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Only connect …
E. M. FORSTER
Howard’s End

Think where man’s glory most begins and ends,
And say my glory was I had such friends.
W. B. YEATS

Mutual empathy is the great unsung human gift.
JEAN BAKER MILLER, M.D., and IRENE PIERCE STIVER, PH.D.,
The Healing Connection

With somebody to love, even the most severely afflicted can make it.
KEN DUCKWORTH, M.D.
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INTRODUCTION
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What Counts Most in Life?

“I ALMOST DIDN’T make it,” a man said to me. “I don’t know how I survived.” He had just weathered bankruptcy and major surgery, both in the same year.

“How did you make it?” I asked.

He thought for a moment, then replied, “It was other people. My friends, my family, and thinking about what my dad would have done. That’s what saved me.”

I hear comments like this in my professional practice and in my private life every day. The connections we make are what pull us through the hard times and give meaning to the good.

Simply put, we need one another. We need connections that matter, connections that are heartfelt. We need to connect—or reconnect—to our friends, our families, our neighbors, our communities. We also need to connect—or reconnect—to our pasts, our traditions, and our ideals.

The way this can be done most naturally is in person through what I call the human moment. A human moment occurs anytime two or more people are together, paying attention to one another.

These connections are the key to what counts in life, from a happy family to a successful business to a sense of inner peace, even to physical health and longevity. But these interpersonal bridges are breaking down. Just as our highway system needs repair, the interpersonal infrastructure of America is weakening. We’re losing human contact with one another, even though we don’t mean to. We’re busy. We’re otherwise engaged. We’re somewhere else.

More and more of us ache inside, yearning to connect but wondering how to. If you feel this way, don’t feel alone. You are in the company of millions.

It is time for us to find one another once again. It is time to reconnect in this busy, disconnected world.

For most people, the two most powerful experiences in life are achieving and connecting. Almost everything that counts is directed toward one of these two goals. The peaks of life for most people are falling in love (connecting) and reaching a hard-won goal (achieving).

While we are doing well at achieving, we’re not doing well at connecting. This book is about connecting, especially connecting with other people, live, in the human moment.

There are many kinds of connections people make. You can connect with your family, your friends, your pets; you can connect with your neighborhood, your political party, your baseball team; you can connect with your job, your garden, a part of the city you love, a favorite piece of music; you can connect with nature, the house you used to live in, your past; and you can connect with whatever is beyond knowledge—with the transcendent, with whatever you call God.

Strong connections make life feel satisfying and secure. But many of us have started to neglect the life of connection, giving most of our time to achievement and daily chores. This is a dangerous trend. It is time to make connecting a top priority again, because both our health and our happiness depend upon it.

Maybe you feel powerless; you think disconnection is a sign of the times. Life has grown too busy, you say, and you have all you can do just to stay afloat. Maybe you feel you don’t have much control. But you have more control than you may think. Let me give an example of one woman’s grassroots attempt to deal with the problem of weakening connections.

Christine Mitchell was upset because the people in her neighborhood didn’t talk to one another. She lived in a perfectly pleasant suburb of Boston. The problem was that most people came home each day, closed their doors, got up the next day, went to work, then came home and closed their doors again. Few people knew one another. Now and then someone would walk outside to see what the siren and flashing lights were all about if an ambulance went by, and once in a while Christine would see two people actually standing on the sidewalk conversing. But that was rare.

Many people around the country are in such a situation. Most of us feel we are too busy to do anything about it, or we feel powerless or simply shy. Christine, however, decided to take action in her own small way. She went down to city hall and for ten dollars bought a booklet that listed all the phone numbers in her town by street address, followed by the name of the person who lived there. She then wrote a list of all the people who lived in her neighborhood. Eight hundred names.

I’ll bring these people together, face-to-face, she said to herself. I’ll set it up so they’ll have to talk to one another. Her idea was simple. She decided to organize a neighborhood block party, inviting all the people on her list of eight hundred.

She had never organized a big event before, but she pushed ahead anyway, with her husband’s enthusiastic encouragement. “Let’s bring these people out of hiding!” he said to her.

“If this is a flop, I don’t know what I’ll do,” she said back to him.

“It won’t be a flop,” he said.

How does he know? Christine thought to herself, but she went on with it anyway.

Many people said they’d come, but Christine was still worried. We’ve all seen people act enthusiastic about showing up somewhere, then opt out at the last minute for a million different reasons. It has become the modern style! Say yes, but do no. Still, Christine ordered refreshments for four hundred, a disc jockey, and some clowns and a magician to entertain the kids. Her work completed, she went to sleep wondering what she’d do if only a handful of people came.

The day arrived, the sun blessedly came out, and Christine got busy. The police arrived, as promised, and cordoned off the street. The DJ showed up early, as Christine and her husband put out tubs of Coke and tables of cookies and brownies.

Then there was a moment when all was ready but no one had come.

But that lasted only a moment. People started opening their doors and walking out of their houses, ambling up the hill with their kids, and coming around the corners with their friends. Before long, the street was full of neighbors. People came in droves. In fact, 90 percent of the people Christine had contacted actually came. They talked, danced, sat on porches and ate, skateboarded down the street, and in general had fun together. A community began to take shape that afternoon.

After the party, this old neighborhood that had lain moribund for about three decades took on a whole new life. In the weeks and months that followed, there wasn’t perfect harmony, of course, but at least there were signs of community where there hadn’t been before. People started to stop and chat, they waved hello, and now that they actually knew some names, they called to people by their names. Neighbors started extending invitations to one another, taking the first steps out of anonymity. They began to share human moments. People started to connect.

Connection is an essential vitamin. You can’t live without it.

Yet we are letting connections vanish. We see them disappearing like a coastline slowly eroding, but we don’t know what to do about it. So we watch, and hope the tides will shift before we lose too much ground.

