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Missing your hugs?
Why touch is so important and can even mean living longer

Libby Galvin

MANY of us long to see our loved ones, and millions won't have had so much as a hug from a
friend or family member in months — so the first thing you may want when you reunite is to
embrace.

Yet, in a recent poll 59 per cent of people questioned said they would no longer greet
others with a kiss, a hug, or even a handshake in future, for fear of spreading germs.

While such strategies may help cut the risk of catching coronavirus, science tells us
a lack of physical contact may have knock-on implications for our health — and may
even make us more likely to pick up infections.

A survey from early last year shows how much our attitude to human contact has changed since
the pandemic.

Conducted between January 21 and March 30 (covering the nine weeks before, and a week into
the first lockdown), it found that 72 per cent of people had a positive attitude toward touch and 43
per cent felt society was not ‘touchy' enough — even before restrictions were introduced. The data,
collected by researchers at Goldsmiths, University of London, from 40,000 participants in 112
countries, also showed that touch had benefits on mood and health (albeit self-reported).

"People who reported having received touch more recently tended to report higher levels of
wellbeing and feeling less lonely," says Michael Banissy, a professor of psychology at Goldsmiths,
who led the study. "This is in line with what we know from other work showing that 'affective'
touching, such as stroking or hugging, that has an emotional aspect, can lower blood pressure,
reduce stress and feelings of pain.

"It can also benefit our immune systems, improving the response of our cells against infection."

A study published in the journal Psychological Science in 2015 examined the role of hugs in
fighting infectious disease. Psychologists at Carnegie Mellon University in the US questioned 404
participants about their social support, interpersonal conflict (any type of strain in relationships)
and how much they'd been hugged in a two-week period, before exposing them to a common cold
virus. Volunteers were then monitored in quarantine.

Those who'd had the most hugs were less likely to develop a cold — and if they did, they showed
milder signs of illness. The researchers proposed that hugging and social support lowered levels of
stress hormones such as cortisol, which can have a damaging effect on immunity.

"Studies over the past 10 to 15 years show that the best predictor of your mental and
physical wellbeing and health is the number of close friends you have — with whom
you do all these touching activities," says Robin Dunbar, a professor of evolutionary
psychology at the University of Oxford.

"Touch triggers a set of specialised nerves in the skin that go directly to the brain and stimulate
the release of endorphins, neurotransmitters [chemical messengers] involved in the pain system.

"It creates the same feelings as we get from morphine, to which endorphins are chemically
related, but without the addictive properties. This reward system forms the basis of bonding in
primates.’
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Prof Banissy adds: "Touch plays a really important role from the earliest stages of life; it's deeply
linked to how we form social bonds, and these have been shown to be one of the biggest
predictors of mortality.'

So, although a year of social distancing has heightened awareness of how close
contact can spread infection, there is such a thing as being too cautious, experts
say.

"Interpersonal touch is a major part of our everyday lives — something we may not have thought
about before," says Dr Natalie Bowling, who also worked on the study at Goldsmiths.

"Hugs in particular have a communicative value, demonstrating empathy. In our survey in the
early days of the pandemic, 54 per cent of people said they had too little touch in their lives.

"Only 3 per cent said they had too much. Other research has shown that the proportion of people
missing touch has increased to 60 and 70 per cent since then.

"We know that touch has a powerful effect in reducing our stress response, and so this is likely to
negatively impact stress levels among people lacking touch."

In fact, a new study by psychologists at University College London and Royal Holloway,
University of London, could be the first to show the effects of touch deprivation on mental health
during Covid-19.

In a study of 1,746 participants in the UK, France and Mexico who had been practising social
distancing or had been in lockdown for an average of 46.1 days, they found that the more
participants lacked touch, the higher their self-reported scores for anxiety, loneliness and poor
mental health.

"We are born with a biologically prescribed need for social care and comfort, and a life-long need
for social attachment," says Aikaterini Fotopoulou, a professor of psychodynamic neuroscience at
University College London, who led the study (which is yet to be peer-reviewed). "Without
appropriate physical touch, we are deprived of this 'contact comfort' and we become worse at
regulating negative emotions."

