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“No Big Words” Clause

It always bothers me when people use big words for no reason.

Simpler terms almost always get the job done better. Why “utilize” or “employ” big words when we can just use smaller ones? Sure, it might feel good to “exhibit” that you “wield” a “capacious” vocabulary, but you can still be a good writer with basic language. Big words tend to “obfuscate”—I mean cloud—the meaning of ideas. Sometimes they help make a point, but they can also box out readers.

Something similar happens in science. Scientific jargon has blurred the meaning of academic papers, preventing the public from following along. We must be better at communicating. Instead of assuming readers know what a presynaptic vesicle is, we can simply call it “a little pouch of neurotransmitters” and be on our merry way. Finding the simple way to explain things is far more constructive than packing sentences with jargon and hoping for the best. If scientists want to make a difference in the world, we must leave the gates open. In this book, you’re all invited in. Don’t get me wrong, we’ll cover tons of serious neuroscience, but it will be written for all audiences to appreciate. Just as doctors take the Hippocratic oath to do no harm, I am taking the oath to use no jargon.

With that said, some jargon is inevitable. Certain terms just need to be used. There’s no other way to say GABA (short for gamma-aminobutyric acid) than by saying GABA. But terminology can always be explained. As I wrote this book, I found myself using some scientific terms, so to make sure that nobody is left behind, I’ve written an appendix, which can be found on my website (benrein.com/book). In the appendix, I explain what several terms really mean and sometimes provide added topical commentary. If you see a plus sign on a word like this,+ it means there’s something in the appendix about it. I hope to see you there.




Introduction

Three Hard Truths About Our Social Lives

“HELLO?”

Picture this: It’s four p.m. on a Thursday, and you’re hunched over a computer feeling stressed and anxious. This week has been a nightmare; you’re working overtime on a huge project that totally sucks, and the deadline is coming up fast. With your stress mounting, you find it harder and harder to focus. You can’t wait for this project to be over, but it’s hard to imagine how you’ll get through it.

Feeling depleted, you lean back in your chair and close your eyes, taking a breath. Your body is begging you for rest, but you convince yourself that if you just work for a few more hours tonight, you’ll feel better tomorrow. You lean forward, refocusing your weary eyes on the screen. It feels wrong to go against your gut, but do you really have another choice?

As you reach this decision, your phone starts to buzz and light up on your desk. To your surprise, it’s an incoming call from an old friend you haven’t spoken to in years. What the heck could this be about? You glance back and forth between your phone and your computer, juggling the decision. Do you keep banging away at the project or take the call? For a moment, really try to put yourself in this position, and be honest: Would you pick up the phone?

It’s a tricky situation. On the one hand, you desperately want to get through this project. A distraction could be catastrophic. On the other hand, you’re curious why they’re calling. Maybe it’s good news? Or . . . what if it’s bad news? Are they just going to ask a favor? What if the conversation is awkward and you have to wiggle your way out?

Despite these concerns, something tells you to pick up the phone. The impulse takes over, and you answer the call.

“Hello?”

“Hey!”

What follows is a surprisingly fruitful and satisfying conversation. There’s no favor to be asked, no bad news to be shared, and no awkwardness to the exchange. Your old friend was simply thinking of you and wanted to check in. Together, you reminisce on familiar memories, laughing and sharing stories from the past. Before long, you have turned away from your computer and are engaged fully in the call, pouring your attention into the voice on the other end. After nearly an hour, you say your goodbyes and promise to call again soon. You really mean it.

Returning to your computer, you feel unexpectedly renewed and energized. Your mind is clear and you’re ready to take on the project, which suddenly doesn’t seem so overwhelming or daunting. You work comfortably for another hour or two, making far more progress than you’d expected.

*

We’ve all experienced something like this, right? Sometimes a good conversation is the perfect remedy for a sour mood, especially after you’ve gone a few days without a satisfying interaction. This is more than just a relatable anecdote; it’s supported by science. Studies show that people tend to leave conversations in a better mood and with less stress. These effects can compound over the long term: People who have more frequent interactions report greater well-being, while those with unmet social needs score lower.

Yes, interactions are natural mood-boosters, but that’s not all they can do for us. People who interact more are also at lower risk for dementia, heart failure, diabetes, depression, and anxiety. The support we get from our social systems has been shown to reduce vulnerability to stress and to increase pain tolerance. On the other hand, social isolation is one of the strongest known predictors of suicide. Clearly our social lives have a strong hand in shaping our health and well-being.

