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To JG and JG, for showing up

when you didn’t need to show up—

and sparking the idea for this book.




Prologue

I love people, but for a long time, I struggled to connect with them.

In eighth grade, I met up with my friend group to play pickup basketball at a local gym. I’d saved up for a new ball—the official NBA edition. I was excited to bring it to the game, but after we played, I couldn’t find it.

Weeks later, I learned that one of my “friends” stole my ball, and the rest of them knew but didn’t bother to tell me. I was devastated.

The thief was my oldest friend—we were born in the same room at the same hospital two days apart. I was the one who’d introduced him to the rest of the group. We’d been close since kindergarten. Or so I’d thought.

On my first day of high school, I had a grand total of two friends left. One of the main things we had in common was not really having other friends. I set out to find my people, but I didn’t know where to look, and it certainly didn’t feel like they were looking for me. A typical conversation went like this:


	Me:	Grapes of Wrath was the worst book ever.

	Guy in literature class:	Glad I didn’t do the reading then.

	Me:	Did you see Friends last night?

	Guy:	Yeah, it was funny.

		[end of conversation]



After a few months I stopped searching and settled into my niche as a diver on the high school swim team. I rarely hung out with my new teammates, but at least I’d found a place.

It had to get better in college—that’s where you’re supposed to make lifelong friends. I left Michigan and went halfway across the country for a fresh start. I felt optimistic: The pool of people was much bigger, and everyone was eager to connect. I followed all the clichés. Get involved. Meet new people. Put yourself out there. It seemed to be working. I racked up a solid list of acquaintances. Yet when it came time to find roommates for the following year, most people were noncommittal. I’d made surprisingly few real friends.

I kept trying. I’d been performing as a magician, so I started doing shows for student groups, but their enthusiasm vanished as soon as the sleight of hand was over. I tried going to parties, but I was too self-conscious to dance, the music blared too loud to say anything of substance, and the only people I could hear were close talkers who cornered me and drained my energy. I preferred hanging out in my dorm with my buddies Joey and Chandler. Sadly, they weren’t in the market for another roommate. Also, they live in a TV.

After freshman year, I roomed with two guys from Michigan I’d gotten to know before college. Eventually I convinced them that instead of going to drunken parties, we should host board game nights. These gatherings were a magnet for fellow geeks in our dorm, who flocked to trivia matches and anagram battles. Although we had fun, we failed to form links that lasted beyond the semester. I kept asking myself: Is this really it?

I thought bonding was hard because I’m a shy introvert. I’m not antisocial—I’m just pro-quiet.

Then I learned I was doing it wrong.

My junior spring, I wandered into a course on personality psychology. After the first lecture, I got so absorbed in a conversation with a few of the other students that I was late to my next class. It wasn’t long before we were meeting up for dinners that went past midnight and waxing poetic about the meaning of life. It wasn’t just one group; I sat near different people every week and hit it off with almost everyone in earshot. Things were finally clicking.

The catalyst was our delightfully quirky Canadian professor, Brian Little. He was so introverted that after his lectures he darted out of the classroom to recharge by hiding in a bathroom stall. Yet the way he engaged with us was contagious. Taking his course was like joining a secret society. It changed how we talked to each other—I ended up having more deep discussions with those classmates than the rest of college combined. I’m still friends with a bunch of them today.

I couldn’t stop wondering why these interactions were so different. I finished the class with a mission: reverse-engineer the dynamic and figure out how to foster that kind of kinship. I had to know what it takes for people to vibe.
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We often attribute vibes to specific people and places. I love her vibe. This room has good vibes. But a vibe isn’t just automatically there. It comes alive in our interactions.

A vibe is the quality of connection1 between people. The Latin root is vibratio, for vibration. When we vibe, we’re in rhythm. It’s more than a feeling: Neuroscientists can trace our brainwaves and heartbeats synchronizing. Conversations pulse with energy. Thoughts soar. Trust grows. Time flies. The product is more than mutual attraction—it’s mutual transformation.

When we don’t manage to vibe, we make mistakes. Studies show that professional golfers miss more putts2 when they’re playing alongside peers who don’t share their politics. Pilots make more potentially catastrophic errors3 when they’ve never flown together. And surgeons have higher patient mortality rates4 when they’re operating with new teams. When the stakes are high, a vibe can become a matter of life and death. It even determines whether countries go to war or find peace.

A great vibe fuels happiness and success. It underpins our most memorable moments with our families and our most enjoyable evenings with our friends. It buffers against stress5; there’s even evidence that if we’re standing with a friend, a hill looks less steep.6

Vibing with other people propels our best work and our biggest breakthroughs, enabling us to do together what we can’t do alone. Chemistry between classmates spawned the sublime sound of Simon & Garfunkel, the comic genius of Tina Fey and Amy Poehler, and the technical elegance of the Apple computer. Synchrony between siblings gave us the lifesaving Mayo Clinic, the mind-bending Matrix films, and the first skyscraping Kitty Hawk flight. The fusion of the Founding Fathers gave America the Declaration of Independence. Collaborations between couples spurred the development of treatments for diabetes and the discovery of radioactivity. For Marie and Pierre Curie, the chemistry was literal as well as figurative.