“There’s nothing I can do about it,” a busy working mom says to me. “I’m a slave to my schedule. Between the kids and my job, I barely have time to brush my teeth, let alone stay connected with my friends and neighbors. I’m already burning the candle at both ends. What else can I do?”

“I’d love to spend more time with my friends and relatives, or just work in my garden, but get real, it’s impossible!” a man tells me when I suggest his excessive worrying may be due to a lack of connection in his life.

“I believe what you say about connection is true,” a patient tells me after I tell him his poor health may be due to his isolated life. “I believe it is the key to feeling good in life. But most people are just too busy to be bothered. What can one person do?”

Not everyone can plan a block party like Christine’s, but everyone can make a number of little changes that can deepen the connections in their lives. For example, you can get in touch with a relative you have been ignoring or feuding with; you can plan a regular lunch with a friend; you can start a book group that meets once a month; you can plan a regular card game or start some form of exercise with a friend you otherwise would hardly ever see; you can communicate with your elected representatives more than you do now; you can visit a museum you have been meaning to visit for years; you can attend your high school or college reunion; you can patronize a small local store or restaurant regularly and become friendly with the people who work there; you can say hello to toll takers; you can practice civility, even if others don’t; you can go back to church or synagogue, or follow whatever your belief system dictates; you can eat family dinner as often as possible and read to your children whenever you can. These concrete steps, and others like them, can create a connected life for you. That will not only make you happier but make you live longer.

Moments of connection boost our spirits. For example, even though I may not have seen her in months, Karen, the woman behind the counter at the local florist shop, always smiles at me and says, “Hi, Ned,” whenever I go in. She even remembers my wife and kids and asks after them by name! Or when my kids rush up to me when I get home, and yell, “Daddy!!”—at that moment it really doesn’t matter what kind of day I had. The glow can last for hours. Even a connection to the past can pick up our spirits. On a wall in my office I have a photograph of Ted Williams. Many times have I sat back and gazed at Ted, who is frozen in the photograph at the end of his swing, and for some strange reason I have felt better about life for having looked at him.

Maybe Karen smiles just because it is good business to smile, and maybe my kids rush to greet me just because they want something from me, and maybe my feeling for the photograph of Ted Williams is just sentimental nonsense. But I think we all know there’s more to it than that. All these ordinary kinds of connections—and thousands more—make ordinary life extraordinary, if we let them.

As a psychiatrist I can always tell when my patients are starting to get better, because they start to increase their connections. They see more of their friends, or they deepen their relationships at work, or they rediscover an old interest like gardening or sailing, or they start going to religious services, or they get closer to their extended family, or they start having more fun with their immediate family. Far more telling than financial gains or other kinds of trophies, increased connection reflects improved emotional health. It also creates it.

What is connection, or what I sometimes call connectedness? It is a feeling of being a part of something larger than yourself. The something may be a friendship, a marriage, a team, a school, a company, an activity you love, a country, even a set of ideals, like the Bill of Rights, or a belief system, like a religion.

People know instinctively what connectedness is. A New York cabdriver didn’t use the word “connectedness,” but he evoked the feeling of it when he told me about his old neighborhood. “I grew up in this city, in L’ll I’ly,” he said (his pronunciation of “Little Italy” omitted the ts). “The candy stores had jukeboxes. I met my wife at one when she was seventeen and I was eighteen. We danced in the store. Old men played pinochle at card tables on the sidewalk. All that is gone now. But I’m still married. To the same woman, too!” A connected family, a connected neighborhood, a connected workplace all convey a special feeling, akin to being in love. That feeling of connectedness leads to health and achievement.

When you walk hand in hand with someone you love, when you pray, when you lie in bed sick and stroke your dog, who has hoisted herself up next to you knowing you’re not feeling well, when you see a photograph of your high school class—all these moments connect you to something larger than yourself.

These connections, put together, form what I call connectedness. (I use the words “connection” and “connectedness” synonymously.) It can be a titanic force in our lives. It is as crucial to how we feel about ourselves as is our physical health or economic state. Indeed, it helps control both. What exact good does it do us? What is the price of ignoring it? What are some practical ways each of us can tap into its power in our own life more fully? These are the questions this book answers.

For evidence of the transforming power of connectedness, you don’t have to look at scientific studies, although they now abound. You only have to look at your own life. Think of the number of times you have felt down and looked for a friend to pick you up. Think of feeling disappointed at work and taking solace in a long phone conversation that night. Think of the excellent work you once did when you were part of a well-run team. Or consider how much your children mean to you. These connections are our lifelines; they save our lives.

Not so fast, the skeptic objects; connections may feel good but they don’t save lives. Oh yes they do. A study done in the 1980s by Dr. David Spiegel on a group of women suffering from terminal breast cancer provided a vivid example of how connection can save lives. Half the women in the study met regularly together and talked about their lives, while the other half did not. The half that met as a group lived, on average, twice as long as those who did not meet. The healing power of such human connection is now widely recognized by doctors, as evidence from studies like Dr. Spiegel’s pours in.

Of course, it can happen the other way, too. Disconnection can hurt, even kill. The bit of criticism at just the wrong moment, or the one rejection too many, or the phone that doesn’t ring can make you miserable. Disconnection can be devastating. Nothing hurts more. This is why the ancients feared banishment as a punishment worse than death. Indeed, we have scientific evidence now that social isolation leads to death.

Not only do individuals thrive on the power of connection; businesses and other institutions do, too. Businesses today more and more are trying to hold on to their good people, and a chief means of doing this is to create a connected atmosphere in the workplace. This does not require touchy-feely encounter sessions, it just requires tapping into the invisible force of connection. You do this by talking to people, and treating them with respect. The connected employee stays with the company, works harder, and is more apt to be creative.

