and connection speaks a security language to that system that helps it relax and open up.1 When our bodies feel safe, we let down our guard, and we can be playful, vulnerable, and bond with others. We can open our minds to new ideas. We can learn and grow. When the nervous system doesn’t feel safe, however, words just can’t make up the difference. We try to talk, but a disconnected feeling persists, and it influences the words we hear. Communication continues to feel labored, resentments are not truly repaired, and the feeling of love can’t fully return. This book will teach you powerful ways to connect that speak security directly to the nervous system and help you deepen love and trust in any relationship.

Even though humans are wired to connect to others, most of us struggle in relationships. At one point in my life, I wondered if having a relationship was worth it at all. It seemed to be loaded with stress, friction, responsibility, and no guarantee that it will go well. But relationships can also convey love, connection, and support. While we exhibit great diversity, humans are also much alike in some ways: we have brains and nervous systems that desire safety, trust, connection, peace, love, and emotional support in our relationships. When we learn how to satisfy these deeper needs, communication improves and our relationships feel supportive and fulfilling. When our relationships don’t go well, the resulting stress impacts our health and well-being in negative ways.2 It’s worth investing in how to deepen connection and create more secure relationships in your life.


Communication has been sold as the golden ticket to improve relationships, but experts now understand that dialogue is a poor way to address problems of connection—and most relationship issues are problems of connection. We may argue about the dishes, but what we really want to know is, Do I matter to you?



Connection is everything. While we may argue about petty things in our relationships, what we really want to know is, Do you love me?, Do you care?, and Am I a priority to you? Words alone can’t answer those questions. Most of human communication is nonverbal and nonconscious,3,4 taking place through signals such as facial expressions, tone of voice, and body language, which the brain can read to gauge friendliness and through that judge whether we should open to connection with someone.5 As much as 90 percent of the information that travels back and forth between people in human interactions is outside of conscious awareness, yet it communicates key connecting information to others’ nervous systems.6

Understanding how to speak in terms of attachment to the nervous system gives you relationship superpowers. You can harness the 90 percent that is outside of conscious awareness and speak directly to the parts of the brain and body that measure connection.7 I call these tools the Language of the Nervous System, as they help you convey trust and security that facilitate closeness and bonding. Once you learn and practice this language, you’ll be able to shape your bonds more intentionally toward the love and stability you seek.

If you are partnered, this book will give you a road map to deeper connection, and if you are not, it still provides you with valuable advice you can use to help you better date and prepare for fulfilling future partnerships. While this book is written primarily for committed romantic partners, it has valuable advice to deepen any relationship—with your kids, co-workers, friends, and family members. This science also has the power to help heal our communities and provide a valuable path of personal growth, helping you mature and develop wholeness as a person.

One of the biggest issues we all face in our relationships is that we receive very little education and training on how to have awesome, connected bonds with others. Imagine if we spent as much time on relationship skills as we spent memorizing Algebra II equations! The lack of support for relationship skills in our education mirrors what often happens at home—a dearth of examples of how to lead healthy, connected, emotionally supportive lives. I started noticing this gap in the fourth grade. Reeling from the loss of my primary caregiver and without anyone close to talk to, I started wondering why we don’t spend more time learning how to love and care for each other.

In 2013, I created Ready Set Love®, the world’s first neuroscience-based online course for couples, and referred to it as “the class you never got on how to have a healthy, connected relationship.” I felt strongly that everyone should have such a tutorial, since relationship skills make such a big difference in our lives. We know that the health of our relationships affects everything from our happiness to our physical health, from our stress levels and well-being to our sense of success in life. Considering relationships are one of the most complex and challenging things we take on in life, the chance that we might be really good at them without much training or practice is, unfortunately, very low. It’s a wonder we don’t support ourselves better as a society to have close, connected relationships.

Consider other difficult, complex things we take on in life. How often are we good at them without specialized education and training? We spend hours practicing instruments, languages, and sports, because our brains need that support to develop competency. Our society has misplaced its priorities, allotting too much focus in school to obscure topics few will use in life and not enough attention toward the universal need for relationship skills. Whenever I speak, I ask people if anyone received a class on how to have a healthy, connected relationship. To date, no one has said that they did, although some have mentioned carrying around an egg for a couple days and trying to keep it from breaking as a simplified exercise in caring for a newborn. Yep, that’s it.