However, not everyone is craving a cuddle. The study showed that desire for contact was related
to personality type.

"Individual differences and context are important — not everybody likes hugs," says Dr Bowling.
"While most people report positive attitudes towards touch, a significant proportion in our study
— 27 per cent — reported negative feelings. People who are more introverted tended to dislike
touch more than extraverted people.

"Context is important, too — two-thirds of people said they would dislike being touched by a
stranger. So it's important to acknowledge that while there are many health benefits associated
with touch in certain contexts, not all forms of touch are beneficial to all people. A hug may not
always be welcome."

But will those of us who do want a hug find our need for affection is snubbed by friends and
family when restrictions ease?

Probably not, say psychologists. "Covid-19 restrictions have been applied for a relatlvely short
period in comparison to our long evolution of social attachment and touch needs," says Prof
Fotopoulou. "We will definitely return to hugs."

Prof Dunbar goes further, predicting a deluge of hugs, cuddles and squeezes as soon as it's safe.

"Once we decide Covid-19 has disappeared and we won't get infected, we'll be back to normal.
This happened after the Spanish flu in 1920. Remember what followed — the Roaring Twenties,
the biggest street party since the age of the Regency beaus."
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For better or worse, working from home is here to stay

PUBLISHED THU, MAR 11 20218:00 AM EST
Jessica Dickler

“If it wasn’t for Covid, I would be in Seattle,” said Andrew Sager, a recent graduate who was
hired as a software developer for Microsoft.

Instead of moving to Washington state last August, the 23-year-old went to Miami to work
remotely and live with friends with similar arrangements.

One year into the coronavirus pandemic, employers, particularly tech
companies like Microsoft, Twitter, Square, Spotify, Shopify and Amazon, are increasingly
adopting extended work-from-home policies.

When Microsoft announced its new guidelines, which includes allowing employees to work from
home full time with approval or move to a new location with salaries adjusted based on
geography, Sager said he decided not to focus on what he was losing but rather what he was
gaining.

Although he is giving up face time with co-workers and senior leaders at the company, he has the
opportunity to live wherever he wants or move around.

“Who knows? I can be anywhere,” he said.

Not unlike Microsoft’s “hybrid model.” which also allows employees to work remotely part of the
time, employees at Spotify can choose whether they’d prefer to work full time from home, from
the office or a combination of the two.

Facebook is allowing certain employees to work remotely full time as part of its new policy. And
Twitter told employees they can continue working from home ““forever” if they wish.

For the most part, workers applaud this new approach. Vaccinated or not, more than half of
employees said that, given the option, they would want to keep working from home even
after the coronavirus crisis subsides, according to a survey by the Pew Research Center.

For the most part, workers applaud this new approach. Vaccinated or not, more than half of
employees said that, given the option, they would want to keep working from home even after the
coronavirus crisis subsides, according to a survey by the Pew Research Center.

Before the Covid-19 outbreak, only 7% of workers in the U.S. had access to a “flexible
workplace” benefit, or telework, according to another report by the Pew based on data from the
Bureau of Labor Statistics’ most recent National Compensation survey.

Those workers were mostly managers, white-collar professionals and highly paid.

Of course, not all workers have the ability to work from home, even now. There’s a clear class
divide between workers who can and cannot telework, Pew also found.
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For those who can work from home for the first time, the new policies offer a reprieve from long
commutes and lost time with family. They also allow workers to move to other potentially less
expensive or more desirable locations, further from city centers or office complexes.

But telecommuting has been especially challenging, isolating and stressful, particularly for parents
of young children.

For younger workers just starting out, there is also a cost.

It’s nearly impossible to cultivate relationships over Zoom, Slack or Microsoft Teams and the
same goes for connecting with a mentor — something that has proven to be especially beneficial
over the course a career.

