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			For Lindsay,

			who reaches back

		

	
		
			Preface: Social Enough Animals?

			
				Man is by nature a social animal…. Anyone who either cannot lead the common life or is so self-sufficient as not to need to, and therefore does not partake of society, is either a beast or a god.

				—Aristotle, Politics, 350 BCE

			

			There’s a fundamental paradox at the core of human life. On the one hand, we’re highly social creatures whose happiness, health, and success depend on having positive relationships with other people. On the other hand, we’re often reluctant to reach out and actually be social in the ways that connect us positively with other people. We avoid talking with strangers. Once talking, we stick to small talk rather than connecting more deeply. Or more often we avoid talking altogether and keep our social distance by typing to each other. When we feel grateful, we keep it to ourselves. When we need help, we’re reluctant to ask. When we know someone who needs our support, we hesitate to reach out. Every day there are opportunities, big and small, to reach out and connect with others that we choose not to take. Aristotle was right: We are indeed social animals. But then why do we so often choose to be unsocial?

			This paradox struck me like a lightning bolt one morning on my way into work. That day began like most others for me, commuting on a train to my office at the University of Chicago, where I work as a professor of behavioral science. I boarded the train with my neighbors from the South Side of Chicago, many with familiar faces but unknown names. We trudged down the aisle in single file until peeling off at the first row with an open seat along the window, our own little acreage of solitude. People got on at the next stop, and the next, and the next, heads bowed in silence on the hunt for their own isolated acreage of solitude.

			Eventually the train car filled up. A fiftyish-year-old African American woman wearing an elegant red hat had no choice but to take the last available spot next to me (a larger-than-average, middle-aged, curly-headed, hatless white guy). We then started our thirty-minute ride into Hyde Park, where I would get off, all of us ostensibly social animals sitting cheek by jowl, staring at our phones or our knees or blankly into space, completely ignoring each other in silence. Alone, together.

			I was suddenly struck by the oddity of our daily routine. That morning I was in the midst of writing an early chapter of my first book, Mindwise, that described our unique but imperfect capacity as human beings to understand the minds of others. To an extent that seems unmatched by any other species on the planet, our brains are equipped for social connection, with an outsized cerebral cortex specifically built to understand other people and to reward us with a chemical bath of happiness at any hint of a positive social connection. This is why connecting with other people—even strangers—is one of life’s most consistently enjoyable experiences and why being isolated and disconnected is among life’s worst.

			And yet here we all were—me included—trudging off to work carrying one of the most socially capable brains on the planet, encased within a body made happier and healthier by connecting with others, going through what most surveys indicate is the worst part of our day (commuting), keeping completely to ourselves. Is this the best way to spend these moments, day after day after day?

			That morning I decided to test a different approach. As a psychologist, I try to understand human behavior using experiments, but this time I decided to put myself into an experiment. Instead of ignoring the person who just sat down next to me, I would try to connect.

			A flood of concerns instantly ran through my head: Maybe she’s not interested in talking to me? What do I say? Will she think I’m a creep trying to hit on her? Do I really want to seem like That Guy? That Guy is the one who talks endlessly on a long flight. Nobody wants to be That Guy, including this guy. But would the next thirty minutes really be better for either of us if I spent that time doomscrolling the news or checking email rather than reaching out and treating this stranger like a friend?

			The silence felt like a literal wall between us. Nevertheless, the experiment must go on. Gulp. “I love your hat…I have one just like it,” I finally said with a big smile and a small laugh.

			Sometimes when you stop to really pay attention, you notice things that you might have missed otherwise. I’ve spoken to strangers countless times, as I imagine you have. I just hadn’t focused on it that carefully. Sometimes you meet nice people, and other times they’re not so nice. Sometimes conversations are great, and other times they’re not so great. Sometimes I’m in the mood to talk, and other times I’d rather sleep or work. My observations were all over the place. At the time, I thought that whether opening up to someone is nice or not depends on whom you’re talking to, what you’re talking about, and how you’re feeling at the moment. But giving this precise moment in this conversation such careful scrutiny left me feeling startled by the power of those opening words. “I love your hat” clearly isn’t in the Conversation Starter Hall of Fame, but in that context, where the compliment was genuine, the interest in connecting authentic, and my smile big enough to show through the corners of my eyes, uttering those words felt like flipping on someone’s power switch. Boom! Let there be life.

			My seatmate’s response did not remotely resemble my pessimistic fears. She turned to me, lit up. Her face had morphed from an almost lifeless neutral expression to a bright smile as she laughed right along with me. I followed my mediocre opener by asking if she was excited about her day ahead, then what she did for a living, and how long she had lived in the area. Taking a genuine interest in her also made her curious about me. This reciprocating interest led to talking about families and careers, whether we were happy where we were or were hoping for something different (she wasn’t very happy and felt stuck in her job). I told her about the research I conducted, and about the experiment I had just enrolled us in. She agreed that it was odd how often we choose to ignore each other. She thought this tendency might be a relatively recent development, that people don’t talk to strangers “these days” because parents tell their kids to be afraid of strangers, or because everyone is addicted to their phones.

			My memory of our exact words has faded, but my memory of how the conversation made me feel is crystal clear: It was great. Perhaps more important, it was surprisingly great. What struck me so powerfully that morning was the large gap between my pessimistic expectations about how she would respond if I reached out and her actual response. The pessimism that normally led me to keep to myself on most days now seemed sadly misplaced.

			Of course, this conversation didn’t leave me feeling happier for the rest of my life, or even the rest of the day, because our emotions are fleeting. It did, though, make an otherwise dull and boring thirty-minute commute meaningfully better than it would have been otherwise. And what is a happy life other than a string of positive moments? We often think of happiness as being something that’s fairly stable over time, like height, but it actually fluctuates the way any emotion does. Being consistently happier requires behaving in ways that bring happiness routinely.