As a result, we’re often not prepared to have the kinds of relationships we desire. We want love, connection, good communication, ease, calm, romance, and fun, but instead we often get into petty arguments, we feel disconnected, annoyed by differences, and sometimes our relationships fail. Hurtful experiences in relationships then create their own trauma, grief, and loss that further complicate our ability to have healthy partnerships.

We also need to develop the specific skills that help each unique relationship feel connected, which have to be discovered in every partnership by working together and testing your methods until you know what works. Modern neuroscience has given us secrets for how to improve relationships based on how the brain relates to others, including a special one to develop the connecting habits we need: practice.8 Yes, you read that right—just like any other skill, our relationships need time and energy put into them in the form of practicing. In fact, leading approaches to couples therapy utilize practice as a primary learning strategy, leaving the old approach of just conversing about problems behind.9,10 Rather than just talking about issues, science has shown that practice can reshape poor relationship habits by assisting the parts of the brain responsible for connecting behaviors to learn new tricks.11 That skill then shows itself in greater relationship satisfaction.12

The Brilliance of Practice

Practice is a common tool for improvement in sports, music, and other endeavors because it targets procedural memory, the memory behind automatic behavior. Since many of our relationship tendencies come from the automatic system, practicing new connecting skills is important to developing better habits that bring you closer together.13 My daughter, for example, is a dancer. After a recent competition, she told me how when she gets onstage, she just performs without thinking about each move, and that’s because she rehearses her routines until they are ingrained deep in her muscle memory. When she’s in front of an audience and under pressure, she can just flow based on the procedural memory she has developed. Most relationship behaviors come from that same automated place. Many of our actions and reactions, facial expressions, tone of voice, body language, and knee-jerk responses come out before we really think carefully about them, and that’s how we are designed to be—interactions happen at a fast rate of speed. Practice helps us build natural connecting skills, so we can trust that our bodies remember the moves that engender security with others. Surprisingly, practice has not been commonly used as a strategy to improve relationships, but it works, and instills hope as you build skill and collaborate with others to deepen your abilities.

Learning to connect more deeply helps you to bridge differences with others and serves as a potent path of personal growth.14 According to neuroscience experts, the complexity, challenges, and closeness of our relationship lives offer extensive growth opportunities to us as individuals.15,16 By embracing the natural diversity present in our relationships and focusing on connecting in the moment, we can improve the security of our bonds and make use of them as a powerful avenue for personal growth.

Relational neuroscience has helped us understand that if you work together, supporting each other to retrain automatic tendencies, you can each change habits more quickly and effectively than you can on your own. The relational space is the best training ground, because it surfaces emotional wounds, automatic tendencies, and issues, challenges us to develop new skills, brings the resources of two nervous systems together, and can offer support in the change process.

When we train the procedural system, our natural and automatic relationship behaviors become more secure and connecting. Friendliness and goodwill come through our faces, in our tone, and in our body language. Deliberate practice with others gives you a fun and effective way to improve skills that brings you together and shares the responsibility for growth, getting you to a sense of confidence and competency faster than talking about your issues alone.

I have used the power of these concepts for years with clients as a couples therapist and seen tremendous results in how they reduce conflict and deepen love between partners. I have also incorporated them in my own partnership and relationships and have seen much improvement as a result. While much of the information about how to use these powerful ideas and tools is still housed in academic minds and publications and discussed at professional conferences, More Than Words puts these valuable concepts in your hands so you can use them to deepen your relationships and to grow as an individual.

This book will teach you effective approaches from the new science for how to deepen connection in your relationships, and the methods used by the world’s top couples therapists to enhance trust, security, and love with others. It will also give you a dynamic road map for how to deepen your personal growth as an individual through relationship life. When connection is compromised, everything is a problem, but when you have a strong sense of connection, it imparts goodwill that smooths over relationship errors. You don’t need fancy communication to have meaningful, bonding interactions with others. More Than Words is a modern guidebook for how to implement science-based strategies to achieve deeper love with those you care about most.