As a psychiatrist for the past twenty years, I have seen thousands of individuals in my private office, as well as families, couples, and groups. Outside the office, I have consulted to schools across the country, to businesses, to churches and support organizations, as well as to other groups. As a member of the faculty of the Harvard Medical School I have taught medical students, residents, and fellows. I have worked across the socioeconomic spectrum, treating low-income patients in state hospitals as well as the very well-to-do. I have treated the seriously mentally ill and the mildly upset. I have treated children as young as two and adults as old as eighty-two. I have treated people from all lines of work, from bus drivers to doctors to professors to actors to people the world calls bums.

Many of their stories appear in this book. The stories and anecdotes in this book are true, with the exception of a few that are composites of several true stories.

The most important lesson I learned from all these people is the power of connection.

The aim of this book is to convince you to make time for connectedness, even if it involves aggravation—and it usually does! The aim of this book is not just to convince you that connectedness is healing—although information will be provided to show you it is much more powerful in healing than you ever imagined. It is also to show you that connectedness is attainable, and once attained, enduring.

A poignant example of just how enduring and powerful a connection between two people can be was given to me by a woman whose parents were in a nursing home: “Almost a year ago my dad had a stroke during a surgical procedure. After two weeks in intensive care, he was transferred to the nursing home where my mother was already a resident, suffering from Alzheimer’s. Dad’s language now was made up of mostly nonsense syllables. But even with Mom in her own world, suffering from Alzheimer’s, and Dad coping with his stroke, each one found ways to continue to look after the other and get help when it was needed. For example, Mom alerted the nurse when Dad had a grand mal seizure, even though she often doesn’t recognize us! The way Mom and Dad look at each other, touch each other, and just stay beside each other holding hands is a testimony to their deep connection. This year, on October first, they will celebrate their fifty-ninth anniversary.”

The ability to connect with others is built into us, like sight or touch. The chance to connect is open to us all for as long as we live.

But many people, especially us men, go through life rarely opening up, always playing our cards close to the vest. “When it comes right down to it,” we say defensively, “it’s a dog-eat-dog world.” Or, “I ask no quarter and give no quarter.” Or my uncle’s favorite, “Trust no one and you’ll never get disappointed.” Aphorisms like these can justify a lifetime of being guarded. The statement “We are all fundamentally alone” becomes self-fulfilling prophecy. There are legions of people who trust no one.

But why not take a chance? Sure, we are alone in some basic ways, and sure, people can let you down. But connections always beckon, like lights flickering along the shoreline. They’re there, if only we’ll respond.

Everywhere I go I see the same problem screaming out at me. It is the problem of not being sufficiently connected—to a person, to a job, to a peer group, to anything that can give meaning to your life.

It’s gone too far. If a surgeon came upon a man in the street whose leg was severed in two, he would instantly rush to offer help. All his training would propel him to the injured man’s side, no matter what else was going on. As a psychiatrist, I find that human disconnection today screams out at me with the urgency of a body hemorrhaging in the street. I want to apply tourniquets, stop the bleeding, put a pillow under the victim’s head, make sure the airway is clear and the heartbeat is strong.

It is one thing to attend to a bleeding body. But how do you attend to emotions? How do you put a tourniquet on time? How do you say to people, “Slow down, talk to one another, reconnect with what matters”? How do you say, “Your life depends upon it”? How do you say this and be heard?

I say it the only way I can, simply and plainly. The human heart is hungry and there is sustenance all around, free. It is called connectedness.

Rebuilding connection in your life does not mean you have to attend a love-in, or that you should want to. And it does not mean you must adopt some mindless, naïve view of human nature. One of my teachers used to caution me, “It is impossible to overestimate how selfish people are.” His is a point of view we all have shared, I suppose, but we all have also found, now and then, that given the right opportunity, people do go the other way, if not against their self-interest, then toward the interest of another person. Maybe the trick is to find out how to make those two dovetail: self-interest and other-interest. This can be done, because as much as self-interest rules us, the desire to connect and to help others also runs deep within most people. Ask an average person what they would do if they won the lottery. Soon after saying they’d quit their job and fly to Hawaii, they usually think of some person or some organization they’d give some money to. People are not so selfish. They just need to find the right way to connect.

Connectedness can work for you, but it is far from simple. It can be dangerous, arduous, miserable, or simply boring. Cultivating connectedness requires determination and patience, much like cultivating a garden, only this is the garden of your connections.

But the rewards of making this garden grow can be nothing less than all that matters.
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In the Human Moment

LIFE IS LOSS. For all we gain, we also lose—a friend, a day, a chance, finally life itself. To oppose the pain of loss, we use a human glue, the force of love. The force of love creates our many different connections. This is what saves us all.

If you think about what you live for, what really matters to you, you usually think of some person or group of people—maybe your spouse and your children, maybe a friend. Or you might think of an institution you give your all to, or your work, or a set of ideals.

These are all different kinds of connection. To thrive, indeed just to survive, we need warmhearted contact with other people. The close-to-the-vest, standoffish life is bad for your body and your soul. Like a vitamin deficiency, a human contact deficiency weakens the body, the mind, and the spirit. Its ravages can be severe (depression, physical illness, early death) or they can be mild (underachievement, fatigue, loneliness), but they are certain to set in. Just as we need vitamin C each day, we also need a dose of the human moment—positive contact with other people.

We know we need food, we know we need vitamins and minerals, we know we need water and air, clothing and shelter. Most of us even know we need sunshine. But most people don’t know that a major other factor belongs on our list of essentials: one another. This is not a warm-and-fuzzy proclamation. It is as scientifically proven as is our need for vitamin C. Only here the C stands for “connection.”

Don’t confuse connection—feeling a part of something larger than yourself, feeling close to another person or group, feeling welcomed and understood—with contacts. Don’t confuse connecting with networking. Sure, every businessperson benefits from many contacts and a full Rolodex. And sure, networking is a good way to develop opportunities.

But at the same time, contacts can overrun your life like wildflowers; they may be pretty, but they can suffocate important growth. Networking can distract you from your primary goal, as “opportunities” these days pop up like weeds, everywhere you look. The Internet is full of opportunities, all vying for your time. You can spend so much time networking, contacting, and surfing the Net that you forget what you’re networking, contacting, and surfing for. One deep connection to a person and one properly executed business strategy are worth much more than a bevy of contacts and a frenzy of networking and surfing.