			The insight that hit me like a lightning bolt that morning was that I had the power to make a moment better by being a little more social, and in the process could make someone else’s moment better, too. How many other commutes had been more mediocre than they needed to be? How many other nice people had I failed to meet? What if I was a little more social a little more often?

			“Thank you so much for talking with me this morning,” she said with a smile as big as the one I initially greeted her with.

			Hello?…Maybe no

			I’m far from the first person to have wondered whether we’re friendly enough for our own good, but that morning was the first time I had put the belief that was keeping me from reaching out to the test so deliberately. Looking around at a trainful of people who were also avoiding each other day after day made me wonder if my misplaced pessimism might be fairly common. I started asking my friends and family for their opinion: Would you be better off if you reached out to other people like I did on the train that morning more often? Their typical response was some version of “Hell no!”

			Clearly, avoidance was more the rule than the exception. Some of my colleagues at the University of Chicago even brought up exceptionally unlikely possibilities about reaching out: kidnapping, robbery, physical assault. In fact, one even referred to talking to strangers on the train as “talking to the serial killers.” Elon Musk seems to hold the same fears, hating public transportation because “there’s like a bunch of random strangers, and one might be a serial killer.”[1] To solve this clear and present stranger danger, Musk created the Boring Company to dig new subway systems that would move people in small pods from one location to another alone, thereby avoiding any serial-killer encounters.

			My friends weren’t building their own subway systems, but they certainly had some anxiety about reaching out. They also thought that if we were better off engaging with others more often, then we’d already be doing it. That could be true, but there are also many things we’d be better off doing that many of us are not already doing, including eating less, sleeping more, and exercising somewhere north of never. Maybe sociality is like these other activities? Perhaps we’re not social enough for our own good?

			Mistakenly Seeking Solitude

			My experience and a billionaire’s fears hardly count as compelling data. To start testing whether our expectations about social interactions are on the mark or off, we’d have to conduct an actual experiment. Seeking the perfect spot for that experiment is what led Juliana Schroeder (my always-ambitious collaborator) and me to the underground entryway of the Homewood, Illinois, train station. There, next to a sign advertising a “commuter study,” and offering a $5 Starbucks gift card for participating, is where our real research began.[2]

			After they agreed to participate in the experiment, we asked commuters to guess how positive their commute would be that morning if they just did whatever they normally did on their commute (this is our control condition), if they just kept to themselves and enjoyed their solitude on their commute (this is our solitude condition), or if they tried to make a connection to the person who sat down next to them by having a conversation. If you think that enjoying your solitude sounds about as close to heaven as you’ll get on a commuter train and that being asked to talk to a stranger sounds a little closer to hell, then you’re not alone. These commuters, on average, also thought they would have the most positive commute if they just kept to themselves in solitude or did whatever they normally did, and thought they would have the least positive commute if they tried to talk with a stranger. It’s no surprise, then, that nearly everyone on the train chooses to sit in complete silence day after day. If you thought that talking to someone would be less pleasant than keeping to yourself, then you’d choose to keep to yourself, too.

			However, when we put these beliefs to the test by actually asking people on the trains to do each of these things,[3] these beliefs were not only wrong, they were in the opposite direction of what really happened. Instead of having the most positive experience while keeping to themselves in solitude, our commuters actually had the most positive experience when they tried to connect with a stranger in conversation and the least positive when they kept to themselves in solitude.[4] What our commuters imagined was reaching out to talk with someone who didn’t really want to talk to them, thinking they’d have little to talk about, meaning that they’d be better off just keeping to themselves. What our commuters actually found was someone who was generally more willing to talk than they had expected, with more to talk about than they had guessed. They got to know each other a little bit, talking about their lives and their families and their jobs. One pair with kids going to college shared their experiences on college visits. Others talked about their shared hobbies or their plans for the day ahead.

			It wasn’t the content of their conversation that really mattered here, but rather the unexpected power of the conversation to create a warm connection when one person reached out to try. What was once a cold, nameless stranger on the train was now Ralph (“a VERY nice man who reminded me of a kind caring grandpa”), or Debbie (with three kids, who loves watching sports and gardening), or Pat (who was celebrating her birthday), or Jackie and Patricia (who “were fun to talk to”). Most interesting here is that the commuters didn’t anticipate how nice it would feel to turn a random stranger into a known acquaintance beforehand. Reaching out wasn’t just positive; it was surprisingly positive.

			Seeing this result, to me, felt a little like what I imagine Galileo must have felt after peering through his telescope and noticing that the universe didn’t look the way everyone thought it looked. I started to see a potential resolution to the paradox of highly social people nevertheless choosing to be nonsocial. Here on these trains was a space where almost everyone was actively avoiding an opportunity to reach out and connect with each other, not because it was actually making this moment better, but because we mistakenly thought that trying to connect would make the moment worse.

			Undersociality

			These experiments weren’t flukes but rather the tip of a very large iceberg coming into view. They inspired what has now been more than a decade’s worth of research trying to understand why we can be overly pessimistic about our social interactions, why it matters for our well-being, and even why it matters for the societies we live in. This research has moved far beyond the narrow confines of my commuter trains and into almost every aspect of our social lives, from the choices we make to approach or avoid strangers and acquaintances, to how openly and honestly we manage our relationships with friends and our closest family.