Sometimes we vibe instantly and effortlessly. We sit next to someone on a bus and within minutes it feels like we’ve known them for years. We move into an apartment and feel immediately at home with our new neighbors. We leave a dinner party and find ourselves missing people who were strangers earlier that day.

But other times, no matter how hard we try, we can’t even build rapport. This is one of the great mysteries of social life: If we can vibe spontaneously with some of the people some of the time, why can’t we do it deliberately with more of the people more of the time?

Human connection is one of the most pressing problems in our world. In the U.S., loneliness has been rising7 steadily since the late 1970s. Today, the average American feels more isolated8 than the typical person anywhere in Europe. The proportion of U.S. adults9 who have no close friends quadrupled from 1990 to 2020. Research suggests that most of us would rather interact with a stranger10 who shares our political ideology than a friend who doesn’t. Although shared meals are a robust predictor of happiness, more and more of us are dining alone.11 Growing numbers of adults are relying on chatbots12 for conversation, connection, and emotional support. And teens are dating less13 and spending half as much time with friends14 as they did a decade ago—and millions now prefer their sycophantic AI companions15 over humans.

[image: The line graph titled ‘Dining alone in the United States by gender’ shows how the percentage of people eating changes as the years go from 2003 to 2023. One line on the graph represents Male while the other represents Female. It shows that males consistently dine alone at a higher rate than females. Both groups experience an increase, over time and there is a sharp upward spike starting around 2019.]
[image: A line graph titled ‘Percent of Teens Who Say They Go Out with Friends Two-Plus Times a Week’ displays data from 1976 to 2022. One line on the graph represents Boys while the other represents Girls. The percent on the line graph falls over time for both Boys and Girls. Boys consistently go out more than Girls according to the line graph. Both lines, on the line graph fall sharply after 2010 and shows a steep dip in 2020.]
We’re lonely because we’re missing connection. We’re missing connection because we’re struggling with its foundation: interaction. The problem isn’t just that we’re having fewer interactions—we’re stumbling our way through them too. Replacing face-to-face conversations16 with digital screens can stunt our capacity to read social and emotional cues. Outsourcing communication to chatbots can leave us asleep at the wheel, lacking the aptitude to form genuine ties. Social skills are like muscles17: without regular training, they atrophy. It’s been documented with astronauts coming back from isolation in space, prisoners coming out of solitary confinement, and the rest of us coming out of the pandemic. As places of worship wane and community clubs disappear, there are fewer chances to exercise those muscles.

But withering social skills are only part of the story. Social norms can also constrain our connections. In every culture, there are routines and scripts that govern our interactions. Ask strangers what they do, not what they love to do. Chat with colleagues about the weather, not their families. Talk with kids about their homework, not their crushes.

Sociologists call these patterns interaction rituals,18 and they can make or break a vibe. Successful interaction rituals fire us up and cement our connections. Finishing each other’s sentences on a first date. Riffing on each other’s ideas in a brainstorming session. Being in harmony with the whole crowd at a concert. Missing a friend so much that you sprint toward each other for a hug at the airport.

When interaction rituals are failed or forced, it’s an instant vibe killer. A parent complains that you never call … but never picks up the phone to call you. Your boss stands up in your weekly meeting and reads the presentation slides verbatim. A neighbor walks by and barely grunts hello.

Sadly, many of our modern rituals maximize convenience and comfort, yet deprive us of the chance to vibe. If we’re not careful, our lives can become endless loops of mindless exchanges. As we repeat shallow conversational routines, we become prisoners trapped in bad interaction ritual chains.19 You’ve probably seen it at family holiday gatherings. The norm is to steer the dialogue to food, traffic, or sports, avoiding not just current events but also our formative moments from the past and our foremost dreams for the future. We swap a slice of our humanity for a piece of predictability. Gobble gobble.

That’s a mistake I made repeatedly growing up. In eighth grade, my interactions with my friend group were confined to superficial communication at pickup games. When our basketball routine ended, so did our relationship. What I thought was a bond was actually a charade. I still want my ball back, Alvin.fn1

It turns out that even small rituals can reveal a great deal about connections. There’s evidence that you can predict a basketball team’s success just by counting how often the players touch20 after big plays. The more NBA players high-five, fist-bump, and bear-hug in an October or November game, the better their teams perform all the way through April. That subtle habit is a sign that they’re vibing. Looking back, it was missing from my basketball games. When I scored, my team didn’t cheer.

[image: ]
What happens when we stop going through the motions, and start exploring new ways to connect? That’s what Brian Little helped us do when we walked into his personality psychology classroom. I’ll never forget my first visit to office hours.


	Brian:	Hey Adam, how ya doing?

	Me:	Good, how are you?

	Brian:	No, really: How are you doing?

		[beginning of connection]


It was immediately clear that he cared—he genuinely wanted to know about my life. I confided that I was grappling with career indecision; I had no idea what I wanted to be when I grew up. In a matter of minutes, I was telling Brian about my upbringing in Michigan and my path from basketball benchwarmer to springboard diver. He joked about my passion for “controlled falling” and asked what my current hobbies might mean for my future plans.