Luckily, the kind of positive connection we really need is available in all our lives. My experience as a psychiatrist, the experience of physicians in all medical specialties, and an abundance of solid scientific data all prove the enormous benefits of connection in daily life. But many things get in the way of people reaping these benefits, stumbling blocks like too many daily obligations, or shyness, or time, or fear.

You can step past those obstacles and strengthen your connections in a variety of practical ways, which this book explores. The benefits of connection will repay you many times over. Meaning, satisfaction, intensity, pleasure, ease from pain—the benefits we yearn for—are all to be found in various forms of connection.

I see the need to connect frustrated everywhere I go. Traveling the country as a lecturer or traveling the aisles of the local supermarket as a shopper, I feel people’s desire to connect, as well as the pressures that prevent them from doing so. “I’ll catch you later, OK?” “We have to get together sometime!” “I can’t believe how long it’s been!” People want to connect, but they are just so busy. People want to reach out, but they feel too hurried to do so, or too scared.

And yet their lives depend upon it.

It is only recently that researchers have proved the lifesaving value of connection. Among those who gathered the quantitative scientific evidence that now confirms the importance of connection, Dr. Lisa Berkman stands out. Before her studies, skeptics insisted that connections might be “nice” but were not powerful enough to affect basic biology.

Dr. Berkman showed otherwise. Now chair of the Department of Health and Social Behavior at the Harvard School of Public Health, she was the author of the groundbreaking Alameda County Study, published in 1979. This study followed the lives of some seven thousand people in Alameda County, California, for nine years.

To measure the effect of connection quantitatively, Dr. Berkman and her team surveyed the people to find out the specifics of how they were connected or not connected. They found out whether the people were married or lived alone, what kind of contact they had with friends and relatives, whether or not they belonged to a church or other religious organization, and how much they participated in voluntary organizations and groups.

Armed with this information, Dr. Berkman then looked at the people’s risk of dying over a nine-year period. She found that the most isolated people were three times more likely to die in that nine-year period than those with stronger social ties. Never before had death itself been proved to be linked to social isolation or lack of connection.

The protective value of connection showed, under statistical multivariate analysis, to be present at all ages. The people surveyed in the study were of ages thirty to sixty-nine; a statistical advantage of living longer was enjoyed by the highly connected group at every age. Even in the presence of health hazards such as smoking, obesity, alcohol use, poverty, poor use of health services, and poor health at the start of the study, people who had strong social ties lived significantly longer than those who did not.

To gain the benefits of connection, it didn’t matter what kind of connection a person had. For example, you could live alone, but have frequent contact with friends or relatives, and be protected. Or you could belong to various voluntary organizations, but not participate in any religious activity, and still be protected. Or your connection could come from church and family, but not from any volunteer organization, and you would still be protected. The key to gaining the benefits of connection was to have several kinds of connection, but the kinds could vary from person to person.

The people who were in the most danger of dying were the 10–15 percent who were most isolated. This study has been replicated about fifteen times now in other parts of the United States and around the world, including Sweden, England, and Finland.

On a smaller scale, I looked at the power of connection in a different group of people—high school students—by going back to my old high school, the Phillips Exeter Academy. Exeter is a prep school in New Hampshire, an academically rigorous, competitive boarding school.

In 1989, the woman who was then principal, Kendra O’Donnell, asked the school’s psychologist, Dr. Michael Diamonti, and me to systematically examine Exeter—the students, parents, and faculty—and try to find out which factors predicted success and happiness.

Contrary to stereotype, Exeter is not just for the wealthy. Its large endowment allows 35 percent of the students to receive financial aid. Its student body, from forty-four states and twenty-seven foreign countries, is geographically and racially diverse.

Mike Diamonti and I interviewed hundreds of students, parents, and faculty. These people also filled out questionnaires assessing a wide range of variables, including basic demographics like race, religion, and income, and other variables, like self-esteem, feelings about the future, drug use, and depression.

From the huge amount of data, one factor emerged as the most telling: connectedness. Those students who did well had it, while those who didn’t lacked it.

We defined connectedness as a feeling of being a part of something larger than yourself. We assessed it, on questionnaires, from responses to statements like “My friends can get me through anything” and “There are groups for whom I would make great sacrifices” and “I feel a strong commitment to my family.” Students who agreed with these statements and others like them were considered connected, those who disagreed were considered disconnected. About 80 percent of the students fell into the connected category, about 20 percent into the disconnected.

On every measure of mental health and happiness that we used, as well as every measure of achievement, the students who did the best were the connected students. Those who were in distress were the disconnected.

Specifically, the connected students were the least depressed, had the highest self-esteem, felt most comfortable with their families, were most positive about their education, used the least drugs or alcohol, felt the least stress, and had the highest grade point averages.

Now, almost ten years after the study at Exeter was completed, the value of connection has been confirmed by a large national study. Michael Resnick, from the University of Minnesota, teamed up with others around the country on the National Longitudinal Study on Adolescent Health. They studied some twelve thousand adolescents in grades seven through twelve and came up with some powerful findings, which they published in the Journal of the American Medical Association in 1997.

Like the Exeter study, this study set out to determine which were the most significant risk factors as well as protective factors in adolescents’ lives. The interviewers asked the students about emotional distress, suicidal thoughts or actions, violent behavior, the use of cigarettes, alcohol, or marijuana, and early sexual intercourse or pregnancy.

The study then looked at dozens of variables in these students’ lives, searching for what mattered most, both positively and negatively.

The study found two conditions most protective, and these findings were remarkably similar to our findings in the Exeter study.

The first protective factor was parent-family connectedness. This was defined in the Minnesota study as “closeness to mother and/or father, perceived caring by mother and/or father, satisfaction with relationship with mother and/or father, and feeling loved and wanted by family members.”