“For a new person, it’s much more difficult to establish close and strong connections,” said Kevin
Davis, founder and executive director of First Workings, a nonprofit that helps low-income
students in New York secure paid internships and mentorships in the business community.

“That’s the sort of social capital that money can’t buy.”

After graduating last May, Ernesto Morales-Valiente was hired by Amazon as a software engineer.
But, like Sager, Morales-Valiente didn’t move to Seattle either. Instead, the 23-year-old from
Hackettstown, New Jersey, is living in New York City to be near friends.

Despite virtual happy hours and game nights with his new co-workers, trying to socialize with
people he has never met in person is “really awkward,” he said.

Yet Morales-Valiente said he prefers working remotely.
“I think my career progress will be delayed a little bit, but it will happen,” he said.

Even for those companies that are planning a return to the office, it could still take months or even
years to unwind last year’s sudden change in office culture, which is now the new normal.

Employers expect nearly 2 in 5 employees will still be working remotely at the end of 2021,
compared with 57% who work remotely now, although that varies by industry, according to a
recent report by Willis Towers Watson, a benefits consulting firm.

At that point, most employers said they may make it voluntary for some and mandatory for others
or adopt some sort of flexible weekly schedule, according to a separate report from The
Conference Board.

Davis advises younger workers to jump at the chance to return.

“If and when those companies do go back, I suggest they get into the office as fast as they can,” he
said.
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R’ Yisrael Meir Druk
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5. Eizehu Mekoman

6. Eish Tamid
R’ Yisrael Meir Druk
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9. Chizkuni
1250-1310

9o TR M23, “it (all of it) must be consumed in one house;” according
to the plain meaning this means that the Passover lamb must be
consumed in the house of the owner. No parts of it may be sent to
friends or acquaintances. When one consumes something in a hurry one
does not have time to attend to such niceties. These considerations are
only in place when one sits down to a meal that has been carefully
prepared and is consumed at one’s leisure. This is also one of the reasons
why the Torah forbade any Israclite to leave his home during that night

until morning.

10. R’ Don Yitzchak
Abarbanel

1437-1508
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11. ‘Meshech Chochma
R’ Meir Simcha of Dvinsk
1843-1926
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The Gemara returns to its discussion of prophecies of consolation that are
related to those in the book of Hosea. And Rabbi Elazar said: What is
the meaning of that which is written: “And many peoples shall go and
say: Go and let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of
the God of Jacob; and He will teach us of His ways, and we will walk in
His paths” (Isaiah 2:3)? The Gemara notes that Jacob is the only Patriarch
mentioned and asks: Is He the God of Jacob and not the God of
Abraham and Isaac?

Rather, the verse specifically mentions Jacob to allude to the fact that the
Temple will ultimately be described in the same way that Jacob referred
to it. It will not be referred to as it was referred to by Abraham. It is
written of him that when he prayed at the location of the Temple
mountain, he called it mount, as it is stated: “As it is said on this day:
On the mount where the Lord is seen” (Genesis 22:14). And it will not
be referred to as it was referred to by Isaac. It is written of him that he
called the location of the Temple field when he prayed there, as it is
stated: “And Isaac went out to meditate in the field”” (Genesis 24:63).
Rather, it will be described as it was referred to by Jacob, who called it
house, as it is stated: ‘“And he called the name of that place Beth-EI”
(Genesis 28:19), which means house of God.

16. Pesachim 88a
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17. Benching
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May the Merciful One bless my father, my teacher, the master of this house,

and my mother, my teacher, the mistress of this house; them, their houschold,

their children and all that is theirs.
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18. Devarim
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19. Midrash
Mechilta D'Rebbe Yishmael
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20. Rambam
Hilchos Korban Pesach
Perek 9
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21. Rambam
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Introduction to Zevachim
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Rav Huna, son of Rav Yehoshua, said to Rava: And
according to the tanna of the aforementioned baraita,
concerning the dispute between Rabbi Meir and Rabbi
Ya’akov, what is different with regard to the Paschal

offering, that he calls it the offering of an individual?