A few days later, Brian sent me some articles that built on our discussion. Over the next few weeks, he kept delivering tiny treasures into my inbox. A study hot off the presses, a new class to consider, even a clip of an impressive Olympic dive he’d caught.

Brian was extending our vibe with an interaction ritual that came naturally to him. It’s called pebbling. The name comes from a ritual among penguins.21 When they’re courting potential mates, some penguins collect pebbles to present. They share smooth, shiny stones that are appealing and suitable for building a nest together.

The digital equivalent of pebbling is sharing memes, links, and reels with others. These aren’t trivial gestures—every pebble is a bid for connection. Pebbling is an act of care. It’s a modern version of the lost art of writing letters and sending postcards. It signals I’m thinking of you.

Research shows that pebbling helps us solidify and sustain bonds22—especially with people we don’t know well. What makes it meaningful is that it’s personal. You’re not spamming people with random junk from the internet; you’re taking the time to share something that reminded you of them. And you probably don’t realize how much it matters.

Think of someone you’ve met recently. You’re going to write them a note to make them feel appreciated. What would you say?

If you’re like most people, your instinct is to show warmth by writing a note filled with praise and enthusiasm. You have cool energy. I enjoyed meeting you! But psychologists find that something else makes people feel more valued: mentioning a few tidbits you recall about them. You have cool tattoos. I enjoyed learning about your passion for axolotls! A little memory flex shows that we23 listened—and we cared enough to remember. It makes others feel closer to us. Being friendly says I like you; being personal says I see you. It’s nice to send someone a pebble you love, it’s moving to find one they’ll love—and it’s bonding to share one you both love.

This is why pebbling is so powerful. To send someone an article or video that resonates, you have to remember their unique interests and experiences. That’s what Brian Little did. I couldn’t believe he’d kept track of so many specifics from our chat, let alone took the time to shoot his favorite finds my way. Throughout the semester, he asked novel questions and listened intently to the answers. How did you get over your fear of public speaking to become a magician? He was like a detective searching for clues, except he was solving for connection instead of crime. He saw each of our lives as an exciting mystery to unfold together.

Brian shared my curiosity as we revisited pivotal scenes from my childhood and my joy as I uncovered new aspirations for my adulthood. He recommended books to read and people to meet based on one-off comments I’d forgotten making. He also gently steered me away from classes that wouldn’t be for me. I don’t want to speak ill of a colleague, but that professor is the fourth most boring person on earth. And in lectures, he dangled threads for all of us to pull. Did you realize you don’t only get goosebumps when you’re cold? Many people have them in response to beautiful art, music, or poetry—they’re called aesthetic chills.24

By modeling a more authentic, more effervescent form of communication, Brian inspired us to reinvent our rituals. We posed questions with more gravity. What’s your biggest regret? We opened up with more levity. Well, right now I regret making you uncomfortable by asking such a personal question.

The vibe in Brian’s class was so electric that my classmates and I carried the charge beyond the lecture hall. Several of my roommates were skeptical of psychology. Instead of just following the old script of asking about their day, I started sharing factoids with them. Did you know that if you sprinkle lemon juice on their tongues in the morning, introverts salivate more than extraverts?25 Now they were fascinated, and it led to real dialogue about our personalities and eccentricities. It gave me aesthetic chills.

After taking Brian’s class, my career indecision vanished. I would become an organizational psychologist and study how to spark, strengthen, and sustain bonds.

That’s what I’ve been doing for the past two decades. I’ve been called by Olympic coaches to cultivate team chemistry and NASA leaders to help nurture trust on the space station. Although I still stumble in plenty of interactions, I’ve honed my ability to vibe with guests as a podcast host, audiences as a speaker, and students as a teacher. At Wharton, I teach a course on synchrony, and I’ve turned my classroom into a living lab for building community. I’m finally ready to share what I’ve learned about the art and science of successful connections. My younger self would be thrilled to know that like shooting and dribbling a basketball, vibing is a skill set that can be learned and taught. No matter how good you are at connecting, you can always get better—and help others improve too.

[image: ]
There are many books about specific types of ties, from dating and marriage to parenting and friendship to leadership and teamwork. My goal is to illuminate the ingredients for connection across all kinds of relationships. As a social scientist, as always, I started with the data—which challenged some of my basic assumptions about bonding. I created a framework to organize the core insights and then found stories to animate them.fn2

The first section of Vibe focuses on the catalysts for connection. I’ll introduce you to a crew of astronauts who learned to trust people they don’t like and a pair of sworn enemies who became best friends. They bust the myths that similarity is necessary for solidarity, chemistry happens quickly, and closeness takes time.

The second section examines steps for sustaining connections. You’ll meet a troupe of comedians who swear by months apart as a key to staying together, two classmates who preserved a pebble to maintain their friendship for nearly a century, a basketball star who cracked the code on helping teammates avoid meltdowns, and a therapist who saved a rock band by coaxing them to fight more. You’ll see how conflict can be harnessed, complicated ties can be handled, and sporadic touchpoints can have lasting benefits.