The second protective factor was similar to the first. It was connectedness at school. This was defined as the student’s feeling that people are treated fairly at school, that he is close to people at school, and that he feels part of his school.

In assessing connectedness, what mattered was the adolescent’s perception, not some concrete prescription of what makes for a connected family or school. There was no unique formula for creating feelings of connectedness. Both parents did not have to live in the same home, nor did the family have to eat dinner together. The family simply had to do whatever it needed to do to create the feeling of connectedness in the family. Different families did this in different ways. All that mattered was that they did it. The same applied at school. No one kind of school was best. All that mattered was that the student felt connected.

The study showed that when the feeling of connectedness to family and school was present, the children were protected, but when such feelings of connectedness were absent, the children were at much higher risk for emotional distress, violent behavior, suicidal thoughts and actions, and substance abuse.

As we parents wonder, sometimes with a feeling of helplessness, if there is anything we can do to reduce the chances of our children getting into bad straits, it is good to know that, yes, there is something that can be done. It takes effort and creativity, but a determined effort to create connectedness at home and at school will help—more than anything else.

The protective force of connection applies not just to children. The MacArthur Foundation Study on Aging (published in 1998) showed that the two most powerful predictors of well-being in old age are (1) frequency of visits with friends and (2) frequency of attendance at meetings of organizations. This study, like the Minnesota study, was carefully designed and conducted over a wide sample of individuals nationally. Again, it is useful to know that two simple steps can protect you as you age, and that these two steps are actually fun! Just keep up with your friends and go to meetings of organizations you believe in.

We have data, then, showing the positive effects of connection in the old and the young. How about the middle aged? A study done by Sheldon Cohen and also published in the Journal of the American Medical Association (June 25, 1997) looked at people in the middle of life, ages eighteen to fifty-five. Cohen wanted to test the hypothesis that ties to family, friends, work, and community could alter the body’s ability to fight off infections.

He found 276 volunteers and asked them about twelve different types of social ties, such as to spouse, friend, workmate, and parent. Then he infected all the volunteers with one of two different viruses known to produce the common cold.

He found that the more connected people did better in fighting off the virus. Specifically, “those with more types of social ties were less susceptible to common colds, produced less mucus, were more effective in ciliary clearance of their nasal passages, and shed less virus.” Those who had six or more social ties did four times better than those who had less than four social ties.

So what matters is not only the presence of connection but the diversity of it as well.

These studies are not minor footnotes in some obscure journal, but major findings, of enormous significance. It is time for the message to make its way from the medical and scientific journals into the minds of us all. Connectedness is essential for emotional and physical health at all ages.

As a practicing psychiatrist, I learned about the power of connectedness at the start of my career. Back in the early 1980s, as I was finishing up my training, there was a spike in the incidence of depression among young adults nationwide. This was a new trend. The highest levels of depression had previously appeared among old people, people who were dealing with distressing issues of sickness, loss, and death.

But now many young people, in the eighteen-to-thirty-five age group, were feeling depressed, as well as many people in middle age. The once upbeat baby boomer generation, as it came of age and achieved success, was not glorying in its achievements but rather was feeling dissatisfied, cynical, and disconnected. As much as it had achieved, its achievements were not leading to happiness.

Many of the young people who sought treatment for depression had achieved high levels of material success but felt depressed because they had not connected in a significant way to anything larger than themselves. Although they had succeeded professionally, they were depressed because they had failed to connect—to one another, to a loved one, to an ideal, or to a purpose or group they believed in. Although they loved independence and freedom, life was becoming too much of a one-man or one-woman show.

As the years have passed, I have seen the trend only deepen. People are increasingly working at home or working in isolation at their jobs, spending time marketing themselves, coming up with creative ways of reinventing themselves according to the prevailing needs of the new, knowledge-based economy, but all the while feeling more and more insecure, cynical, worried, and finally, isolated.

Let me offer an example from my practice in those years. In the 1980s a twenty-six-year-old man—Mr. G—came to see me because, as he put it, “I don’t love anyone.”

The externals of Mr. G’s life sounded almost ideal. He was in perfect health and looked great. He still played basketball twice a week and looked as if old age would never overtake him. He had built a successful business from the ground up, relying on hard work and intuition to make it thrive. Now, only five years out of college, his business was in good shape and he was doing well, having started with nothing. He was married to a beautiful woman who loved him, he was welcomed in many clubs and organizations, and he had friends who liked him. So, why was he unhappy?

Because he had never learned how to make loving connections. He had grown up disconnected, with parents who never showed him how to take pleasure in other people or in himself. As we looked at his externally successful life, we found that he took real pleasure in almost none of it. For example, he told me about his business in about thirty seconds, as if it were no achievement for a man to go from nothing to owning his own successful business in five years. “It’s no big deal,” he said. “Anyone with half a brain can do it. All you have to do is get an idea and put in the hours. It means almost nothing to me. Millions of people have done better.”

I asked him if he enjoyed his basketball. Even that was becoming a trial, he said, because he pushed himself so hard. As for his friends, he saw them mostly as “just acquaintances—people I have to network with to make a business grow.”

When I asked about his wife, he said, “I feel sorry for her. I really do. I feel very little toward her, and she deserves better than that.”

Growing up, he got little from his parents, both of whom had to work hard to make ends meet. They were not abusive to him, but they were not loving, either. “My father was basically a stiff. He still is. He told me he didn’t amount to anything, and I would never amount to anything either. As far as I’m concerned, he was right.” Speaking in a tense, slightly sarcastic way, he then asked, “Is there a cure for someone like me?”

As the therapy progressed, we began to see a pattern in Mr. G’s life. Whenever he felt bad, his solution was to try to achieve more, whether in school, college, or work. In fact, success became his only cure. He had no lasting ties. When he was a child, his family moved around a lot, so he never made strong bonds anywhere. He never attended church, and he never got involved in any club or group like Boy Scouts or YMCA. “I thought those things were for dweebs,” he said.