			This research has also come full circle and seeped into every aspect of my personal life. As I imagined after my commute that morning, no research that I have ever read about or been involved with has changed the way I live my own life more than this. Although I’ve always been somewhat social and outgoing, I also experienced intense anxiety meeting new people or speaking in professional settings. I lost twenty pounds in the weeks leading up to my first job interview for a professor position because I was so nervous I could barely eat or sleep. I could also see many instances where it would be easy for me to reach out that I was choosing to avoid. I still miss opportunities now, and sometimes make mistakes reaching out to others, but testing my expectations to align them with reality has made me more sociable—friendlier, kinder, and more open and honest with other people—than I would be otherwise.

			This research also changed how I reacted in a time of crisis when pain struck my family. On July 11, 2016, six months into my wife’s pregnancy, we lost our daughter, whom we had already named Sophie. Three months before her death, Jen and I had been shocked to learn that Sophie had Down syndrome. That shock didn’t last long because we chose, almost entirely because of my own pessimistic fears, to connect with other families who were already raising children with disabilities in order to learn about their experiences. Every family we contacted wasn’t just willing to talk; they were delighted to talk. These conversations taught me so much about the pleasures and pains these parents felt, and also about the similarities we’d find between raising children with and without disabilities. Every family we talked to would use the word “blessing” to describe their child. I also learned from these conversations that my fears about raising a child with this particular disability were likely misplaced. Jen and I could do this, together.

			After learning so much and committing so deeply to raising a child with an intellectual disability, losing our unborn daughter was devastating, easily the worst thing that’s ever happened to either of us. Jen and I mourned Sophie’s death in a state of limbo for months, not knowing what to do next. For several years at that point, my colleagues and I had been finding many more examples of cases where we, as social animals, seemed to be overly reluctant to reach out and connect with others deeply and meaningfully. In my personal life, these findings suggested to me that we could do more in our family than I might have otherwise imagined.

			So one morning I suggested to Jen that we could consider adopting a child if she felt ready. We had grown our family this way before, and we had gotten ourselves prepared to be new parents again. Jen was already ahead of me, having learned of opportunities to adopt a child with Down syndrome in China, where children with disabilities can face very difficult lives. She asked if I would be open to doing that.

			This option was full of uncertainty and doubt for me, but again the results I kept seeing of people underestimating the positive impact of social connection kept popping into my mind. It surely sounds odd to think that the cold statistics of experimental results could affect my thinking about the future of our family in this way, but for me—a person who had seen thousands of data points from other people and who believed those data points revealed something important about human nature—it brought a sense of data-driven courage and strength. Yes, we could do this.

			Roughly one year later, in March 2018, Jen and I boarded a plane bound for China with our four other children. We were reaching out to Lindsay: two years old, born to a mother we’ll never know or meet, with big rosy cheeks, dark eyes, and a relentless smile despite her difficult start in life. Lindsay reached back. She’s been exactly the blessing that every parent we spoke to said that she would be.

			Raising Lindsay has been far from easy, of course, because all children bring unique challenges into their parents’ lives, and children with disabilities bring additional challenges. But she is also amazing in so many ways that have broadened my perspective on the power of connection almost beyond prior recognition. I shudder now at the thought of how close we could have come to letting my fears keep us from bringing Lindsay into our lives.

			Learning about how our overly pessimistic expectations can create misplaced barriers that harm our social lives and compromise our well-being has fundamentally changed how I live my life. I’m a better person to other people than I used to be. In return, being a better person to others has made my own life better as well. I wrote this book because I think it could change the way you live your life for the better, too.

			

			 

			

			This book is about hello? It is about the split second that precedes nearly every social interaction you ever have where you make a choice about whether to reach out and connect with another person in some way or hold back and keep to yourself. These social decisions are among the most important you make in your daily life because they determine the quality of your relationships, which in turn has a major impact on your happiness, your health, and your success.

			The message from this research is both optimistic and empowering, but you won’t come to believe it or to see the opportunities you have to be a little more social in your own life unless you actually go out and practice it in the real world. Fortunately, unlike more punishing self-improvement goals like exercising more or eating better, practicing to become a little more social is a surprisingly positive experience.

			The first step to making sociality a habit is to explain why it’s worth even bothering to try. Centuries ago, Aristotle recognized that we are fundamentally social beings, but in the centuries since, psychologists have been discovering new depths to the power of sociality that I can’t imagine Aristotle himself would ever have imagined. In the next chapter I’ll explain why sociality is a need on par with eating and sleeping, why it’s likely to be far more important for your happiness than even money, and why living a life with more love in it gives you a life that is both happier and longer.

		

	
		
			Part I

			 

			Why?

			
				Why is social connection so important for our well-being, but also something we so often choose to avoid?

			

		

	
		
			1

			 

			Homo Socialis

			
				No enjoyment equals the satisfaction we receive from the company of those we love and esteem; as the greatest of all punishments is to be oblig’d to pass our lives with those we hate or contemn.

				—David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature

			

			In February 2022, a life-threatening storm sent police in Prestino, Italy, to check on Marinella Beretta’s “small home in the midst of myriad other houses.” Marinella was home, but the police were too late. Her withered skeleton was sitting at the kitchen table. Some other risk had taken her life more than two years earlier.

			Marinella died not only completely alone but also completely unnoticed since her neighbors last reported seeing her in September 2019. No family had come or called to check on her. No friends emailed to find out why she didn’t show up for some event or another. Marinella had lived so independently that nobody noticed her absence anywhere, in any capacity, for more than two years. “The mystery of Marinella’s invisible life behind the closed gate of her cottage teaches us a terrible lesson,” reported the Italian newspaper Il messaggero. “The true sadness isn’t that others didn’t notice her death. It’s that they didn’t realize that Marinella Beretta was alive.”[1]

			It’s hard to imagine that someone could die so completely alone in today’s world, but it’s nearly impossible to imagine it happening at almost any previous point in human history. Daily life for our ancestors was, by necessity, deeply social. People lived most moments of their entire lives surrounded by family and neighbors, whether they wanted to or not. Simply staying alive required routine interaction, bound together not by impersonal exchanges of money but by the social threads of reciprocity. You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours. Life wasn’t easy, but you didn’t die unnoticed at your kitchen table.