The Science of Connection

Within the last fifteen to twenty years, new research in the fields of neuroscience and psychology has shown that connection is measured more by primitive security centers in the brain than by the frontal lobes that process language and thinking.17 The neuroscience research on relationships has also helped us understand that most of our behaviors in relationships are automatic—driven by the procedural memory system that propels performance in any domain where quick, native skill is needed.18 Because our reactions with others often move too quickly to premeditate, human emotions and facial expressions often occur pre-thought and many of these habits are shaped in childhood, when much of the brain’s social systems is built.19 The good news about knowing how automatic we are in relationships is that we can bring compassion and understanding to patterns that do not serve connection, and create a shared purpose around improving those habits. We may be angry at our partners for their faults, but the real question is, What helps our partnerships get better?

The short answer begins with nervous system safety and developing a shared culture of responsibility and practice around improvement. As you will see in the chapters that follow, however, there are many approaches to connecting more deeply with others, all illuminated by modern science. This book relies on the scientific fields of interpersonal neurobiology, affective neuroscience, attachment theory, affect regulation theory, trauma healing, somatic psychology, primatology, experiential psychotherapy, emotion-focused psychology, psychobiology, and research on how the brain learns. I also build on my many years of experience working with hundreds of couples, utilizing the new science and testing what works, and trading notes with other leading couples therapists to determine what is most effective at creating positive change.

This book emphasizes how much of connection occurs through primitive aspects of the nervous system but also how deliberate practice that involves our bodies, feelings, and repetition can help reshape automatic habits. The new science has shown that improving relationship skills takes practice—not just talk.20 Practice helps to retrain implicit patterns and provides a fun way to improve relationships skills. More Than Words will help you deepen your connection with others, retrain disconnecting tendencies, and sharpen your skills so that you can have more meaningful relationships.

Working to improve connection in your relationships is one of the best ways to increase your psychological flexibility and emotional resilience, two key markers of mental health and of optimized psychology.21 One aspect of psychological flexibility is the ability to see the world from more than one perspective. Relationships ask us to look at the world around us and to develop a relational mind-set that is complex, resilient, and embracing of diversity. This ability matures the mind, helps people be less rigid and judgmental, and often makes us smarter.22

Psychological flexibility is an important determinant of mental health and behavioral effectiveness.23 Rather than basing actions on the myriad of thoughts and feelings in any given moment, this flexibility helps you stay connected to your core sense of who you are and how you want to be with others.24 Emotional resilience is the ability to recover from hurt feelings or after suffering a setback. It’s our dedication to keep going when we feel fragile or emotionally wounded, as well as our ability to handle stressful experiences and to mobilize the robustness of our nervous systems to find our way back to balance. It is a key ability that allows us to surf the emotional waves of life and of relationships without becoming destabilized25 and tends to strengthen and improve as we practice engaging emotion and extending compassion to ourselves and to others.26

Connection Is More Important than Communication

We often persist in trying to communicate in order to connect, rather than connecting to facilitate smooth communication. This misalignment is one reason why many modern relationships fail.

While verbal communication in the form of language usually imparts information, it is a poor mediator of connection, as it makes the frontal lobes—a very resource-intensive part of the brain—work hard to interpret language and meaning.27 Which means that processing verbal communication can be tiring, and so when we want to bond in a more relaxing way, primitive connecting cues help us avoid the pitfalls of language and debates or technical conversations that highlight our differences of thought with others. Understanding the role of verbal communication and when to connect through other means helps establish a greater sense of security at your core.

After all, connection is the feeling we are going for when we couple up. None of us thinks, I’d like to find a partner I can regularly exchange information with! Sure, we appreciate good communication, but what we really want is a feeling—feelings of love, trust, connection, romantic attraction, reliability, and security. Good communication is well and good, but feeling connected is essential. We form relationships for many reasons: lust, financial stability, love, friendship, romantic chemistry, a common lifestyle, or to start a family together, but according to modern neuroscience, what the brain primarily seeks in a partnership is a sense of greater safety and security in the world.28 That intrinsic sense of security serves as the foundation for all the other dimensions of relationship life.