His only means to make himself feel better was to achieve. He developed this strategy over years, starting in about eighth grade, and it continued right into the present. The fact that it didn’t work only made him try harder. He figured that someday, if he made enough money or grew his business big enough, he would feel happy inside. His entire life was based on that assumption. As he was growing up, no one told him or showed him any different, and as an adult he found no other route. So success became his mantra.

He was a proud man, and not about to reach out when he felt lonely or sad. Work hard, however, he could do. So the pattern continued: pain followed by hard work, followed by more pain, followed by more hard work. It was amazing, really, that he came to see me. He did so only because his family physician had insisted. “I went out and got all the things I was supposed to get, the pretty wife, the business, the house. Now, you tell me—where did I go wrong?”

His appreciation of the irony of his situation—having it all but enjoying none of it—deepened as the therapy progressed, leading him to bitter condemnations of himself, and pretty soon of me. “I’m a loser,” he would say. “I’m just another guy with an OK business.” Then, “Don’t you have any solutions? What a racket you have!” At the same time that he was beating up on himself and on me, he decided he wanted to meet with me more frequently.

I was basically treating a vitamin deficiency in this man, only the vitamin was human connection. At last, with me, he got a chance to be himself, for no gain other than the gain of connection. He could complain, be as cynical as he wanted, feel sorry for himself, ridicule me, put up no pretenses at all, and still find me wondering what he was really all about.

As we met more often he began to devalue me and the psychotherapy even more. “Nice work if you can get it” became his mocking refrain for the job of being a psychotherapist. He also began to criticize the way I dressed, the appearance of my office, and my casual demeanor. “You’d get eaten alive in the business world,” he chided. “Do you even own a suit? I just can’t see you closing a major deal.” At the same time, he started to feel better.

His self-condemnation began to subside as his anger found a target other than himself—me! One day he made the following interpretation: “You know, coming in here and getting down on you feels a lot like what my father did to me and what I do to myself every day. It makes me feel good, getting it off me and onto you.” He then thought of his wife and his mother and began to feel sad for having “dumped on them” even though they had both been good to him.

I then reminded Mr. G that “Nice work if you can get it” was a refrain from a love song.

He agreed that he had dismissed love, the way he had dismissed me.

“Well, that is interesting,” I said. “You used to say you had never felt love at all.”

He was discovering in his sessions with me a new aspect of life. While Mr. G had started off in therapy as driven, self-absorbed, unable to love, and feeling empty, he now was becoming filled—with anger and sadness. More and more a genuine person was emerging from the steel beams he’d lived within.

As true feelings emerged, he also began to joke around with me. Instead of just insulting me, he would tell me humorous stories from work, or jokes he’d heard on the radio. The cynicism in the room subsided, and the warmth began to increase. Mr. G began to relax as he started to trust me.

He also began to welcome his wife into the new world of emotion he was discovering. He began to joke around with her. “She’s got a great sense of humor,” he said. “I just have never tuned in to that.”

“Probably because you kept her at such a distance,” I replied.

He started to want to hear about the details of his wife’s day, about her life, not out of obligation but because he really wanted to hear. “Her day is more interesting than mine, why shouldn’t I want to hear about it?” he asked rhetorically, as if he had to justify an interest in his wife. She was a teacher. “I love hearing her stories about those kids. I don’t know why I didn’t get into this sooner,” he exclaimed to me. “My wife is in fact very cool!” Soon she asked him if they could have a child, and he agreed to start trying. Not long after that his wife became pregnant, and Mr. G began to think of what he would do for his child that had not been done for him. He also became more of an interactive manager at work, delegating more, setting up others for success.

All these changes happened gradually, and many details have had to be omitted here to condense the story. The unifying theme, though, was always the opening up of Mr. G’s capacity to connect. That capacity had been there all along; it was simply never developed. He learned the basics of connectedness with me, and it started to grow in his sessions with me, then quickly it spread to all other aspects of his life. This is the way with the feeling of genuine connection: once you have it in one place, you want to feel it everywhere.

When I looked at depression in the successful adults I treated in the eighties, I would see the themes of Mr. G over and over again. No matter how much success people had, they felt alone. That kind of isolation breeds depression.

A popular—and excellent—book that had come out shortly before that time (in 1979) was Christopher Lasch’s The Culture of Narcissism. Lasch looked at the same phenomenon I would be seeing in my practice and dubbed it narcissism—a generation and culture preoccupied with itself.

I took a different slant. In treating successful but depressed adults, I found that the solution to the pain they felt was for them to forge connections that mattered. A true narcissist is so self-absorbed that he can’t do this, but I did not find most of these people to be truly narcissistic. This is because, like Mr. G, they wanted to connect, given the chance and some encouragement. But they were caught in a culture that didn’t easily offer connections. The problem was not so much within the mind—that is, a narcissistic personality—as within the changing world. Community had broken down during the decades of this generation’s coming of age, starting in the 1960s.

The trend has only become more pronounced in the years since I first started thinking about it. This breakdown in the structures of community has led to what looks like widespread selfishness and narcissism but really is only the logical outcome of people’s not feeling connected to something larger than themselves. When the center of your world is yourself, you look pretty selfish.

But selfishness is the effect, not the cause. While it may look as if an increase in selfishness is the cause of the breakdown in community, it is actually the other way around. The selfishness that now appears to be rampant is actually emotional isolation.

Just look at Mr. G. He was never introduced to the kinds of connections that could have sustained him, so he turned with single-mindedness to success and achievement, neglecting his capacity to love. The real enemy was emotional isolation, from childhood on up. You can be the person in charge—as was Mr. G, as an adult—and still be emotionally isolated. Such people can look selfish and narcissistic. But unlike the true narcissist, they still carry the capacity to love, waiting, ready to be activated within them. They just need to learn how to connect, and then make time to do it.