And what is different with regard to the Festival
peace-offering, which is eaten with the Paschal
offering, that he calls it a communal offering? If this
distinction is because the Festival peace-offering is

brought by a multitude, i.e., the entire nation brings it,

the Paschal offering is also brought by a multitude,

not as an individual offering. Rava replied: There is the

second Pesah, which is not brought by a multitude,
and therefore the fanna does not call the Paschal
offering a communal offering.

22. Yuma 51a
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23. Zevachim 114b

Rabba said: The reason of Rabbi Shimon is not based upon: “You shall not do,” as
Reish Lakish claims, but upon another verse. As it is taught in a baraita that Rabbi
Shimon says: From where is it derived that one who slaughters his Paschal offering
on a private altar at a time when it is prohibited to sacrifice offerings on private
altars violates a prohibition? The verse states: “You may not sacrifice the Paschal
offering within any of your gates; but at the place that the Lord your God shall choose
to cause His name to dwell in, there you shall sacrifice the Paschal offering”
(Deuteronomy 16:5-6).

One might have thought that even at a time when it is permitted to sacrifice offerings
on private altars this is so. Therefore, the verse states: “Within any [be’ahad] of your
gates,” which indicates that I said this prohibition to you only when all of the Jewish
people enter the Temple through one [ehad] gate in order to sacrifice their offerings.
When there is no permanent communal altar, it is permitted to slaughter the Paschal
offering on a private altar.
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R’ Moshe Zvi Neria
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25. Fish Tamid
R’ Yisrael Meir Druk
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26. Rashi (Shemos 12) % @372 PUTPp) it

"M 0k wnen AND THEY SHALL SLAUGHTER IT etc. — Bur did
they all slaughter it (one alone did this on behalf of the company formed
to cat that particular lamb; cf. Chullin 29b)? But we derive from this
statement the legal principle that a man’s agent is as himself (this is
derived from the fact that although one alone slaughtered the lamb on
behalf of many, Scripture still states: they shall slaughter it) (Mekhilta
d'Rabbi Yishmael 12:6:2; Kiddushin 41b).

27. Sefer Ha'Chinuch
Mitzvah #13

28. Ha'Seder Ha'Aruch
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Gevuros Hashem (36)
R’ Yehudah Loew qf Prague

29. Maharal
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30.

31. Primo Levi

When the broken window was repaired and the stove began
to spread its heat, something seemed to relax in
everyone, and at that moment Towarowski (a Franco-Pole
of twenty-three, with typhus) proposed to the others
that each of them offer a slice of bread to us three
who had been working. And so it was agreed.

Only a day before this would have been inconceivable.
The law of the camp said: "Eat your own bread, and if

To do otherwise would
have been suicidal. The offer of sharing bread was the

you can, that of your neighbor.'

first human gesture that occurred among us. I believe
that that moment can be dated as the beginning of the
change by which we who had not died slowly changed from
Haftlinge [prisoners] to men again.
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32. Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik
1903-1993

Rabbi Efrem Goldberg Page #23 Boca Raton Synagogue




Rabbi Efrem Goldberg Page #24 Boca Raton Synagogue




Rabbi Efrem Goldberg Page #25 Boca Raton Synagogue




Rabbi Efrem Goldberg Page #26 Boca Raton Synagogue




COVID-19 Is Making America's Loneliness T] ME
Epidemic Even Worse

JAMIE DUCHARME

33.

Driving around her Kearney, Missouri neighborhood is both respite and torture for Kathie Hodgson. She

likes seeing other people out and about; it reminds her what life was like before COVID-19. But Hodgson, a
41-year-old teacher who lives alone after a recent divorce, says seeing happy families playing in their yards
or walking their dogs can also send her plunging deep into a spiral of loneliness.

“You know, as much as I have valued my independence in the past year, it’s finally hitting me that I would
like to curl up on the couch with somebody at night,” Hodgson says.