The third section explores strategies for scaling connection and finding belonging in groups. You’ll learn how to design great gatherings from a friend of mine whose parties led to dozens of marriages, how to build strong communities from an educator who turned a school into Hogwarts, and how to get squads in sync from my work with an elite team that didn’t get along. And a family that came together by accident will reveal a recipe for lifelong bonds.

[image: ]
Over the past quarter century, my interactions with Brian Little haven’t followed a regular rhythm. Sometimes months go by without any contact. I only see him in person every few years. Yet he’s been there for all my little questions and big milestones.

When I taught my first course, Brian crossed the Canadian border to deliver a guest lecture to my students and got a standing ovation. When I got married, he and his wife made the trip again to celebrate with us. And 15 years after I took his class, when I gave my first TED talk, Brian was in the greenroom helping me manage my nerves … even though he was the next speaker onstage. For me, it was like opening for the Beatles.

Today, Brian is 85, and he still sends me regular pebbles and checks in to see how I’m really doing. Recently, he asked what kind of magic I’m hoping to make this year. I haven’t told him yet, but this book is my answer.

Like the best illusions, a great interaction can surprise us with the joy and awe it sparks. But a vibe doesn’t just appear out of thin air. It’s the magic we make together.




Part 1



SPARKING CONNECTION

The Three Myths of Chemistry and Closeness

A few years ago, I ran into an acquaintance at a conference. He’d been generous in recommending my work, but I didn’t know him well—we’d only chatted a handful of times. When we sat down to catch up, this happened:


	Acquaintance:	Come stay with us next time you’re in L.A.

	Me:	I wouldn’t want to impose.

	Acquaintance:	Impose? We love hosting our friends!

	Me:	Wait … we’re friends?!

	Acquaintance:	I thought we were good friends!



In romantic relationships, we have rituals to define the relationship.1 What are we? What’s up with us? That conversation is frequently a formality—we’re labeling what we’re already feeling. In platonic relationships, though, we lack the vocabulary to discuss where we stand. And we often don’t see eye to eye.

When sociologists ask us to list our friends,2 only about half name us back. Ouch. Half of our friends don’t see us that way. It sounds bleak. But maybe the issue isn’t that our friendships are asymmetric—it’s that we have different ideas about what it means to be friends.

“Friend” is far too broad of a label. It says nothing about the kind of relationship you have. Some people solve that by distinguishing acquaintances from buddies from besties. Yet this overlooks the fact that you can be close in multiple ways.

If you’re like most people, you categorize relationships by life domains. You sort people into friends, relatives, neighbors, or colleagues. These terms describe how you’re connected, but reveal little about why. They fail to capture how some colleagues become friends—and what makes some friends feel like family.

My research for this book led to a revelation. It’s a way of understanding interactions that expands our potential for connection across all kinds of relationships. In reviewing evidence across a wide range of cultures,3 I’ve discovered that we can connect with people on four different wavelengths. We can vibe as associates, allies, pals, and companions.

Associates are transactional ties.4 Your primary reason for communicating is to exchange resources. Your interactions are based on reciprocity. Some of my associates are our neighbors—we take turns shuttling our kids to activities. My associates also include the programmers who manage my website and my distant cousin the dermatologist who treated my poison ivy rash. We’re joined by compatible needs.

Allies are partnerships based on purpose.5 You’re on a mission together. You might volunteer together, worship together, or launch a startup together. Among my allies are the members of my podcast team, the students in my research lab, the early readers who give feedback on my books, and the fellow travelers who write about behavioral science. We’re united around compatible goals.

Pals are alliances of amusement.6 You hit it off because you enjoy the same forms of fun and entertainment. Basically, you like to do the same stuff. If you’ve never hiked together, shopped together, seen a movie together, partied together, or decorated someone’s car with shaving cream together, you’re probably not pals. My pals are the people who share my love of games (anagrams, Mario Kart), comedy (Seinfeld, Billy Madison), and sports (skiing, Ultimate Frisbee, padel … really anything but golf). We’re linked by compatible interests.

Companions are connections based on care.7 You confide in one another8 and rely on one another for emotional support. You go to them when sh*t hits the fan, and they lean on you when they’ve lost their fans. They don’t think it’s weird if you text them a family photo or FaceTime them randomly. My closest companions include my wife and kids, a handful of mentors, and my (remaining) friends from middle school. We’re attached by deep affection and compatible values.

Different wavelengths involve different priorities. With associates and allies, your primary focus is on the outcome of your interaction. Your connections feel worthwhile when you solve a problem or achieve a goal together. With pals and companions, you’re living in the moment—you’re there for the process itself. When your time together is delightful or meaningful, the vibe is rewarding regardless of the result.

We connect on different wavelengths for different reasons. We usually become associates and pals based on convenience. We find ourselves in situations where we can trade favors or discover shared hobbies. We gain allies and companions based on commitments. We choose to team up with people who are on a common path and confide in people with common principles. This helps to explain why many people have such heated conflict with a parent or sibling. You’re expected to be companions, but since you don’t choose blood relatives, you don’t always share that chemistry.