			Times have changed. Thanks to countless technological advances, we are now more independent, and spending more time by ourselves, than ever before. The number of people living alone in the United States, for instance, has more than tripled over the last century, from 7.7 percent in 1940 to 27.7 percent in 2020.[2] In many parts of the world, you could wake up alone in your home on any given day, eat breakfast bought online and delivered touch-free to your doorstep, entertain yourself by surfing the internet or watching television, go wherever you want in your car or on public transportation, and pay for whatever you need with a credit card, all without ever having to actually talk to another human being. No back-scratching required.

			The benefits of independence are instantly obvious: You can live where you want, do what you want, and avoid almost any interaction you don’t want. The cost of independence is that we can now choose to live our lives feeling more isolated and alone than was likely at any point in human history. According to the British historian Fay Bound Alberti,[3] descriptions of loneliness as we think of it today didn’t show up in English-language books until the early 1800s but have been skyrocketing ever since.[4] Even the meaning of loneliness seems to have evolved over time. Before 1800, Alberti finds, the rarely used terms “lonely” and “loneliness” were generally used to describe the physical state of being alone rather than the psychological state of feeling disconnected. Although it’s possible that English speakers before 1800 were somehow unable to feel lonely, that seems preposterously unlikely to me. More likely is that it was such a rare experience that people didn’t write about it.[5]

			Not so today. Loneliness is now such a popular concept that dictionaries provide not just one definition but two, including both the traditional meaning that psychologists refer to as social isolation and the more modern psychological state of feeling disconnected.[6] In 2023, the U.S. surgeon general declared loneliness an epidemic. Roughly 45 percent of Americans in 2018 reported experiencing some degree of loneliness on a regular basis, and 58 percent reported feeling that they always or sometimes feel as if nobody knows them well.[7] This was even before the COVID-19 pandemic forced many into isolation, an event that seemed to impact loneliness among younger Americans the most. A survey of nearly twenty-five hundred Americans conducted late in 2021 found that 79 percent of people aged eighteen to twenty-four reported feeling lonely to some extent compared with only 41 percent of seniors aged sixty-six and older, a flip in the typical demographic patterns of older people being lonelier observed before the pandemic.[8] One study comparing scores on the gold standard used by psychologists—the UCLA Loneliness Scale—found a steady increase in loneliness among young adults since it was first used in 1974, an increase that is roughly comparable in statistical terms to having the height of the average person increase by three inches over the last four decades.[9] Whether you’d call an increase of three inches over that time period a tallness epidemic might be open to debate, but you’d definitely notice that “kids these days” were towering over their parents.

			Your Stone Age brain wasn’t built for this. It’s impossible to understand the full cost of making mistakes in our social lives without understanding how deeply sociality is woven into the fabric of our being. From serving as a basic need on par with eating and drinking to shaping our brain size to determining our self-esteem and sense of identity, social connection is the stitching that holds our lives, and our societies, together. We are Homo socialis.

			Social Needs

			That loneliness feels painful tells us something very basic about what we need to survive and thrive. Our bodies, after all, aren’t in the habit of sending us spam messages. When we’re feeling good, that’s a signal that something is going well and maybe should be done more often. When we’re feeling terrible, that’s a signal that something is wrong and probably needs to be changed. The reason drinking a tall glass of water when you’re thirsty feels great is the same reason a big hug from a good friend when you’re sad feels great: It’s your brain’s reward system telling you that this is a good thing.[10] This is why the opposite of loneliness feels like happiness.

			The reason our brains are built to work this way is fairly obvious. For most of human history, being alone or ostracized for any meaningful length of time was essentially a death sentence. Those capable of maintaining strong social connections were likely to both live longer and pass on these cooperative traits by having more children. Even Darwin recognized the evolutionary value of prosociality, noting that “selfish and contentious people will not cohere, and without coherence nothing can be effected.”[11] Indeed, survey results indicate that people who are consistently selfish even today also make less money and have fewer children.[12] Put simply, a human brain that makes social connection a top priority survives longer and succeeds better than one that does not.[13]

			For much of the twentieth century, though, psychologists failed to recognize social connection as a basic human need, treating it instead as a luxury good or as sentimental baggage that distracted us from really important needs like eating and sex. Abraham Maslow, a psychologist best known for his theory that motivation operates on a “hierarchy of needs,” designated belonging as a mid-level need in his hierarchy that we cared about only after we felt safe and well fed, relegating it to bronze-level status in motivation’s Olympics. Behaviorists in the early twentieth century went even further, speculating that children cry for their mothers not because they need social connection but because they need something else, like food or warmth. They even speculated that a perfect child could be raised alone in a box as long as it was kept comfortable and well fed, without ever requiring human contact.

			Nonsense. These theories were disproven by scientists the moment they were actually tested. The opening sentence of one review paper from 1976—just over thirty years after Maslow published his theory—describes the situation as an “interesting paradox”: “The theory is widely accepted, but there is little research evidence to support it.” The authors later clarify that by “little research evidence” they really meant “no evidence.”[14] Although Maslow was right to note that our needs go far beyond the basics of sex and sustenance, we don’t seem to pursue them in the ordered or hierarchical fashion he suggests, but rather pursue a small set of fundamental needs on an as-required basis.