The irony, Hodgson says, is she was thrilled to live alone before the coronavirus pandemic hit, enjoying her
“me time” and the newfound ability to date and see friends whenever she wanted—not long ago, she lived
with her kids (who recently grew up and moved out) and a partner (who she recently divorced). But now that
she’s confined to her apartment almost 24 hours a day, she is feeling the emptiness of her home acutely.

“Some days I smile and feel okay,” Hodgson says. “And other days I curl up in a ball and wonder if this goes
on too much longer, will I be able to take it mentally? Can I last sanely living alone for months—a year?”

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, public-health experts were concerned about an epidemic of
loneliness in the U.S. The coronavirus has exacerbated that problem, with most face-to-face
socializing for people still under lockdown orders indefinitely limited to members of their own
households. For the 35.7 million Americans who live alone, that means no meaningful social contact
at all, potentially for months on end.

Experts are rightly concerned about the mental health ramifications of this widespread isolation,
especially since there’s no agreed-upon tipping point at which acute loneliness transitions into a
chronic problem with long-term consequences. A group of doctors from Boston Children’s Hospital
and Harvard Medical School warned in an April 22 commentary published in the Annals of Internal
Medicine that physical distancing and stress caused by the pandemic, combined with rising firearm
sales, could worsen the suicide crisis the U.S. has already been weathering for more than a decade.

On the other hand, some mental health advocates are optimistic that COVID-19 will finally give loneliness
the mainstream recognition it deserves—possibly paving the way for a more socially connected future.

For such a common experience, loneliness is surprisingly slippery to define clinically. Loneliness is
not included in the DSM-5, the official diagnostic manual for mental health disorders, but it goes
hand-in-hand with many conditions that are. It’s often lumped together with social isolation, but
the two concepts are different. Social isolation is an objective indicator of how much contact
somebody has with other people, whereas loneliness is “the subjective feeling of isolation,” says Dr.
Carla Perissinotto, a geriatrician at the University of California, San Francisco who studies
loneliness. Being alone doesn’t necessarily mean you’re lonely, nor does being around people mean
you’re not, Perissonotto says. Loneliness is a feeling only the person experiencing it can truly
identify.

It can also be difficult to untangle whether loneliness is a symptom or a cause of a larger health issue: does
someone withdraw socially because they’re depressed, or do they become depressed because they’re lonely?
In any case, studies show chronic loneliness has clear links to an array of health problems, including
dementia, depression, anxiety, self-harm, heart conditions and substance abuse. People without social
support also have lower chances of full recovery after a serious illness than people with a strong network,
studies show. The health consequences of loneliness are often likened to the effects of smoking 15
cigarettes a day—and far more common. While the most recent data show just 14% of American adults and
about 5% of high school teenagers smoke cigarettes, a January report from health-insurer Cigna suggested
around 60% of American adults felt some degree of loneliness, even before the COVID-19 pandemic hit.

Since lockdowns and stay-at-home orders were instated, roughly a third of American adults report feeling
lonelier than usual, according to an April survey by social-advice company SocialPro. Another survey, also
in April, for financial research group ValuePenguin, put the number even higher, at 47%. If the stereotype of
a lonely person is a frail, elderly adult who lives alone, the coronavirus pandemic has exposed the truth that
was there all along: anyone, anywhere, of any age can experience loneliness.

SocialPro’s survey of 1,228 people ages 18 to 75 predominantly living in English-speaking countries found
that at least 20% of respondents from each age group polled were lonelier than usual as a result of
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coronavirus. Millennials were among the most likely age groups to feel lonely before COVID-19, research
shows, and that’s no different now; 34% of millennials in the survey said they were “always or often”
lonelier due to the pandemic.

Gender wasn’t a predictor, either: about 25% of women and 30% of men said they felt coronavirus-related
loneliness. Nor does living situation necessarily dictate feeling. Caitrin Gladow, 41, has spent the last two
months at home in New Orleans with her husband and three young kids—but she says she’s never felt
more alone. She says she has zero emotional energy for self-care, since she’s juggling work, home-
schooling and regular parenting while dealing with “paralyzing” stress and anxiety and the grief of losing
people in her community to coronavirus. On top of that, she says, there’s the guilt for feeling
overwhelmed when so many people are worse off.

