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INTRODUCTION

	The Most Profitable Emotion

	The Most Profitable Emotion

	At 9:47 on a Tuesday night in a one-bedroom apartment in Columbus, Ohio, a thirty-four-year-old logistics coordinator named nobody in particular opens four apps in a row. The first shows her a stranger's face and asks her to swipe. The second shows her a chatbot that remembers her dog's name and tells her she looks tired today, in a kind way. The third shows her seventeen people she has never met eating dinner together on a livestream, the comments scrolling past faster than she can read them, half of them just the word "same." The fourth is her banking app, open out of habit more than need, the balance sitting there the way it always does, unbothered by any of this.

	She did not plan to spend her evening this way. Nobody plans to. It happened the way these evenings happen now, by accumulation rather than decision, one tab leading to another until two hours have passed and she has spoken to no human being since 6:15, when she said "you too" to a delivery driver she will never see again.

	This book is not about her loneliness. It is about the seventeen companies that built products to sit inside it.

	Somewhere between the year a Harvard sociologist coined the phrase "bowling alone" to describe the quiet collapse of American civic life and the year an Italian privacy regulator ordered an artificial intelligence company to stop letting children fall in love with a chatbot, a market formed. It did not announce itself. No founder stood on a stage and said, "We are going to monetize isolation." They said, instead, that they were building connection, community, companionship, belonging. Some of them meant it. Many of their products genuinely help. But the businesses underneath those words share a structural feature that should make any careful reader uneasy: their growth depends on the problem never being solved.

	A wildfire-suppression company wants fewer wildfires. A vaccine manufacturer, in the long run, wants a healthier population, even if it costs them a customer. But a platform whose entire revenue model rests on a user opening the app because there is no one else to talk to has no comparable incentive to fix that. If loneliness disappeared tomorrow, so would a meaningful share of Silicon Valley's market capitalization, a meaningful share of Madison Avenue's ad spend, and a meaningful share of the revenue currently flowing into dating apps, AI companion platforms, food delivery services, pet supply chains, co-living developers, wellness apps, and the sprawling new category of businesses selling, in one form or another, a stand-in for a friend.

	In the spring of 2023, the United States Surgeon General published an advisory with an unusually blunt title: "Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation." Inside it, Vivek Murthy laid out a case built on decades of public health research showing that chronic loneliness carries mortality risk comparable to smoking up to fifteen cigarettes a day, that it raises the risk of heart disease by twenty-nine percent and stroke by thirty-two percent, and that it raises the risk of premature death by something on the order of twenty-nine percent overall. He noted that roughly half of American adults were already reporting measurable loneliness before the pandemic ever began, which meant the crisis was not an aberration caused by lockdowns. It was a slow-moving structural shift that COVID-19 simply made visible all at once, the way a receding tide reveals a wreck that had been sitting on the seafloor the whole time.

	The advisory was meant as a warning. It became, almost immediately, a market research report. Investors read the same numbers Murthy did and saw not a public health emergency but a total addressable market. If half the adult population is lonely, and if loneliness is a "distressing" subjective state, in the Surgeon General's own clinical language, a state people will pay to relieve, then the math writes itself. By 2025, the Cigna Group's Loneliness in America survey found that fifty-seven percent of American adults qualified as lonely on a standardized scale, with younger generations, Gen Z and Millennials, scoring higher than Baby Boomers despite being the most digitally connected people who have ever lived. That contradiction sits at the center of this entire book. The generation with a supercomputer in every pocket, capable of summoning a stranger's attention in four seconds flat, is lonelier than the generation that grew up with three television channels and a rotary phone.

	Something in that gap is being monetized. This book is an attempt to map exactly what, by whom, and how much it is worth.

	I want to be precise about what this book is and is not, because the subject matter invites a kind of moralizing that I have tried hard to avoid. This is not a book arguing that dating apps are evil, that pet ownership is a symptom of social decay, that anyone who talks to an AI chatbot in the evening is being exploited, or that the people who built these companies are villains twirling a mustache over a spreadsheet of human suffering. Most of the people who built the businesses in this book were solving a problem they personally felt. Many of them still believe, sincerely, that they are making lonely lives better, and in individual cases they may well be right. A man in a rural town with no gay bar within two hundred miles found something real on a dating app that a small town could never have offered him. A widow in her eighties who can no longer drive found something real in a robotic seal that responds to her touch, even though the seal has no idea who she is. Real comfort and real exploitation are not mutually exclusive. They often live in the very same product, sometimes in the very same transaction, which is exactly what makes this subject so difficult to write about with the moral clarity that television documentaries prefer and reality rarely supplies.