THE FOUR WAVELENGTHS OF CONNECTION

[image: A four-cell grid titled ‘The Four Wavelengths of Connection’ has ‘Reason for Connection’ as the row heading and ‘Focus of Attention’ as the column heading. The top row contains Associates with ‘compatible needs’ under Outcome and Pals with ‘compatible interests’ under Process. The bottom row contains Allies with ‘compatible goals’ under Outcome and Companions with ‘compatible values’ under Process.]
Of course, we have plenty of connections that cover multiple wavelengths. We’ll get to that in chapter 1.
Knowing the purpose behind our bonds is a mirror and a map. It helps us make choices and avoid conflict by clarifying where different people fit in our lives. You can text allies and call pals to share good news, but companions are more likely to hold space for bad news. Allies and associates don’t expect a wedding invitation, but companions will be hurt if they’re not in the wedding party … and pals should help plan your bachelor or bachelorette party.

Considering different wavelengths gives us new ways to vibe and equips us to manage the connections we already have. There isn’t time for everyone you meet to become more than an associate. Still, you can have great chemistry with associates9 if you’re on the same page about the fact that your exchanges are pragmatic. There’s no master plan to turn them into allies or companions. You just hope they’ll respond rapidly to a late-night text when you need a referral to a good plumber.

[image: A line drawing shows a bearded man standing outside an open doorway as a neighbor holds a measuring cup and listens. The caption reads, ‘Hi, neighbor, can I borrow a cup of sugar, three cups of flour, two eggs, two cups of milk, a dash of vanilla, buttercream frosting, 40 candles, and a thoughtful gift for my wife?’]
Similarly, we don’t need all our coworkers to be pals or companions. Many people are uncomfortable when their boss tries to friend them.10 In the language of Severance, their “innies” like to keep things professional so their “outies” can let loose. Also, it can be nice to have companions and pals who aren’t allies. When there’s no task or objective looming over our heads, the only agenda item is the relationship itself. It’s all about enjoying the ride together.

Some anthropologists have argued11 that we can only handle about five people in our inner circles and ten to fifteen more close friends. Recognizing that our bonds exist on different wavelengths relaxes that constraint. Since caring connections are hard to make and maintain, most people don’t have a long list of companions. But there’s no natural limit on the number of allies we can team up with or how many pals we can enjoy.

Each wavelength adds something unique to our lives—one isn’t superior to another. Take it from studies spanning over 50,000 participants around the world: We’re happier when we have a balanced portfolio12 of interactions. Just as we all have multiple love languages,13 different bonds help us feel valued and add value in distinct ways. Loneliness is the absence of companions, joylessness is the absence of pals, and aimlessness is the absence of allies.

Have you ever noticed that people are often happier with their friends than their partners or kids?14 Psychologists find that it’s not because we prefer the company of our friends. It’s because we do different activities with them. We discipline our kids and do chores with our partners but plan fun with our friends. If we spent more family time in pal mode, we’d enjoy the vibe more.

Associates, allies, pals, and companions are types of connections, but they’re also modes of interaction. We’re doing an ally ritual when we enter a tennis tournament with our doubles partner and an associate ritual when we reimburse them for the entry fee. We’re doing a pal ritual when we meet them for drinks and a companion ritual when we express condolences for their loss. Interacting like pals or companions doesn’t mean we are pals or companions, but it can move us toward that kind of relationship.

We vibe when we connect on a common wavelength. Alignment creates chemistry,15 elevating the energy in our interactions. That paves the way to closeness, strengthening our bonds. We get along and grow tight when we see our relationship the same way—and communicate that way.

It’s possible to form strong bonds on any wavelength. We can be close with every kind of connection. The jump from acquaintances to companions may be steeper than the step to associates, allies, or pals. But you might have close associates, allies, and pals you regularly turn to—and more distant companions you rarely rely on.

[image: A diagram contrasts ‘How We Think Closeness Works’ with ‘How Closeness Actually Works.’ The first shows a single continuum from Acquaintances to Best friends, with Friends, Good friends, and Close friends between them. The second shows four separate continua: Distant associates to Dependable associates, Temporary allies to Trusted allies, Casual pals to Great pals, and Occasional companions to Close companions.]
Being on different wavelengths creates static and interference. We struggle to click when we don’t agree on the kind of connection we have or the kind we want to build. It’s not fun to be on the receiving end of unwanted advances from people trying to impose their ideal vibe on you. A high school pal suggests going into business together. Liking you does not mean I would like to work with you. A work ally tries to rope you into companionship by dumping his marital problems on you. I am not your emotional support blanket. Your car salesperson—a distant associate—starts texting to see when you’re free to hang out. Code red! A palvader has entered the premises.fn1

Research reveals that in both personal and professional interactions, being on different wavelengths is a recipe16 for feeling disappointed or even betrayed. In about half of our conversations, there’s a mismatch between what we want and what we get17 from others. Personally, I’ve sometimes mistaken pals for companions, only to feel let down when they don’t show up (or even show much concern) in a time of need. Part of growing up is learning that the pals we party with aren’t always suited to be the companions whose shoulders we cry on.

This is a starting point for sparking connection: finding someone who’s open to the same frequency. Usually without having to explicitly ask about it … unless you’re me and my L.A. acquaintance. In my mind we were distant allies, but he saw us as something else. That’s why I was so surprised when he invited me to stay with him. At lunch several months after our awkward chat, his wife asked if I thought she was my friend. It became a running inside joke: Are you my friend? That summer I ended up staying with them, and my new pal and I were up past midnight watching magic videos together, trying to crack the secret to a trick we’d loved.