“Even in a house full of screaming children who I love more than anything, I find that I feel
especially vulnerable,” Gladow says. She feels an unspoken pressure “to be the glue of the family,
and I’m trying not to let them down, but in the process I’m crumbling.”

And of course, elderly adults remain at high risk of loneliness. Given their susceptibility to serious
COVID-19 infections, older adults are likely to be even more cut off from outside life. NORC at the
University of Chicago found the coronavirus pandemic has made about a third of adults 70 and older
lonelier than usual.

In other words, loneliness is everywhere, especially now. “This is a huge topic, but it’s been kind of
sidelined,” Perissinotto says. “Now everyone is forced to look at this in a different way. We can’t keep
ignoring this.”

Technology has emerged as an imperfect solution. Video-chat platforms like Zoom are surging in
popularity, and nearly every social media network is billing itself as a way to stay connected with friends
virtually. Instagram in March introduced a new feature that lets friends view posts together over video
chat, specifically to foster bonding during COVID-19 isolation. Telecom companies like Samsung have
donated smart devices to help people in quarantine stay connected.

There are also community groups attempting to make digital communication more meaningful. Some
existed before COVID-19 but have expanded to meet surging demand, like Let’s Be Authentic, a
Philadelphia-area social group that pairs up members for weekly video chats and communication
exercises. It has seen a noticeable uptick in use of its online programs, a company representative says.
And in Maryland, the state’s Department of Aging has adapted a program that provided daily automated
wellness checks for seniors so that any elderly person who signs up also gets a personalized phone call
from a volunteer at least once a week. “They know someone is there for them should they need it, and that
alone makes you feel good,” says department secretary Rona Kramer.

Other groups have popped up in direct response to the crisis. A group of Cornell students built the
platform Quarantine Buddy to match up users with similar interests for virtual conversations, and has so
far attracted 8,000 people in 64 countries, ranging in age from 18 to 80.

But research suggests not everyone benefits equally from digital interactions. Several studies have
found that tools like video chats and instant messages may help elderly adults feel less lonely,
especially if they’re physically isolated from others and cannot otherwise socialize. But,
interestingly, research shows that loneliness may subside for younger adults when they reduce
their social media usage. In regular life, that may be because endless scrolling through other
people’s social-media posts makes young people feel left out, or it may be because it’s replacing
valuable in-person moments; under COVID-19 lockdown, social media may simply serve as a
painful reminder of their loved ones’ physical absence. In ValuePenguin’s recent survey, 10% of
respondents said video chats only make them feel lonelier.

Jessica Pflugrath, a 27-year-old freelance writer and editor who lives alone in Brooklyn, New York, has
been relying on video chats to stay connected with her friends, but she says they bring a nagging feeling of
unease. The ebb and flow of an in-person conversation doesn’t always translate to video, and she doesn’t
like the pressure of having to be “on” all the time; she also doesn’t like how easily digital conversations
lend themselves to distraction. “There’s a lack of feeling present with people, in general,” she says.

But with few other options available, people should probably make the best of virtual platforms, says
Rudolph Tanzi, vice chair of neurology and director of the genetics and aging research unit at
Massachusetts General Hospital. Stress related to loneliness can trigger inflammation in the body, he says,
which in turn is linked to a host of chronic conditions. In the current context, social interaction is just as
important for quelling that stress response as physical behaviors like getting enough sleep, exercising,
practicing yoga or meditation, and following a balanced diet, he says.
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“We use the term ‘social distancing’ but it’s completely the wrong term,” Tanzi says. “You want ‘physical
distancing.” That doesn’t exclude social interaction via some of these internet platforms.”