But that’s not all. Research suggests that our social lives might also shape our lifespan. It may sound ludicrous, but whether you tend to answer that call or let it buzz to your voicemail could influence the amount of time you have on Earth. One study tracked over three hundred thousand people for 7.5 years on average, during which some of the subjects naturally passed away. Remarkably, it was found that people who had weaker social relationships were 50 percent more likely to die during the study. To put that into perspective, that makes being isolated roughly twice as bad for you as being obese, and four times as bad as living in a highly polluted area.

Now, rewinding to our phone-call dilemma, were you thinking about your health while deciding whether to answer? Probably not, which would be entirely normal. We just don’t think about our social lives like this . . . but we should. As a neuroscientist studying the biology of social behavior, I believe that interpersonal connections are just as important as other pillars of health like exercise, sleep, and nutrition. However, we fail to prioritize them as such.

This is precisely the challenge we face today. Our world is currently facing a social problem, and the sooner we acknowledge that reality, the sooner we can begin working against it. This brings me to Hard Truth No. 1: We live in a divided world. There are many scapegoats we can point fingers at: an ever-growing surge in social media use, the COVID-19 pandemic, the rise of remote work, political polarization, and countless others. Regardless of who or what is to blame, we must recognize and appreciate that our social lives are receding, and that’s a huge problem.

Luckily, I do think this recognition is happening. I’ve been relieved to see the public conversation around isolation advance over the last few years. We’ve started to notice the headlines and hear the podcasts about our social problem. The best part is, there is an extremely obvious and simple solution: Socialize more! But have we really acted on this message? Has anything changed? Personally, I’ve seen very little in the way of community-building and coming together, only the continued presence of division forking our society. Why aren’t we doing enough to fix this? One guess is that we’re not fully appreciating the consequences of not interacting, so I’m here to bear some sour news that you probably don’t want to hear. We must take this issue seriously. That’s because of Hard Truth No. 2: Division is the enemy of brain health.

The human brain has been shaped through evolution to reward us for connection and punish us for isolation. As a result, we have so much to gain from socializing, and arguably even more to lose without it. We all know that we should really answer the phone more and make time for friends and family, but we’re seemingly not motivated enough to do something about it. I believe that part of the reason we’ve failed to act is because the current discussion around isolation is incomplete. We’ve heard that interaction is good for us and isolation is bad, but what does that really look like in the brain and body? The articles and podcasts haven’t really incorporated the neuroscience that shows us what’s truly at stake, and there’s a lot to share. Social connection penetrates deep into our inner workings, touching on countless systems within us. When we fail to prioritize connection, our biology can struggle in ways most people don’t realize. I believe that if we truly appreciate what’s at risk, we may be more motivated to act. After all, how can you be motivated to do something if you don’t know why you’re doing it?

Now, there’s one more hard truth to accept, and it will be the most difficult pill to swallow. While we tend to blame external factors like COVID-19 and remote work for our social problem, we must also recognize our own role. Modern humans behave in ways that can cast us into division, but it’s not all our fault. The human brain was shaped in a very different world from the one we inhabit today, and because of that, it doesn’t always do what we would consider the right or the best thing in today’s society. For example, we sometimes argue with strangers on the internet, we tend to empathize less with people who are unlike us, and we underestimate the value of giving compliments. These social pitfalls are obviously unhelpful for building connection, but they’re simply the result of how the brain is wired. As smart and capable as the brain is, it’s not a perfect organ. It has flaws that can get in the way of our connections. This brings up Hard Truth No. 3: The brain has internal shortcomings that can drive us apart.

If we hope to construct a society in which we truly choose and prioritize connection, I believe we must identify these barriers and address them head-on. Throughout this book, we will outline numerous bizarre things the brain does that can lead to division, explore why these pitfalls are built into our minds, and discuss what we can do about them. My goal is that by shining our headlights on these potholes in our social brains, we might be able to swerve and avoid them through thoughtful and deliberate action.