			There’s no better illustration of the simultaneous pursuit of basic needs than the image below of a young rhesus macaque acrobatically clinging to its soft and warm “cloth mother” while feeding from the cold steel of its “wire mother.” This image comes from Harry Harlow’s famous research on the importance of love. Harlow found that young rhesus monkeys raised with a “wire mother” that provided food, but no physical sense of love or connection, didn’t grow up to live happily ever after but rather withered away and died young. You can hear Harlow’s contempt for the psychological theories of the time in his summary of his own work: “It takes more than a baby and a box to make a normal monkey.”[15] It certainly takes more than a baby and a box to raise a normal human being, as Harlow’s contemporary John Bowlby observed. His study of perfectly well-fed orphans who were nevertheless wasting away in cribs untouched and alone during World War II found that many were “gravely damaged for life.”[16]

			
				
					[image: Historical photo from the Harlow Primate Laboratory showing a baby monkey clinging to a soft, cloth-covered surrogate “mother” on the right while stretching across to touch a wire-mesh surrogate with a feeding bottle on the left, both mounted on metal bases inside a lab enclosure.]
				

				
					Harlow Primate Laboratory, University of Wisconsin—Madison

				
			
			Our social needs don’t end after infancy. You can feel their fundamental importance in the voice of a financially stable but desperately lonely woman quarantining alone after a divorce at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic: “I had a home, money, an isolated location to quarantine—I was safe by every measure. But my partner, who promised to protect me and our children, had disappeared overnight. [My friends] wept with me on the phone, but I woke up every day facing the fear and pain on my own. I decided not to drink,…but I also found it hard to eat. Within weeks I had shed 20 pounds.”[17] Desperately wanting to connect can keep you from having much interest in eating.[18]

			You can also see the importance of social needs in our neural architecture, where the drive to connect with others relies on the same reward structures as the drive to eat, sleep, or have sex. Your brain’s signal for craving friends is the same as its signal for craving food.[19] What’s more, the system that governs your drive to connect is the same system targeted by highly addictive drugs like heroin, cocaine, and fentanyl. It’s often said that love is a drug, but that’s just a metaphor. The literal truth is that some drugs are addictive because they make you feel like being loved.

			You can even count the importance of social needs by tallying up the successes of hundreds of men who participated in the Study of Adult Development, a longitudinal study that followed hundreds of Harvard sophomores for their entire lives starting in 1938. The goal was to identify the traits that would create good leaders. The researchers who created this study had not even considered that relationships might be important for much of anything, and included these social variables only as an afterthought. The social variables, however, ended up being the strongest predictors of flourishing throughout life, more important than income, occupational success, and both physical and mental health. George Vaillant, the researcher in charge of the study for more than forty years, summarized its primary findings quite simply: “The only thing that really matters in life are your relationships with other people.”[20]

			Social Brains

			Human connection may be a core need, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy to satisfy. People are complicated. They are wonderful sources of support in some moments but sources of intense pain in others. Managing relationships is a complicated coordination game requiring us to stay attuned to the thoughts, feelings, and beliefs of everyone from family members and friends to acquaintances and strangers. As the comedian Jim Gaffigan joked in a way that every parent can appreciate, “Other people’s children’s birthday parties are the most joyful events you will ever resent having to attend.”[21] Keeping track of whom to trust, whom to cooperate with, who said what, who knows what, who did what, is all—to put it mildly—extremely complicated.

			Our brains reflect this complexity. In fact, the human brain stands out in the animal kingdom for its relatively gigantic neocortex, the fat part of your brain just above your eyes right where the band of your hat would sit. These additional neurons are very costly, lengthening pregnancy and dependency in development. This additional brainpower gives us sophisticated social thinking, which is one attribute—possibly the attribute—that sets us apart from our nearest primate relatives. In one especially ambitious experiment, researchers compared the intellectual performance of 105 human toddlers with that of 106 adult chimpanzees and 32 adult orangutans on what amounts to two different IQ tests.[22] One was a physical IQ test that involved reasoning about objects, such as being able to keep track of where a reward is located in a shell game. The other was a social IQ test that involved reasoning about other minds, such as tracking another’s gaze to monitor what they’re thinking, or learning by watching someone complete a task. The results were clear. When it came to reasoning about physical objects, the human toddlers were neck and neck with the chimpanzees and orangutans, getting around 70 percent of the questions right. But when it came to social intelligence, the human toddlers crushed the primate competition, getting around 80 percent of the social IQ questions right compared with only around 40 percent for the chimps and orangutans. If you reach for a glass of water in front of a human toddler and miss it, the child is capable of reading your mind to know that you wanted a glass of water, and can even hand it to you if you don’t pick it up yourself. You can miss a glass of water in front of a chimpanzee all day long, and they will do almost nothing.

			Homo sapiens means “wise hominin,” but this translation doesn’t tell us what human beings are uniquely wise about. We’re uniquely wise about other people.

			Social Senses

			If something is valuable, then you monitor it closely and maybe even put an alarm on it, like a security camera in your home or an antitheft alarm in your car. Social relationships are essential to our health and happiness, and they come with an alarm system as well. In fact, I bet you can trigger your social alarm system using only your imagination. Let’s try it.

			Imagine yourself back in high school for a moment. The person you’ve always had a crush on pulls you aside and asks, “Would you go to the dance with me on Friday?” Makes you feel good about yourself, doesn’t it? Now imagine the role reversed with you finally getting up the courage to ask your high school crush to go to the dance and they say, “Nah, I’d rather not.” Feels awful even to just imagine it, doesn’t it? I’m with you. I remember finally working up my courage in high school to ask a girl I had a crush on for years out on a date, only to be turned down because—and I quote from memory—“I have to get my hair cut that night.” Ouch. I’ve been happily married for twenty-nine years as I write this sentence and recalling that moment still hurts.