How much emotional benefit you get from virtual communication may come down to your mindset, says
Jenny Taitz, an assistant clinical professor of psychiatry at the University of California, Los Angeles. “If we
write off a friend texting us,” she says,”we’re not going to be able to enjoy or savor the dose of connection
that they’re offering us.” Studies have shown that feeling socially supported can make a measurable
difference for mental health, regardless of how much socializing you’re actually doing.

Christine-Marie Liwag Dixon, 30, has had years of practice communicating virtually. Most of Dixon’s family
are in the Philippines, but she and her husband live in the New York suburbs, so extended family gatherings
are rare. “I have more than a dozen cousins, and we’ve never all been in the same room,” she says. For years,
Dixon has had to get by on small gestures of love, like a text or a picture of an especially good meal. That
can be enough, if you frame it right, she says. “Even little, sporadic reminders like that remind us that no
matter how far apart we are, even if we don’t see each other regularly...we still love each other, we’re still
connected and we’re still a family.”

But for truly lasting change, the health care system also needs to buy in. A February report from the
National Academy of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine concluded that health professionals should be
screening seniors for loneliness, and entering warning signs into patients’ medical records just like any
other condition. In the wake of COVID-19, that may become best practice for patients of all ages. The
report’s authors also called on the government and health insurers to fund research into loneliness’ causes,
effects and cures, and pushed for awareness campaigns about the scope of the problem among people of all
ages. What can help now? Mindfulness training and cognitive behavioral therapy can be valuable anti-
loneliness tools for people young or old, since reframing the way one perceives social support can make an
appreciable difference in feelings of loneliness, Taitz says. And these techniques can be easily taught by a
mental health professional over telehealth platforms, she adds.

At the very least, COVID-19 is making loneliness easier to talk about, which could encourage people who
struggle with it to seek help or reach out to connections they do have, Perissinotto says. There’s a certain
amount of stigma attached to any mental illness, but loneliness can be uniquely uncomfortable to talk
about. It can feel like a personal failing to admit you don’t have the social network you want, and there’s a
tendency for others to blame the victim, Perissinotto says. In one 1992 Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin study, for example, participants rated a fictional lonely person as less likable, social, competent and
attractive than a non-lonely person. Experts hope that the fact that loneliness is now mainstream and
easier than ever to talk about will finally change that perception.

Claire Lejeune, a 24-year-old photographer who lives in Los Angeles, says she’s not a lonely person by
nature; her job, after all, involves being around people, and she’s active and social in her personal life. But
when two of her roommates left her apartment to shelter in place elsewhere and the third began keeping
mostly to himself, she says she found herself truly lonely for the first time she can remember—and
somewhat uncomfortable with that realization.

“I’m privileged and I’'m not doing as terribly as some people are in quarantine. I felt kind of bad to even say
that I’'m lonely because it’s like, ‘Oh, woe is she,”” Lejeune says. But when she decided to tweet about her
feelings, she says she was met with a wave of support from people going through the same thing.

“There was definitely a sense of community within the loneliness,” Lejeune says. “Everyone can relate to
it.”
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The Pandemic Has Erased Entire Categories of Friendship b
The Atlantic

There’s a reason you miss the people you didn’t even know that well.

AMANDA MULL
JANUARY 27,2021

A few months ago, when millions of Americans were watching the Netflix series Ewily in

Paris because it was what we had been given that week, I cued up the first episode and was beset
almost immediately by an intense longing. Not for travel, or for opportunities to wear beautiful
clothes—two commonly cited high points in an otherwise charmless show—but for sports.
Specifically, watching sports in a packed bar, which is what the titular character’s boyfriend is doing
when the viewer meets him.

The scene is fleeting, and it’s also pretty bad. It doesn’t come close to capturing the sweaty intensity
of a horde of nervous fans, poised to embrace each other in collective joy or drink through despair. I
know this because I am, sometimes unfortunately, a person who has spent a good chunk of her adult
social life watching sports in bars, both with my actual close friends and with 500 or so fellow
travelers at the New York City bar that hosts expatriated University of Georgia alumni during
college-football season.