The sources of connection the previous generation relied on have been trimmed way back. The family unit is in flux. Extended families are so extended that regular contact is rare. Politics, since the Vietnam War and Watergate, have spawned a hugely alienating cynicism that persists to this day.

Neighborhoods lack the cohesion they used to have. There is such mobility in our society that people come and go all the time. Mr. G experienced this as a child and suffered for it, in that he developed no lasting roots. While it is a great blessing that we all have the chance to improve our lives and get better jobs, one of the unfortunate consequences, sometimes, is that we do not put the time and effort into getting to know the neighborhood we move into. Why should we? We’ll be gone in a few years. Why set ourselves up for more losses than we have to? Our “neighborhood” then becomes the ersatz one of TV and the Net.

Churches, synagogues, and other places of worship try to make up for what’s missing. More and more, places of worship attract members not because of theology but because of the community programs they offer, the drama or reading group, the teen program. Or they may offer nonreligious services, like day care, grief counseling, and marriage counseling. People often “shop” for their place of worship not based upon denomination but upon these other, nonreligious factors. While God is still part of the message, human connection is often the more powerful drawing card. As Louise Conant, associate rector of Christ Church in Cambridge, Massachusetts, said to me, “It used to be that people came together in church on Sunday morning to celebrate the community that they had the rest of the week, and now they come to church on Sunday morning to find the community that they don’t have the rest of the week.”

Schools also have taken on much of the burden of trying to fill the connectedness gap, but they can’t do it all. I consult to many schools around the country, both elementary schools and high schools, and I hear of the same dilemma every place I go. The schools are being asked to do more than they can do. They are being asked to give children everything from values and table manners to organizational skills to friendships and clubs, as well as academic skills—not to mention self-esteem! We have to find more creative solutions than transferring the demands of the connectedness gap back onto the few institutions, like schools, that have survived.

The personal freedom this generation—my generation—worked so hard to achieve has exacted its price. The price is disconnection. You want the freedom to get divorced and leave a painful marriage? Fine. You want the freedom to stay away from church because of all the hypocrisy you see infecting it? Fine. You want to flee neighborhoods because they’re stultifying, or because you can make more money by moving? Fine. You want to postpone or avoid having children so you can develop your career and avoid making the same mistakes your parents made? Fine. You want to disconnect yourself from politics because you think it’s so corrupt? Fine. You want to put a wall up against members of the opposite sex because you don’t trust them? Fine. You want to stay away from your parents and other extended family members because they hurt or bore you so much when you see them? Fine.

But in exchange for the freedom to disconnect in all these ways, you will have to live with the voids you create.

Not only do I see the problem of disconnection in my practice, but I see evidence of it in the press every day, often in unlikely places—for example, the fashion pages of the New York Times. On March 24, 1998, Amy Spindler wrote, “Everyone watched the Academy Awards last night. Everyone has seen ‘Titanic.’ Everyone is on the Internet. Everyone wears the same 15 or so designer labels. So why is it that the more consumers have in common, the more isolated they feel and the more disconnected they feel from the culture and from one another?” She goes on to comment how Steven Meisel’s photography for a Calvin Klein advertising campaign “tapped into the latest spirit of the times: disconnection.… images depicting the height of isolation, figures in close proximity but with eyes never meeting.”

Eyes never meeting. We walk down the sidewalk and we look above, beyond, or away from the people who pass us by. There isn’t the familiarity or trust to offer a smile, so instead the gaze averts. Like figures in the Calvin Klein ad campaign, we stand near one another but we feel no connection. It bespeaks a massive problem, a problem that I have been seeing grow over the past twenty years. The problem that started as an increase in depression in young adults has billowed into widespread disconnection throughout our society. Old people talk of feeling cut off or isolated, as well as young people. Almost everyone recognizes a decline in civility, or that they get bad service more and more, or that their doctor doesn’t talk to them; or they recognize simply the disappearance of what I call the human moment: people talking to one another in person with interest.

We must work creatively to regain the company of one another. As one of my patients said to me, “We have to learn how to hang out together again.”

The patients I see now, at the end of the 1990s—as opposed to someone like Mr. G, from the 1980s—complain not so much of depression as of insecurity and worry. They are incredibly well connected electronically, but they feel overwhelmed with all they are connected to. They feel overwhelmed with the need to keep up, to pursue new opportunities while taking care of current business—the need to be ready for change, indeed to anticipate change, while staying on top of each day’s demands.

They worry they will not be able to make next year what they made this year, or they worry their business will get taken over, or they worry that they are becoming obsolete, even if they are not. Their real problem is that they have no stabilizing network of human connections to help them keep perspective.

What makes life so hard now is precisely what is making it so easy. The very tools that have opened up the economy—the tools of technology—are the tools that have made everyone feel vulnerable. As the advertisement says, the rules have changed. In this knowledge-based, global, speeded-up economy, I hear my patients who work in business, law, and even medicine tell me all the time, “The only constant is change.” Frenzy and worry have overtaken depression. You have no time to be depressed. You might lose your job!

One woman, Dr. L, came to see me to help her deal with insecurity in her job situation. A principal investigator (PI, for short) of a research team at a major hospital, this physician/scientist appeared to be on top of her profession. Indeed, she was. She had grants that would carry her research for two more years, she had a clinical practice that she enjoyed, and she had a happy marriage with two children. Another Mr. G—someone who seemed to have it all but wasn’t happy.

However, her reasons were different. Unlike Mr. G, she knew how to connect. Her problem was that the fast-changing world was becoming too much for her emotionally. Too much insecurity, too many bureaucratic demands, too many people depending on her, not enough downtime. It all added up to a woman who was doing extremely well but who felt she might collapse at any moment. “I am a living house of cards,” she said to me.

She lacked the stabilizing connections she needed, she lacked moorings in the rough sea of modern life—moorings like a sage mentor, or a belief in God, or just the security that she would have grant money for more than two more years!