			Our extreme sensitivity to acceptance and rejection has led psychologists to argue that our deepest sense of ourselves—our self-esteem—is actually our social alarm system monitoring how our relationships are going. Like a fuel gauge in your car monitoring how much gas you have, self-esteem is a sociometer in our brains that keeps track of what others think of us.[23] If self-esteem really operates this way, then it should spike when we get signals that other people are thinking well of us, and plummet when we get signals that others are thinking poorly of us. This explains why getting positive feedback like gratitude and compliments feels so good, and why getting criticized or insulted feels so bad. It also explains why public speaking so routinely takes the No. 1 spot on our Greatest Fears List: Our public behavior is judged by others, and could be judged negatively, and hence rings the alarm bells on our sociometer.[24]

			The deeply social nature of our self-esteem isn’t a new phenomenon. In 1902, the sociologist Charles Cooley suggested that we “live in the minds of others,” with a “looking-glass self” that is largely a reflection of how we think others see us.[25] Similarly, Morris Rosenberg, the sociologist who in 1986 published the most widely used measure of self-esteem in existence, considered self-esteem a “barometric self-concept” that would rise and fall in response to our sense of how others evaluate us. “At any given instant,” Rosenberg wrote in the 1980s, “a person’s self-respect may be high, but in the following moment an unkind word, a gentle frown, or a slight setback may cause it to plunge sharply.”[26]

			The purpose of our sociometer—our self-esteem—is to steer us into situations that keep us positively connected to others, and away from situations that leave us disconnected or rejected.[27] This doesn’t mean that our sociometer functions with perfect accuracy. Far from it, in fact, because our beliefs about what others think of us are prone to such a wide variety of mistakes and false alarms that I’ll spend the rest of this book explaining how they can harm our well-being.

			For now, though, what’s important to remember is that our highly social brains carefully monitor how we think we’re appearing in the minds of others precisely because those connections are so important to us.

			Social Happiness

			Okay, but how important is so important? To put the importance of relationships in perspective, let’s do some comparisons about what actually brings happiness and what does not.

			In 2010, two eventual Nobel Prize winners, Daniel Kahneman and Angus Deaton, published a newsworthy analysis addressing an age-old question: Can money buy happiness? To find out, they analyzed responses from roughly 450,000 Americans to a well-being survey conducted daily in 2008 and 2009 by Gallup.[28] Some questions asked people to report how happy they were in their life by asking whether they felt certain emotions the previous day (or not), including positive emotions (happiness, smiling, enjoyment), negative emotions (worry, sadness), and stress (yes or no). Another question asked people to indicate how happy they were with their life on a ladder that ranged from 0 (the worst possible life for you) to 10 (the best possible life for you). Along the way, this survey also asked people to report how much money they made each month.

			So, does making more money make people happier both in their life and with their life? The answer is obvious to anyone who has ever been poor: Of course it does! Those who made more money also reported more well-being on every measure compared with those who made less money. There are, though, three caveats. First, each additional dollar brings a little less happiness (the biggest effects of income on well-being come from getting out of poverty).[29] Second, the precise impact of income on well-being depends on what you’re measuring (it’s smaller for momentary mood than overall life evaluation). Third, the effects of income on well-being are actually not as big as you might imagine. For instance, roughly 90 percent of people making around $160,000 reported feeling positive emotions, but roughly 80 percent of those making only $20,000 reported feeling positive emotions, too. That 10 percent matters, but it’s also not massive. Roughly 60 percent of people making around $160,000 per year reported not feeling stress the day before, but 55 percent making $20,000 or less also reported not feeling stress. Money eases misery, without question, but as you’ve probably heard a thousand times, there’s much more to happiness than money. How much more, exactly?

			To find out, Kahneman and Deaton compared the effect of money against the wide range of other things that were also measured, such as whether you have a college degree or not, whether religion is important to you or not, whether you have health insurance or not, and whether you were answering the survey on a weekend or a weekday.

			The short story is that being above versus below the median income had a fairly small, but positive, effect on every measure of well-being, as did most of the other variables measured in ways that you can probably guess.[30] What stood out, though, was social isolation: whether someone reported spending the day alone or not. The difference in positive mood reported between those who spent the previous day alone versus with others was more than seven times larger than a fourfold increase in your income. Opine as we will about the value of occasional solitude, these results indicate that spending a day completely alone is a bummer, on par with the pain of spending a day with a headache.[31] For Kahneman, the conclusion was clear: “Emotional happiness is primarily social. The very best thing that can happen to people is to spend time with other people they like. We find loneliness is a terrible thing. So is extreme poverty. But loneliness, regardless of how rich you are, is a very bad thing.”[32]

			Indeed, in the first study comparing the happiest people in surveys with the least happy, social relationships stood out like a beacon.[33] “The very happy group,” wrote the psychologists Ed Diener and Martin Seligman, “differed substantially from the average and the very unhappy groups in their fulsome and satisfying interpersonal lives,” meaning they had better friendships, they had stronger romantic relationships, and they spent more time with others but less time alone. No other variables they measured—including personality, religiosity, finances, physical attractiveness, use of tobacco and alcohol, objective numbers of positive and negative events, time spent in other activities (such as sleeping, watching TV, or exercising)—predicted happiness as well as social relationships.[34] Having positive social relationships won’t ensure your membership in the Happiest People Club, but having bad relationships will keep you out of it.

			You can even see the importance of social connection over the course of any given day. The things that tend to make us feel best are positive things we do with other people. One study, for instance, asked just under one thousand working women to write down everything they did the previous workday, from the moment they woke up to the moment they fell sleep, and indicate how positive and negative each activity made them feel. The results are in the figure below. Toward the top of the list were social activities that generally connect you in positive ways with other people, with “intimate relations” (how scientists write about sex) being the most consistently positive thing someone might do on a workday. If we treat sex as the most positive experience on any given day (perhaps especially on a workday), then we can calculate the ratio of positive to negative feelings that each of these other events gives us by comparison, which is shown above the bars in the figure below.[35] Coming in a close second, however, is socializing, clocking in at about 85 percent as positive as sex. As you move to the right side of the figure showing less positive experiences, you also see fewer social experiences, with working and commuting bringing you only 54 percent of the positive feelings that you get from “intimate relations.”