In today’s world, every person on Earth shares a common enemy: division. Humanity is quietly at war with an opponent that threatens our brain health and the future of our species. There’s only one way to defeat this opponent, and it’s incredibly simple: by coming together. This book will pull back the curtain on mountains of neuroscience research to help you understand the true nature of this battle. Together, we will ask: What, on a biological level, do interactions offer for the brain? What happens when we spend time with others, or when we’re left alone for too long? Does interacting with people online do anything for the brain? Does hanging out with your dog count? And what forces are lurking insidiously beneath the surface, tinkering with our brains to sabotage our connections? At times you will be shocked and mind-blown by the amazing science we’ll cover. You’ll come to question things you used to believe, and I hope you’ll find wonder in the incredible systems that operate within us.

Most important of all, if I do my job well enough, I hope you will be motivated to join hands with your fellow humans and join the fight against our common enemy.

*

I’ve been fascinated by social interactions since I was a child. I distinctly remember looking around my elementary school cafeteria and being captivated by the many tables of kids eating lunch around me. Some tables were quiet, occupied by the timidest of students, who sat in groups only because it was the appropriate thing to do. They would read books or stare down at their sandwiches to avoid conversation, and when the scarce interactions did occur, they were clumsy and unpleasant. Being one of the kids who read a lot of books, I often found myself seated at these tables. However, I felt socially deprived. I spent my lunch periods looking around and imagining myself sitting with my more animated and popular classmates. Everything was louder and more fun at those tables. It was a completely different social environment . . . one that I desperately wanted to be a part of.

Over several years of people-watching in childhood, I recognized that people have all sorts of different social habits. I started to imagine that sociability exists on a continuum—ranging from the quiet depths of shyness to the extreme outer limits of extroversion. Everyone exists somewhere on this spectrum. Where are you?
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I found myself returning to this idea over and over as I grew older, wanting to understand why we’re all so different. Fortunately I did eventually find my way to tables with other extroverts, but I never stopped looking around. I never stopped observing the beautiful variability of social behaviors on display, wondering about the operating systems that make us each unique.

When I got to college, I chose psychology as my major in hopes that maybe one day I could study those social differences. However, something felt off about my education. It felt sort of incomplete, like I was studying the wrong thing. It didn’t excite me in the way I expected. As I progressed through my courses, I slowly realized what it was: I was learning about behavior and why people did things, but I was truly more interested in the brain. Thinking back to my childhood idea of a social continuum, I realized that each student’s unique way of expressing themselves reflected some invisible differences in how their brain was functioning! I became fixated on pinpointing those differences. Why do some students’ brains feel more comfortable at the quiet tables, while others prefer to be interactive? Can we trace these social habits back to specific brain systems? It seemed that I had discovered my true passion in studying the brain, but there was a big problem . . . neuroscience scared the shit out of me.

I was completely intimidated by the subject. Changing my major to neuroscience would mean taking courses like biochemistry, genetics, and molecular biology, and I simply didn’t think I had what it took. Having struggled with self-confidence through my early life, I didn’t believe in myself. So instead of pursuing my dream, I continued studying psychology, hoping it would work out in the end. As much as I feared I was making a mistake, it felt like my only choice. I had a good GPA, and I didn’t want to risk ruining it by switching to neuroscience. With my head down, I sauntered toward a future I wasn’t sure I wanted.

Then, everything changed. Just three semesters before graduation, I experienced a terrifying nightmare that completely altered my life. In the dream I was an adult, with a family and a home. Everything was superficially normal, except I was haunted by an evil force that I couldn’t see, but it controlled my life. If I disobeyed this force, I would begin to shapeshift in horrifying ways: My arms and legs would bend in the wrong directions, my face would swell with fluid until the skin neared its breaking point, and sores would appear all over my skin. It was just as horrible as it sounds. At a pivotal point in the dream, the demonic force summoned me into the basement of my home. While it had always been invisible to me, I suddenly understood that it was about to reveal itself. I felt an incredible, terrible power surrounding me, filling me with dread and awe. My fear was indescribable. Then just as I felt the force overtake me, I awoke.

The sensation I experienced upon waking was equally powerful. I shot up from my creaky twin bed into a silent dark room. It was the middle of the night, but my body was electrified with adrenaline. I lay back down and attempted to gather myself, but I couldn’t shake the sensation of the nightmare. For some reason—of all the thoughts I could have had when I woke up—the one thing I couldn’t stop thinking about was, How the hell did my brain do that? I was amazed that a single organ could both generate such a complex nightmare—complete with vivid landscapes, unpredictable characters, and a compelling storyline—and simultaneously experience this dream, interacting with the characters and making decisions. How was all of this happening inside my brain?