“I run the lab, I’m the PI, so I am everyone else’s mentor. I don’t have a mentor anymore, only competitors. I go to these conferences in Washington where I am feted along with the other PIs, and we all congratulate each other, but the subtext is that we’re eyeing each other all the time, trying to see who is getting what. My research is good, so I know that a lot of them would love to see me fail. And I could deal with that, if all I had to do was research. But that is the least of my problems. I love doing research, but I hardly have any time to do research at all. Writing grant proposals is a full-time job in itself. Not to mention seeing my patients, and once in a while spending an evening with my family. Everything is out of balance, but for the life of me I can’t see how to fix it.”

This is the common dilemma now: so many obligations that it is hard to balance them all, but not enough security to cut back on any.

I wasn’t able to give Dr. L a solution, but in spending an hour with me now and then she started to calm down inside. It is amazing how powerful worrying out loud with another person can be. Indeed, my first law of worry control is simply “Never worry alone.” Dr. L worried with me. In the process she started to feel less vulnerable, more in control, less frantic. Perhaps I served as the mentor she no longer had, although I was not teaching her or directing her research. I filled a role in her life, and I gave her a time and a place where she could tend to herself.

I provided a stabilizing connection for Dr. L. This was more important than any solution I could have come up with. She was better at solutions than I was, anyway. She knew her life better than I did. But what I could offer was the time, place, and structure to connect. She took strength from our discussions. She also had a place to relax and laugh. Laughter is a good sign that a connection is strong.

Both Mr. G and Dr. L needed help in securing stronger connections: Mr. G to other people, and Dr. L to herself. In both cases, sitting down with another person—in this case, me—made a big difference.

The essence of making connection is the human moment, two people sitting together, talking, or even just sharing each other’s silent presence, but with concern for the other person. This certainly does not have to involve a psychotherapist, just any interested other person. But the human moment is disappearing from modern life as technology makes contact in person unnecessary and as the hurried pace makes it impossible.

A vast irony surrounds the current crisis of disconnection. It is that—electronically—never in human history have we been as connected as we are today. Indeed, the technological explosion of various forms of connection and communication in the past two decades may be the story of the twentieth century.

Technology has indeed worked miracles of connection. E-mail, faxes, FedEx, answering machines, cell phones, televisions, teleconferences, the Internet, and so on have put us in touch with one another in ways we’ve never been able to be before. Indeed, we are instantly reachable, anywhere, all the time.

The irony is that as electronic communication has grown, human connections have declined. We are close electronically. Yet we are far from one another personally. Our technology can separate us even as it is putting us in touch with people far away.

For example, my patients often pull a ringing cell phone out of their briefcases or pocketbooks during a session with me, all the while complaining of how they hate interruptions!

What is missing in the lives of most people is not electronic communication—indeed, that abounds!—but human connection, the feeling that you are an important part of something that matters. You can feel connected sitting quietly by a lake in Maine, and totally disconnected sitting with hundreds of people on a crowded subway or chatting with millions of people over the Internet.

I have worked with many couples whose relationship was on the rocks precisely because of an inability to regulate technology. How much TV to watch, how many hours to spend on the computer, how long to talk on the telephone—once humorous questions, now these are marriage-breaking dilemmas. One of my patients calls her husband’s computer “his plastic mistress.”

In working with patients who have attention deficit disorder (ADD), I often see how their bottom-line, cut-to-the-chase style proves advantageous in the business world, helping them get a lot done in a short period of time, while it proves a major hindrance in their intimate relationships. There, you must linger. It is distancing, for example, to state impatiently, “OK, so you love me, now what’s your next point?”

The hurried approach has caught on with everyone, everywhere, not just with patients who have ADD. Indeed, it is so common our whole culture looks like it has ADD, a condition I call pseudo-ADD, or socially induced ADD. If you don’t have ADD when you wake up in the morning in New York City, you have it by the time you go to bed.

I am not a Luddite wishing to turn back the clock. Modern life is exciting! The changes we have seen in the past fifty years are truly marvelous, but as with any massive change, unexpected consequences have occurred. As we’ve gained speed, we seem to have lost one another.

We don’t talk to one another face-to-face as much as we used to. Instead we leave a message, send an E-mail or fax.

Yes, we can contact more people in a shorter amount of time through the wizardry of technology, but these contacts are not building heartfelt connections. An astonishing study out of Carnegie Mellon University followed people for two years after they gained access to the Internet for the first time. Expecting to find evidence of how the Internet had improved connection in these people’s lives, the authors found just the opposite! “Greater use of the Internet,” they reported, “was associated with declines in participants’ communications with family members in the household, declines in the size of their social circle, and increases in their depression and loneliness.”*

Technology can be wonderful, indeed a godsend, and, used properly, a major ally of connectedness. We just have to learn how to use it right. Used right, technology does not impede human connectedness, it improves it. The mother who stays in touch with her son at college through E-mail, the shy person who meets people over the Internet, the business manager who improves service to customers through a Web page and an E-mail address, the physician who saves paperwork through a new computer system that allows him to spend more time talking to patients face-to-face—these are just a few examples of how technology strengthens the human connection.

But if we want to connect in a meaningful way, we have to slow down now and then. We have to listen. We have to make time for the human moment.

It may be that you have to turn off the TV now and then, or set aside chunks of time for just hanging out, or take on a responsibility you don’t want. This is not easy. But it isn’t impossible. For example, Orthodox Jews have a wonderful observance: from sundown Friday to sundown Saturday they can do no work. They can’t drive, they can’t talk on the telephone, they can’t go shopping. So, on that day they interact with one another, or they pray. They talk to the neighbors, they talk to their families, they go for walks. Their religion forces them to make time to connect—with one another, with their community, with God. Furthermore, as a group, Orthodox Jews are a high-achieving people, which gives the lie to the notion that so much down time leads to low productivity.

The challenge of today’s world is this: how do we hold on to both the cell phone and
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