So what’s the difference between communication and connection? Communication is talking about things, whereas connection is creating an emotional bond in the moment. When you’re in a purely intellectual back-and-forth with others, you can try to get on the same page and connect through ideas and words, but it’s often inefficient and cumbersome and can highlight differences in your approach. If we connect more by reaching out, touching, offering a friendly smile, or saying something loving, we are reminded of what really matters in our relationships—feeling loved and supported, and knowing that someone cares. We all have logistical details that need to be discussed throughout daily life, but if you establish connection first, your interactions stay focused on the primary task of your union—to love and care for each other.

Why Connection?

Let’s talk dishwashers. Many people argue about how to load the dishwasher, or similarly silly things, and it’s because our anxieties and need to feel secure get wrapped up in small daily activities and decisions. (Personally, I like bowls at the top, without them overlapping too much so I know they’re getting clean. My wife doesn’t mind crowding up the machine and just tossing everything in there.) But let’s be honest, little things like this don’t matter compared to love, and we need to notice when we feel anxious about such things. On those days when you’re mired in seemingly petty arguments and each of you feels controlled or unappreciated by the other, or when you’re in a back-and-forth on a minor issue, words don’t typically help to untangle those annoying debates. Our conversations are already a little too heady and highlight our differences. What we really need is connection to remind ourselves of what matters. With communication, you might trade perspectives and engage in some debate and disagreement as to the right way to do things. With connection, you return to the feeling of closeness that defines your purpose for being together.

Connection allows you to get away from silly back-and-forth conversation in moments like that and signal love and friendliness. When that occurs, you stop arguing about the dishwasher. In fact, you might end up making love on the dishwasher and forget to load it altogether! Let all the dishes be dirty!! Love is in the air!! Prioritizing connection reminds us that the core task in relationship is to care about each other, not be “right” or have everything the way we want. When love is the focus, your communication becomes more efficient. Connection solves what communication can’t because it breaks through emotionally.29

Connection allows us to relax with others and derive the social and health benefits of a stable relationship. When you feel connected, it’s because you feel secure enough to let your guard down and trust that others have your back. Connection overcomes judgment of faults and differences in what Dr. John Gottman calls Positive Sentiment Override (PSO),30 just like how we tend to love and support our children even when they mess up. Connection is trust in the security of your relationship and how confident you feel that you have the emotional support of your partner. Connection promotes reliability, consistency, consideration, thoughtfulness, and kindness with others.

Connection and Health

Connection is a basic human need that most people require to thrive, much in the same way that we need food and shelter to thrive. A growing body of research has begun to highlight the critical link between healthy relationships and physical and mental health.31 Healthy relationships increase emotional resilience and self-confidence.32 Harvard’s Grant Study, one of the longest longitudinal studies in the world, found that the quality of our close relationships impacts longevity, immune system health, and fulfillment more than any other health factors.33 Having strong social relationships has been shown to be equal to diet and exercise as a key factor affecting wellness, inflammation, hypertension, and improving our overall physical health.34

Stressful and dysfunctional relationships, on the other hand, can have the opposite effect, increasing susceptibility to disease, unhappiness, decreased life-span, and contributing significantly to allostatic load, the cumulative impact of stress that degrades cell tissue, DNA, and cellular function.35,36 Harvard’s Living Better, Living Longer, a compilation of recent health research, examined data from more than 309,000 people and found that a lack of strong relationships increases the risk of premature death from all causes by 50 percent.37 Social isolation and loneliness, which can be felt even in committed relationships when connection is lacking, has been shown to be a risk factor to health and longevity equal to smoking fifteen cigarettes a day, being an alcoholic, or being obese.38

The future of health care is integrating physical and mental health with having close, caring relationships. These three primary domains of health intersect with one another in important ways, which is why relationships benefit when we take care of ourselves mentally and physically and why our mental and physical health often improve as we have more connected relationships.39 We can no longer afford to ignore the important dimension of the quality of our relationships in our lives or focus solely on physical or mental agility while neglecting our ability to connect with others. Not only does learning to connect impart clear physical and mental benefits; it makes life more meaningful, more fun, and helps us develop a more equitable and collaborative society.