	What this book is, instead, is a market analysis, written for a general reader, of the commercial sectors whose growth curves are structurally tied to the prevalence of social disconnection in wealthy countries, with a particular focus on the United States, where the data is richest and the trend is most advanced. I have tried, chapter by chapter, to follow the money rather than the morality, because the money tells you things the morality cannot. It tells you, for instance, that revenue per download in the AI companion app category rose from fifty-two cents in 2024 to a dollar eighteen in 2025, more than doubling in twelve months, a growth rate that has nothing to do with the apps getting better and everything to do with users getting more willing to pay for the feeling those apps produce. It tells you that the top ten percent of AI companion apps capture eighty-nine percent of all category revenue, meaning the market has already concentrated around whichever handful of products are most effective at making someone feel less alone, with effectiveness here measured in dollars extracted rather than wellbeing produced, two metrics that may or may not correlate and that almost nobody is incentivized to find out.

	It tells you that the global dating app market crossed six billion dollars in 2025 even as it logged its first annual revenue decline in the industry's history, a contraction analysts attributed partly to "dating app fatigue," partly to a falling number of payers even as revenue per payer rose, which is itself a small case study in how a maturing attention market behaves: fewer total customers, each one squeezed for more.

	It tells you that Americans now spend more than one hundred and fifty billion dollars a year on their pets, a figure that has tripled since the early 2000s, driven heavily by a generation, Gen Z in particular, that describes its pets not as companions but explicitly as children, in a country where the birth rate keeps falling and nearly thirty percent of all households now consist of exactly one person living alone, a record high, more than triple the share recorded in 1940.

	None of these numbers, on their own, prove exploitation. People are allowed to love their pets, swipe on strangers, and talk to chatbots without a journalist showing up to interrogate their choices. But taken together, across chapter after chapter, sector after sector, the pattern becomes difficult to unsee. An enormous and rapidly growing share of the modern consumer economy has quietly repositioned itself around a single underlying resource: the attention, money, and emotional need of people who do not have enough other people in their lives. That resource is not finite in the way oil or lithium is finite, but it is not infinite either, and the industries built on top of it have every reason to keep the well full rather than help it run dry.

	I have organized the chapters that follow by sector rather than chronology, because the loneliness economy did not arrive in a single wave. It built up the way a coastline builds up, sediment by sediment, sector by sector, until the shape of the whole was unrecognizable from where it started. We will begin with the diagnosis itself, the hard data on who is lonely and why, before moving sector by sector through the businesses that have grown around that diagnosis: artificial companionship, dating, social media's attention architecture, the rented "third places" springing up to replace the ones that disappeared, the pet economy, the co-living and senior-living industries renting people something that resembles a family, the booming and uncomfortable economics of parasocial intimacy, the mental health apps competing for a market the Surgeon General himself helped legitimize, the solo travel and single-serving food industries built for a table of one, and the elder care technologies preparing to monetize the loneliest demographic of all as it grows larger every year. The final chapter steps back to ask what regulators, companies, and individual readers might actually do about an economy that has, in many ways, found it more profitable to treat the symptom than cure the disease.

	Throughout, I have relied on public, sourced data: government reports, peer-reviewed research, company financial disclosures, and reporting from established business and technology publications. Where a figure is an estimate rather than an audited number, I have said so. Where industries disagree on methodology, I have shown the range rather than picking the most dramatic figure and presenting it as settled fact. The footnotes and the closing note on sources are there so a skeptical reader, which is the only kind of reader this subject deserves, can check my work.