That curiosity was the last straw. I was officially pushed over the edge. It was clear that I could no longer suppress my true desire to study neuroscience. I stayed up all night planning how I would change my academic path. The very next day, I spoke to my academic advisor, joined the student neuroscience club, and started reaching out to neuroscience labs to volunteer. I planned to continue studying social behavior, but now through a neuroscience lens. I hoped that maybe, just maybe, I would one day figure out why some students’ brains prefer to stare down at their sandwiches, while others’ like to play rowdily.

Looking back on my nightmare, I always wondered if that evil “force” was meant to represent my career. Perhaps my subconscious mind intended to warn me that I was heading toward an uncomfortable future, where my career dominated my life. Being in the wrong career, I would have to do things I didn’t want to do and be transformed into a version of myself I don’t identify with. Maybe it was never going to reveal itself to me in the dream after all. Instead, perhaps it was planning to reveal the truth to me in real life, in those moments after I woke up and couldn’t stop thinking about the brain. I also wonder if perhaps the force I nearly met in the dream somehow was my subconscious, coming to scare me into noticing the mistake I was making.

Of course, this story has a happy ending. I went on to do a PhD in neuroscience at SUNY Buffalo, and I did just fine in those scary courses with big long names that I thought I’d fail. After my PhD, I was hired at Stanford University to continue working as a neuroscientist. I’m honored to say that I’ve published over twenty scientific articles examining how the social brain works. My research has explored how our genes shape our social behaviors, how drugs like MDMA enhance empathy, how social motivation can be influenced by environmental pressures, why people treat one another brutally on social media, how interpersonal interventions can prevent suicides, and even how to measure social interactions in mice. I’m proud of my younger self for having the courage to take on a challenge that felt terrifying, but necessary.

Through my service in the field of neuroscience, I’ve learned amazing things about the science of our interactions that I can’t wait to share with you in this book. And if you’re anything like me in that you find neuroscience intimidating, don’t worry. This book is for you. Aside from my work in the lab, I’ve also had the delight of teaching neuroscience on social media, sharing the beauty and mystery of the brain with anyone willing to listen. I’ve challenged myself to develop my science communication skills because I believe that anyone can learn about the brain if the information is presented the right way. We all have one, and we deserve to understand it. I’ve written this book accordingly, so that everyone can access that knowledge.

It’s not breaking news that we have a social problem. I’m sure many books published in the coming years will diagnose just how isolated we’ve become. This is not one of them. This book isn’t just here to tell you things you already know, about how lonely we are and how the modern world is changing. I intend to dive deeper, guiding you through the mysterious biology of the brain and explaining the significance of these changes for our health and well-being. These pages will not merely explain that you need connection but will show you why. We will answer myriad questions about the pink squishy machine in your head that desperately wants company. We’ll cover a tremendous amount of science carried out over several decades across multiple continents. And while you probably haven’t heard of these studies before or read them yourself, they hold the potential to seriously change your life.

Key Takeaways


1. Social connection is crucial for well-being. It’s not just a nice-to-have; it’s as vital as exercise, sleep, and nutrition. However, we tend to neglect it as a key component of our health.

2. Social connection has profound health benefits. It’s linked to a lower risk of dementia, heart failure, diabetes, depression, and anxiety. It is even associated with increased pain tolerance and a longer lifespan.

3. The public conversation around isolation has failed to incorporate the underlying neuroscience. This book will clarify what’s truly at stake.

4. We must recognize three hard truths about social interaction:


1: We live in a divided world. External factors like social media, the pandemic, and political polarization have widened our social gaps.

2: Division is the enemy of brain health. The brain is wired to reward connection and punish isolation, making division a serious threat to well-being.

3: The brain has internal shortcomings that can drive us apart. Our neural wiring has bugs and biases that can hinder connection. Understanding these natural shortcomings can help us build more effective social lives.





To view the references cited in this chapter, please visit benrein.com/book.
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‘An exquisite book that reminds us our minds aren't soloists
but symphony players: we are wired for connection.”
DAVID EAGLEMAN, PHD, AUTHOR OF INCOGNITO AND LIVEWIRED
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