Connecting in a Busy World

The pace and nature of modern life can make it challenging to connect deeply with others. Most of us are busy, and when we’re not we have other outlets that demand our attention. As such, many people report feeling lonely, despite having frequent access to text, email, the internet, and social media, all of which is supposed to connect us but can leave us feeling isolated in our feelings from others. While modern technology has evolved quickly, our nervous systems are still the result of hundreds of thousands of years of evolution, and our connecting mechanisms still look for the primitive cues they were developed to measure.40 We need human-to-human physical and emotional contact to feel connected, even in the technological age.

One of the most obvious examples of our need for in-person connection has been the experience of children during the coronavirus pandemic. When kids were required to engage with school and their classmates online, mental health issues in children skyrocketed.41 Despite their familiarity with technology and the ability to connect easily with others via Zoom and other video tools, children sequestered at home began to show signs of depression, low self-esteem, irritability, and suicidality.42 As kids began to return to in-person classes and to engage in person with their peers at school, mental health issues for kids seemed to improve.43 Many families I have spoken with reported a huge difference in their kids’ mental health as children resumed in-person activities with their peers and friends.

Even when we’re with others, distractions to emotional connection abound. A few years ago, I walked into a trendy New York City bar and thought, Imagine all the cool people here to talk to, how exciting it will be to learn about what they’re building and working on in the world! I was then dismayed to see that literally every person sitting at the bar had their head down and was interacting with their phone rather than talking with another person. Sure, I could have interrupted, but it goes to show how easy it is to get sucked into technology and how we sometimes de-prioritize in-person connection, even when it’s available.

Of course, connection also takes emotional courage. To not feel lonely, we have to open up, be vulnerable, share, cry, celebrate wins with others, and let others into our real experience of life. As a society focused on independence, intellectual communication, and productivity, we’re often uncomfortable with emotional intimacy and slowing down enough to share our experience with others. Shame, one of the most difficult emotions to tolerate, is one reason why we keep many things to ourselves, including our struggles, fears, mistakes, and needs. We may also feel weak or embarrassed in reaching out to others for emotional connection and support, or worry that others won’t care for us well. No amount of technology or time spent together can make up for the difficult process of opening up and sharing our tender emotional experience with others.

Opening up and seeking to create strong emotional bonds is helpful not only for committed partners but also when seeking a primary relationship. Dating these days often begins as a technological exercise of navigating apps and texting with others, which doesn’t lend itself to creating strong connections. People are often connecting digitally with many others and can be flaky when it comes to responding or maintaining connection. Even when people meet in person, they’re often on their best behavior, trying to impress. To go deeper and make a meaningful connection, it helps to be vulnerable and get real, which also helps evaluate the emotional skills of your prospective partner. People who can share emotions and show some vulnerability generally develop close bonds more quickly. When you are less comfortable with emotional intimacy, you may not know your partner as well until many months in. Opening up makes you more memorable to others, encourages (and tests) empathy, and establishes good, caring habits at the outset of a relationship, all valuable in the dating process.

Feeling disconnected from others or isolated is fairly common in the modern world. Millennials and Gen Zers report feeling the loneliest, despite being “digital natives” and having abundant access to communication technologies such as social media, texting, and video apps.44 Those who are technologically oriented are sometimes more familiar with communicating through such tools and may be less comfortable with direct, human-to-human bonding and intimacy. Technology that is supposed to connect us can leave us feeling alone, or with more superficial relationships. Even married partners score highly on loneliness scales, as many people don’t feel comfortable opening up to their partners to share their true feelings or don’t have a culture of connection.45 Scores of partners feel stretched for time to tend to their relationship due to work, parenting, and other factors, but even when they have time together, they may not use it in the service of connection. While we easily meet the needs of countless other tasks, tending to our relationships often doesn’t make the daily to-do list.

Attachment

Attachment research started in the 1960s observing how infants develop secure bonds with parents and caregivers.46 In the 1980s, the research was extended to adults, and important parallels were found between those early experiences in childhood and people’s patterns in adult relationships, revealing that the brain treats adult partnerships as attachment bonds.47 That research helps explain the genesis of our automatic and wired-in tendencies and now connects to neuroscience.48,49 Attachment theory—the result of that research—is helpful for decoding relationship dynamics and exploring our individual styles that get set up in childhood.50 Learning about my attachment style was one of the most valuable insights I gained from studying relationship science and it made a huge difference in my awareness and level of connecting skill.

Attachment research helps us understand that love is
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