Potential connections are all around us. We miss out on them when we put people in narrow boxes. Not friend material keeps people at a distance. We’re just fundamentally different can spur us to drop them from our lives. Of course, some people will never be more than acquaintances18 to us, and others might end up being our adversaries. But when we approach the people we meet as possible associates, allies, pals, or companions, we have more opportunities to vibe. Each wavelength offers different options for how to start off on the right foot.

What stands between us and better connections is our beliefs about what it takes to build them. We think we need to search for the right person, hit it off right away, and invest the right amount of time to bond, but these are all myths. It’s time to rethink our assumptions about who we’re compatible with, how fast chemistry happens, and how long closeness takes.




CHAPTER 1

Striking a Match

The Building Blocks of Compatibility


Friendship … is born at that moment when one … says to another,

“What! You too?”

—C. S. LEWIS1



As they pulled themselves into the cramped space, Cady Coleman and Paolo Nespoli knew they were putting their lives in each other’s hands. His heart raced; her hair was standing up straight. Out the window, they saw an object as big as a school bus hurtling alongside them at 17,500 miles per hour. If they didn’t coordinate their motions perfectly, they could collide with it.

It was 2011, and the two astronauts were part of a crew orbiting the earth on the International Space Station. The bus-sized object was a free-flying ship carrying critical supplies, including food, spare parts, and materials for experiments. Cady and Paolo were supposed to catch2 the ship with a giant robotic arm. The feat had only ever been accomplished once before.

Paolo gripped the control panel, waiting until the ship was in position for capture. His voice shook as he announced, “Free drift.” His mind raced, Oh my God, this is crazy, this is crazy, this is crazy. Cady started to maneuver the robotic arm forward and waited for Paolo to confirm that her pacing was perfect, just as he’d done hundreds of times when they’d practiced in the simulator.

But Paolo didn’t give the signal. The ship was just five meters away, and they were in danger of a collision. Without missing a beat, Cady instinctively slowed the speed of the arm. Paolo seamlessly followed her lead. He started giving regular updates on the shrinking distance between the arm and the ship. Seconds later, Cady pulled the trigger and captured the ship. They broke out into big smiles as Paolo said, “Houston, we have no problems.”

They’d come within a split second of failure. Their simulations didn’t prepare them for the visual confusion created by the Earth looming large in the background. That made it hard for Paolo to precisely gauge their distance from the floating ship, a task he’d performed flawlessly in the sim. There wasn’t time to explain that to Cady—and she didn’t have time to tell him she had quickly checked the arm speed and realized she needed to slow down. They had improvised together to make the mission a success without uttering a single word. They knew one another so well that they could basically read one another’s minds. “In the end, that’s what really saved the capture,” Cady told me.

Paolo left me a message from the space station, and we talked when he was back on earth. I was investigating how astronauts vibe, because clashes can be catastrophic when crews are isolated together in a captive environment for extended periods of time. NASA needed to understand how to build and maintain bonds under extreme conditions—a pressing challenge as they prepared to return to the moon and send humans on long missions to Mars. When I asked insiders who to study, they recommended Cady and Paolo’s crew.

As I talked with the two astronauts about their relationship, it was clear that they had something special. Neither of them had spent more than sixteen consecutive days in space, yet on this mission Cady and Paolo orbited the earth together for almost six months. Near the end of their journey, there were rumors of extending their stay. By that point, astronauts are usually itching to go home, but this crew felt differently. Cady said, “I would spend another six months here in a minute, and I would spend it with these people.”

This kind of vibe seems like a miracle of matchmaking. When crews have great chemistry, we figure they’ve been chosen based on compatibility. Compatibility is something we prize in collaborators as well as friends and romantic partners. The assumption is that to have a strong connection, we need to find people whose traits mirror or complement ours. But that’s a myth—and believing it holds us back from bonding with people in our orbit.

When NASA forms crews, they don’t have the luxury of considering compatibility. They don’t look at the mix of personalities—they focus on who has the technical expertise to complete the mission. Cady and Paolo had the specialized skills, but if they’d taken a compatibility test, they would’ve failed. She was affable and calm; he was more headstrong and high-strung. She was a perfectionist—a PhD chemist who played the flute and liked to analyze every detail before making decisions. He was a daredevil who wasn’t afraid to leap before he looked. Literally … he’s a master parachutist. They were such a mismatch that the training team was convinced they wouldn’t learn to work together successfully. It wasn’t until training was underway that Paolo and Cady really started to vibe. Their relationship evolved from associates to allies, pals, and eventually companions too.

Compatibility is rarely something we can determine when we meet. It’s usually something we develop as we interact. Instead of leaving chemistry to luck or fate, we can cultivate it. Starting on the same page is optional—landing on the same wavelengths is vital.