			
				
					[image: Bar chart showing average positive and negative mood ratings for daily activities. The y-axis runs from 0 to 6 and represents strength of mood, and the x-axis lists activities. For each activity a tall black bar represents positive mood and a short white bar represents negative mood. Percentages above each bar pair show how positive each activity is relative to intimate relations: Socializing 85%, Relaxing 82%, Exercising 80%, Prayer/worship/meditation 79%, Eating 79%, Watching TV 76%, Napping 69%, Shopping 68%, Preparing food 65%, On the phone 65%, Computer/email/internet 64%, Caring for children 62%, Housework 62%, Working 56%, and Commuting 54%. Intimate relations is the baseline and shows the highest positive mood with very low negative mood.]
				

				
					This figure shows the amount of positive and negative mood reported for each category of activities. The ratio of positive to negative mood from each activity compared with “intimate relations”—the most positive overall experience people reported over the course of their day—is shown in the percentages above each category. Re-created from Kahneman et al. (2004).

				
			
			A closer look at this figure also reveals one activity that seems a little out of place in a “more social is more positive” pattern: caring for children. There it is, just a tiny bit worse than emailing but on par with housework.

			Wait. Really? Aren’t children the one thing that parents love most, the apple of our eye and all?

			Yes, of course. One’s children are among the few things most people would reflexively risk their lives to save. But if you’ve ever taken care of kids, whether your own or others’, then you also know that it’s not all snuggles and snack cakes. Jen and I have five children, meaning I can speak with some conviction about this. The most joyful experiences I’ve ever had have come from time with my kids. My heart still races when I remember the time our son Habtamu hooked a corner kick in a Bend It Like Beckham–style goal while playing eighth-grade soccer, or the overwhelming moment when our daughter Tsion rang the bell at Lurie Children’s Hospital in Chicago to signal the successful end of her cancer treatment. But then the most difficult experiences I’ve ever had have also come from time with our children. Children aren’t a stable high for our emotional lives; they’re a world-class roller-coaster ride.

			The “taking care of children” row highlights the obvious fact that simply being with other people isn’t necessarily wonderful. It’s what you’re doing with other people that really matters. Social experiences are best when goals are aligned, fun is had, relationships are strengthened, and connections are formed. This is also why friends consistently emerge in surveys as the people we like being with the most. It’s not that friends are necessarily the best people to be with, but rather that what we do most often with friends—socializing, playing, connecting—are more positive experiences than what we usually do with work colleagues, strangers, or even our spouses. When one group of researchers factored out the specific activity, essentially examining how positive people felt doing the same activity with different people, they actually found that time spent with children was the most positive and meaningful.[36] If all parents had to do were fun things with their kids, as we tend to do with friends, then parenthood would be uniformly delightful. It would also be called Being a Grandparent.

			“Be a grandparent” is hardly welcome advice for anyone wanting to have a better day anytime soon, but understanding the importance of positive social connections for our well-being suggests a more timely method: Do the things that connect you in positive ways to others. Being kind to someone, connecting with a stranger in conversation, acting friendlier when you’re around others, passing along a compliment, expressing gratitude when you feel it, reflecting on your appreciation for others, and even just saying hello to a barista or bus driver are all activities that scientists find reliably increase our happiness.[37] These social activities tend to make you feel good because they boost your sociometer by increasing your social value in the eyes of others.

			These social activities also run against common “self-care” advice that encourages people to live a better life by turning inward, focusing more on “me time” and satisfying our own desires and needs. Our inherent sociality, however, suggests that a better way to make yourself feel better is to turn outward and try to make someone else feel better instead. One groundbreaking experiment tested these two approaches directly by recruiting people on a college campus, asking them how they felt, and then handing them an envelope containing either $5 or $20 and instructing them to spend it either on themselves or on another person. Any cynic would readily predict that those who spent money on themselves would be happier, but in this case the idealist would be more accurate. Those instructed to spend their money on other people—such as buying someone a coffee or lunch—felt significantly more positive after their spending spree than before, whereas those who spent on themselves felt a little less positive (regardless of whether they were spending $5 or $20).[38] Additional research replicating these results in cultures ranging from farmers in South Africa to Pacific Islanders on Vanuatu has made it clear that spending money on others, compared with spending on yourself, feels especially good in just the ways you might expect would crank up your sociometer: when you feel more connected to the person you’re helping, when it feels as if you’ve freely chosen to act friendly rather than being forced or required to do it, and when you can see the positive impact of your social act on the other person.[39] To paraphrase the authors of this research, if money’s not bringing you happiness, maybe you’re not spending it right.[40]

			Social Health

			Governments the world over have been running public service campaigns for decades encouraging us to exercise more, eat better, and smoke never, but the research I’ve covered so far suggests that if governments really wanted us living better lives, they’d encourage us to be nicer to each other, too. In fact, some of the most eye-opening research I’ve ever come across suggests that strengthening your social relationships might have as big an effect on your physical health as the standard public service targets, if not an even bigger one. The first of these analyses, published in 1988, found that being isolated from others (versus connected) was as big a risk factor for poor health and even death as smoking a pack of cigarettes a day or not exercising.[41] Over time the pattern has become even clearer: Negative relationships or being disconnected is actually a bigger risk factor for death—sometimes much bigger—than risks such as smoking or being obese.[42]