	One more thing before we begin. I am not writing this book from outside the phenomenon I am describing. I have a dating app on my phone. I have, on more than one bad week, opened a chatbot at eleven at night because it was easier than calling a friend who might be asleep, or busy, or simply unavailable to absorb whatever I needed to say. The loneliness economy is not a distant villain operating in a boardroom I have never entered. It is built, in part, out of transactions I have personally made, late at night, for reasons that felt, at the time, entirely reasonable. That is what makes it worth studying carefully rather than condemning from a safe distance. We are not bystanders to this market. Most of us, in one way or another, are its customers. Understanding exactly what we are buying, and who is selling it, and why the price keeps going up even as the product keeps failing to deliver the thing it promises, seems like a reasonable place to start.

	Let us start with the numbers.

	
CHAPTER ONE

	The Loneliest Country Ever Built on Connection

	Marcus eats dinner at 7:40 most weeknights, alone, at a kitchen counter built for two. He keeps his phone propped against the salt shaker, angled so he can watch a livestream of forty or so strangers eating their own dinners in their own kitchens, each one a small rectangle on a shared screen, a grid of solitary meals pretending, for forty-five minutes, to be a dinner party. The app is called a "body doubling" platform, originally built for people with attention disorders who needed the ambient presence of another person to stay focused on a task. It has since become something else entirely: a paid subscription service for people who simply do not want to eat alone but, increasingly, have no one to eat with.

	Marcus is not a real name and this is not a single, identifiable person; it is a composite drawn from patterns documented across loneliness research, app reviews, and reporting on the body-doubling and co-eating app category, offered here because statistics alone rarely convey what they describe. The scene is fictional. The market behind it is not.

	In 2024, there were 38.5 million one-person households in the United States, accounting for twenty-nine percent of all households nationwide, a figure the Census Bureau confirmed was a record high. To put that number in context: in 1974, just fifty years earlier, one-person households made up only nineteen percent of the total. The share has grown by more than half within a single working lifetime, and within large American cities the trend is starker still. In Atlanta, Seattle, San Francisco, Minneapolis, and Denver, more than forty percent of all households now consist of a single person living by themselves. In parts of Manhattan, the figure approaches half. A researcher who studied one Midtown census tract found that ninety-four percent of households there held exactly one occupant.

	This is not, by itself, a story about loneliness. Living alone and being lonely are related but distinct conditions, a distinction the public health literature is careful to preserve and that this book will try to preserve as well. A person can live alone and feel richly connected, surrounded by friends, family nearby, a full calendar of human contact that simply does not happen to occur under their own roof. A person can live with a spouse, two children, and a dog and still feel profoundly, achingly alone. Loneliness is the subjective gap between the connection a person wants and the connection a person has; isolation is the objective, measurable fact of how much contact a person actually gets. The two correlate, but imperfectly, and any honest account of this subject has to hold both ideas at once.

	Still, the rise of solo living and the rise of loneliness are moving in the same direction at the same time, in the same country, and the businesses built to address one have increasingly found it more profitable to address the other instead, because isolation is structural and slow to fix, while loneliness is emotional and can be soothed, at least temporarily, by a product.

	THE ADVISORY THAT BECAME A MARKET REPORT

	In May of 2023, the Office of the United States Surgeon General released an eighty-two-page document with the formal title "Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation: The U.S. Surgeon General's Advisory on the Healing Effects of Social Connection and Community." Vivek Murthy, serving his second term in the role, opened the report by stating plainly that loneliness was "far more than just a bad feeling," framing it instead as a measurable public health risk on par with the major threats the country had spent decades fighting through public policy: tobacco, obesity, substance abuse.

	The data inside the advisory was assembled from decades of epidemiological research, and it does not soften with repetition. Chronic loneliness and social isolation increase the risk of premature death by roughly twenty-nine percent. Poor social connection raises the risk of heart disease by twenty-nine percent and stroke by thirty-two percent. Among older adults specifically, chronic loneliness and isolation increase the risk of developing dementia by approximately fifty percent. The health effects of sustained social disconnection, Murthy wrote, are comparable to the effects of smoking up to fifteen cigarettes a day, a comparison precise enough to be uncomfortable and vague enough to invite scrutiny, which it has received, and which has largely held up under it.

	The advisory also reported that about half of American adults were experiencing measurable levels of loneliness even before the

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	