[image: A two-part chart titled ‘Making Friends’ compares how people make friends as a kid and as an adult. The left pie chart, ‘As a Kid,’ shows friendship forming through noticing someone nearby who is about the same size as you, at school, playing sports, and at the playground. The right pie chart, ‘As an Adult,’ shows friendship forming through work, through kids, and a fourth category whose label is obscured by question marks.]
BIRDS OF A FEATHER

When we call people compatible, we’re saying that their individual qualities go well together. Something in their backgrounds, beliefs, and traits sets them up to vibe. They’re likely to have chemistry and become close.

Compatibility is particularly prized in dating. People scour profiles and swipe left or right based on fit. Some are hoping to find partners who are kindred spirits or cut from the same cloth. Others are looking for the yin to their yang, the Ross to their Rachel, the cheese to their macaroni. Yet the idea of searching for a soulmate3 suffers from a fatal flaw. In the quest for romance, matchmaking algorithms have fallen short for decades.

You can see it in rigorous studies of speed dating events.4 Before people meet, they take a compatibility test. They answer questionnaires covering nearly everything about them and their ideal partner. The surveys run the gamut from intelligence to personality to politics—nearly 200 preferences and attributes in all. Then participants talk with a dozen people and rate the connection they felt with them. Surprisingly, the pre-surveys completely fail to foreshadow their vibe.

There isn’t a single quality—or any combination of qualities—that hints at a match.fn1 5 Even advanced machine learning algorithms can’t construct a crystal ball. One of the psychologists behind the study lamented, “We couldn’t predict compatibility at all.”6

This research shatters the theory that opposites attract. Pairing people who seem to complement each other is basically a random walk. Sometimes dreamers and doers make magic together; other times they make a mess. If you put an introvert with an extravert,7 the quieter person might enjoy listening … or resent an endless stream of unwelcome houseguests. Opposites are just as likely to clash as click.

The evidence also debunks the theory that we vibe with similar people. It’s true that at first, being alike breeds attraction.8 It’s well-documented that we tend to befriend, date, and hire9 people who share our experiences, attitudes, and personalities. There’s even evidence that we’re drawn to people who smell like us.10 But once we get to know each other, similarity has astonishingly little impact11 on our connection. In an analysis of more than 300 studies with over 35,000 people,12 having similar opinions and traits had minimal to no bearing on chemistry or closeness between romantic partners or friends. Two extraverts might become the life of the party together … or hate sharing the spotlight. A pair of doers might be in perfect harmony or fight constantly over who does what. As a group of psychologists summarize: “Once its gatekeeper role in relationship initiation is complete, actual similarity demonstrates little or no influence on stable relationships.”13 Birds of a feather may flock together, but they don’t necessarily fit together.fn2 14

We often don’t even pay attention to our own notions15 of compatibility. When psychologists asked people to describe their ideal partners and then sent them off on blind dates, people ended up being as excited about potential partners who met others’ criteria as their own. This doesn’t mean our preferences are irrelevant—we all have dealbreakers. If you’re a health and fitness maven, you can be confident that you won’t click with a chain-smoking couch potato. My point is that although it’s easy to swipe left on likely mismatches, you can’t judge a good match from a profile alone. It’s true in professional relationships too. Extensive evidence shows that it’s a fool’s errand to try to build a successful team16 by configuring similar or complementary personalities. It’s nearly impossible to guess whether people will vibe before they meet.

Humans are not like Legos or Tetris blocks. You can’t look at them separately and know whether they’ll fit together. Chemistry and closeness are properties of interactions, not individuals.

Think about someone you know who’s a Nervous Nellie. They make you anxious, so it’s natural to assume they have that effect on everyone. But do they?

Psychologists answer this question by asking you and a bunch of other people to fill out a personality survey. Then you each interact with Nellie and rate how you feel afterward. It turns out that Nellie doesn’t consistently elicit the same jitters in everyone.

Some of your anxiety can be traced back to you—you’re more likely to feel uneasy if you’re a shy person or a worrier yourself. But most of what puts you on edge is your unique pattern of conversation with her. For starters, you might want to stop calling her Nervous Nellie. Maybe your discussions with her tend to bounce from one doomsday headline to the next. Global democracy is in peril and thousands of innocent people are dying in wars that don’t need to be fought and the earth is melting and eggs are overpriced and one of these things is not like the others. The anxiety emanates from the interaction rituals that emerge between the two of you, not from Nellie herself.

It would be nice if we could catalog Nellie’s traits and yours, plug them into a computer model, and calculate how likely you are to click. The dynamics between people aren’t that predictable. Every pair develops their own rituals—which means that every relationship has its own microculture.17

Our separate traits don’t dictate our shared vibe.18 Scientifically, this is true for all kinds of people across all kinds of interactions. In conversations, how much people dominate, interrupt, listen, and ask questions depends less on their personalities than the rituals they form together.fn3 19 When adults collaborate and kids play, a great deal of their friendliness and cooperativeness is a feature of their interaction patterns rather than their individual qualities. A group of argumentative colleagues might be simpatico around feeling underpaid; a couple kindergartners who tend to be easygoing might fight constantly over Legos. When friends compete, the amount of trash talk hinges as much on the traditions they create as the tendencies they bring into a game. People who are usually aggressive can build a shared habit of showing respect—and people who are normally polite can get in the groove of poking fun at one another. And in groups, cohesion and conflict are driven less by the individual qualities of members than by the collective norms they develop.