			Being alone and feeling alone are potentially deadly, but those causes never appear on someone’s death certificate.[43] Instead, social disconnection is a distant killer, increasing more immediate risks of death rather than killing you directly. Being alone means there’s nobody there to help you in the times you really need it, and nobody there to encourage you to take better care of yourself.[44] In Chicago, a major heat wave in 1995 pushed the heat index to a staggering 126 degrees Fahrenheit, buckled roads, melted the electrical grid, cutting power for at least forty-nine thousand households, and officially killed 465 people (although the actual number is probably closer to 739, the number of deaths above the norm for that week). In his book Heat Wave: A Social Autopsy of Disaster in Chicago, the sociologist Eric Klinenberg revealed that this heat wave overwhelmingly killed people living alone, especially poor elderly Black men who had nobody around to help them when their apartments became ovens.[45] Forty-one people died so completely alone that their bodies were never claimed. Every single one of those souls lost their lives precisely because they were alone, but not one had “alone” on their death certificate.

			Feeling alone is an even more invisible killer than being alone because it gradually nudges people toward “deaths of despair” like suicide or drug and alcohol use, or slowly compromises our health until we are eventually weakened enough that we succumb to some other malady. That painful feeling that comes with loneliness is your body’s way of pushing you to reconnect with other people, but it’s also a physiological stressor that can diminish almost every aspect of your health. As the Yale psychologist Laurie Santos put it in one podcast, if loneliness had a health warning the way cigarettes do, it would sound like this: “May cause increased inflammation, disrupted sleep, abnormal immune responses, depression, anxiety, higher stress levels, early cognitive decline, alcoholism, cardiovascular disease, stroke, Alzheimer’s, diabetes, suicide, and even early death.”[46]

			Having positive social support, in contrast, can reduce stress and strengthen your immune system. In one experiment you’ll be happy not to have been part of, volunteers were injected with the cold virus just before spending the weekend isolated in a hotel room. These injected volunteers were less able to fight off the infection if they felt as though they had little social support, and also if they spent relatively little time in loving physical contact—hugging or holding hands—with another person in the two weeks before the study began.[47] Getting the cold shoulder from other people may make it more likely that you’ll actually catch a cold.

			And although no coroner will ever indicate that someone died of a lonely heart, a lonely heart is indeed a broken heart, subject to a level of stress that the heart of someone who is well connected is not. Those who report feeling lonely sleep less, have higher blood pressure, and are more likely to suffer from chronic heart disease that leads to heart attacks and strokes.[48] One study that tested an intervention to combat these cardiovascular risks found that asking older adults to spend money on others (versus on themselves) was just as effective in reducing blood pressure as the medicine they were taking for it.[49] Being well connected with others isn’t just a good feeling; it’s also good medicine.

			

			 

			

			Aristotle recognized centuries ago that social connection was so essential to our existence that he considered friendship a moral virtue. “For without friends,” he argued, “no one would choose to live, though he had all other goods.”[50] Have we really needed countless experiments, brain scans, and death records to confirm what was so obvious to Aristotle? Isn’t the importance of other people for our well-being obvious?

			In some ways, it is. “Invest in your social relationships, it will be a form of happiness,” points out Daniel Gilbert, a psychologist at Harvard University and one of the world’s leading happiness researchers. “There is utterly no secret to the kind of things that make people happy, but if you list them for people, they go, ‘Yeah, that kind of sounds like what my rabbi, grandmother, my philosopher have said all along. What’s the secret?’ The answer is there is no secret. They were right.”[51] To some psychologists, discovering that the secret to happiness isn’t really a secret is a little deflating. Reflecting on the obvious implications of his own research, Daniel Kahneman said, “I’d feel embarrassed to give that as advice—‘improve your relationships.’ But obviously if people are going to get happier, it’s going to come to that.”[52]

			Unfortunately, social connection can be the kind of thing you know is critical at one moment but then forget as you’re going through the daily grind of life. If social connection is so obviously important for our well-being, then why do so many of us buy homes out in the suburbs that trap us alone? Why do so many families now sit around the dinner table staring at their phones rather than connecting with each other? And why, at the end of the classic film It’s a Wonderful Life, does the guardian angel, Clarence, need to remind George Bailey, “Remember no man is a failure who has friends”?

			Because, as the research I’ll describe to you in the next chapter shows, what really matters isn’t if we can nod our heads dutifully when our grandparents tell us that relationships are all that matters in life, but rather if those thoughts occur to us when we’re actually choosing whether to reach out and engage with others or to hold back and avoid social interactions. All too often, that wisdom about the value of social relationships doesn’t influence the actual choices we make. All too often, we mistakenly choose to make ourselves unhappily alone.
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			The Choice

			
				We make ourselves a place apart

				Behind light words that tease and flout,

				But oh, the agitated heart

				Till someone really finds us out.

				—Robert Frost, “Revelation”

			

			You make the choice so easily and routinely that it almost becomes invisible. You stop at a crosswalk and smile, saying hello to the person walking by. You’re at lunch with an acquaintance and bring up something deep and meaningful, like their hopes for the future. You have a kind thought come to your mind about someone, and you decide to share it as a compliment without hesitation. You have an ongoing problem with someone you love that’s eating away at you and decide to have the open and honest conversation right now. Or, you make the choice differently. You ignore the person next to you, stick to small talk, keep your compliment to yourself, or put off the hard conversation with someone you love.

			The precise details behind each instance of the choice vary, but its basic features are simple: Do you choose to approach another person and connect in some well-intended way, or do you choose to avoid the interaction and stay more disconnected? Do you, in the words of Robert Frost, choose to reach out so that someone really finds you out, or do you hold back and make yourself a place apart?

			Jessica Pan, a science journalist living in London, was definitely a person who chose to make herself a place apart. As she describes in her
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