There’s a reason why actors who should be shoo-ins for their parts are called back for a chemistry read with potential co-stars. As natural as a match might look on paper, you can’t know until you see the vibe they create together. At the end of auditions for The Office, the casting team had four finalists for each role. They chose the Pam and Jim20 who had “amazing chemistry.”

Compatibility is not determined by how we typically act. It’s a function of how we interact.21 It’s not you or me; it’s us.

[image: A Venn diagram shows two overlapping circles labeled ‘People who annoy me’ and ‘People I annoy.’ An upward arrow points to the overlap, labeled ‘People I can be friends with.’]
CLOSE ENCOUNTERS OF FOUR KINDS

In a classic study, psychologists asked hundreds of married couples who they hung out with the most in their buildings. They were four times more likely to name people who happened to live next door22 than those four doors down. They also made more friends if their apartments were located near mailboxes, stairways, or entries. In a similar investigation at a police academy,23 cadets listed their three closest friends on the force. They were almost twice as likely to be tight with classmates who sat next to them. The cadets weren’t sorted on compatible traits—they were seated in alphabetical order. The vast majority had found a way to bond with whoever was plunked nearby. Take that, compatibility tests.

Kids manage to find areas of compatibility with pretty much anyone who’s around too. Elementary schoolers tend to become friends24 with the classmates seated next to them. Being nearby leads them to interact more, which helps them identify overlapping needs, goals, interests, or values. That paves the way to become associates, allies, pals, or companions.

The better we know each other, the more compatibility we can build. And the type of bond we form with others is not fixed or static. Our connections evolve as our interaction rituals change. We don’t move in stages from associates to allies or pals and finally to companions. It’s not a linear progression; you don’t have to complete one to advance to the next. Relationships can add (and subtract) wavelengths in any order. If you develop some inside jokes with an ally, you might become pals. If you change jobs and no longer have a reason to interact, you might end up becoming associates. And sometimes distant associates surprise you.

A few years ago, my uncle had a stroke and couldn’t access the care he needed. After someone I knew well dropped the ball, a guy I’d met briefly just once stepped up to help. He went so far above and beyond that I started to see him as an ally. Then he checked in regularly for months, proving his potential to become a companion.fn4 25, 26

Of course, many of our connections don’t fit neatly into one box. We all have relationships in which we vibe on multiple wavelengths at the same time. Think about your associates. Most of them are just associates; your interactions aren’t emotionally charged. But if your conversations start to gain energy, you don’t leave the associate wavelength altogether. You expand your relationship to include additional wavelengths. It’s hard to imagine an ally, pal, or companion who isn’t also an associate. When you align on goals, interests, or values, you usually find ways to help one another.

Sometimes it makes sense to stick to a single wavelength, but other times it can be constraining. When you catch up with high school friends, if you limit your contact to reunion parties and shallow gossip about your old classmates, you might become prisoners of pal mode. Stuck in the past. If you only reach out to a relative when you’re stressed, you could confine your connection to companionship. Maybe too heavy. If you only talk shop with your coworkers, you might get trapped in associate or ally terrain. Probable snoozefest.

The more wavelengths you vibe on,27 the stronger a connection tends to be. Your go-to collaborators are both allies and pals: You enjoy their company and you share a common purpose. Your closest friends are pals and companions: You can count on them for an exciting night out or a consoling shoulder to cry on. Your ride-or-die may not be your idea of fun, but you’re bound by a pact to have each other’s backs. And your ideal romantic partner lives in all four circles. That’s what makes the relationship so rich—you can be there for one another in every way.

[image: A nested Venn diagram shows four types of connections. An outer circle labeled ‘Associate’ says ‘solves a problem for you’; an inner circle labeled ‘Companion’ says ‘makes you feel seen’; overlapping circles labeled ‘Ally’ and ‘Pal’ say ‘makes you think’ and ‘makes you laugh.’ Their overlaps are labeled ‘Ride-or-die,’ ‘Best friend,’ ‘Favorite colleague,’ and ‘Soulmate.’]
Many people imagine their best friend in the center of the Venn diagram too—especially in the U.S. Whereas people in many Asian, European, and Middle Eastern countries have multiple best friends, Americans are more likely to put one friend on a pedestal.28 If we don’t have that one friend who’s our go-to associate, ally, pal, and companion



HOUSTON, WE ARE A PROBLEM



[image: A diagram compares astronauts Dmitry, Cady, and Paolo across extraversion, decision-making, and emotional reactivity. Dmitry is described as ‘most comfortable flying solo,’ ‘never strays from the manual,’ and ‘might be a robot’; Cady as ‘even enjoys her in-laws,’ ‘patiently waiting for Godot,’ and ‘cool as a cucumber’; Paolo as ‘takes the bull by the horns,’ ‘ready, fire...aim,’ and ‘is a human roller coaster.’ Two question marks mark the intersections between Dmitry and Cady and between Cady and Paolo.]
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[image: A black-and-white photograph shows astronauts Cady Coleman, Dmitry Kondratyev, and Paolo Nespoli inside a spacecraft hatch, holding a framed Japanese spaceflight poster and small paper objects.]
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