During the pandemic, I’ve been able to maintain, on an outdoor TV, the ability to watch a game with
a couple of my closest buddies, which is a balm. But the other experience—the one Ewily in Paris was
trying to portray—has been lost entirely. In noticing all the ways the show misunderstood its joys, 1
realized how much I missed it, and especially how much I missed all of those people I only sort of
know. Of the dozens of fellow fans and bar employees I'd greet with a hug on a normal fall Saturday,
I follow only a handful of them on social media; for most of the others, I know only their first name,
if that. But many comforted me through mutual, bone-deep disappointment, or sprayed champagne
at me in exhilaration.

In the weeks following, I thought frequently of other people I had missed without fully realizing it.
Pretty good friends with whom I had mostly done things that were no longer possible, such as trying
new restaurants together. Co-workers I didn’t know well but chatted with in the communal kitchen.
Workers at the local coffee or sandwich shops who could no longer dawdle to chat. The depth and
intensity of these relationships varied greatly, but these people were all, in some capacity, my friends,
and there was also no substitute for them during the pandemic. Tools like Zoom and FaceTime,
useful for maintaining closer relationships, couldn’t re-create the ease of social serendipity, or bring
back the activities that bound us together.

Understandably, much of the energy directed toward the problems of pandemic social life
has been spent on keeping people tied to their families and closest friends. These other
relationships have withered largely unremarked on after the places that hosted them closed.
The pandemic has evaporated entire categories of friendship, and by doing so, depleted the
joys that make up a human life—and buoy human health. But that does present an
opportunity. In the coming months, as we begin to add people back into our lives, we’ll now
know what it’s like to be without them.

American culture does not have many words to describe different levels or types of friendship, but
for our purposes, sociology does provide a useful concept: weak ties. The term was coined in 1973 by
the Stanford sociologist Mark Granovetter, and it comprises acquaintances, people you see
infrequently, and near strangers with whom you share some familiarity. They’re the people on the
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periphery of your life—the guy who’s always at the gym at the same time as you, the barista who
starts making your usual order while you’re still at the back of the line, the co-worker from another
department with whom you make small talk on the elevator. They’re also people you might have
never directly met, but you share something important in common—you go to the same
concerts, or live in the same neighborhood and frequent the same local businesses. You
might not consider all of your weak ties friends, at least in the common use of the word, but
they’re often people with whom you’re friendly. Most people are familiar with the idea of an
inner circle; Granovetter posited that we also have an outer circle, vital to our social health in
its own ways.

During the past year, it’s often felt like the pandemic has come for all but the closest of my close ties.
There are people on the outer periphery of my life for whom the concept of “keeping up” makes
little sense, but there are also lots of friends and acquaintances—people I could theoretically hang
out with outdoors or see on videochat, but with whom those tools just don’t feel right. In my life, this
perception seems to be largely mutual—I am not turning down invites from these folks for Zoom
catch-ups and walks in the park. Instead, our affection for each other is in a period of suspended
animation, alongside indoor dining and international travel. Sometimes we respond to each other’s
Instagram Stories.

None of the experts I spoke with had a good term for this kind of middle ground—the weaker
points of Granovetter’s proposed inner circle and the strongest of the weak ties—except for the
general one. “Friend is a very promiscuous word,” William Rawlins, a communications professor at
Ohio University who studies friendship, told me. “Do we have a word for this array of friends that
aren’t our close friends? I’m not sure we do, and I’m not sure we should.”

The extent to which individuals are separated from their moderate and weak ties during the pandemic
varies by their location, employment, and willingness to put themselves and others at risk. But even in
places where it’s possible to work out in gyms and eat inside restaurants, far fewer people are taking
part in these activities, changing the social experience for both patrons and employees. And even if
your job requires you to come in to work, you and your colleagues are likely adhering to some kind
of protocol intended to reduce interaction. Masks, though necessary, mean you can’t tell when people
smile at you.

Friends are sometimes delineated by the ways we met or the things we do together—work
friends, old college buddies, beer-league-softball teammates—but they’re all friends, and
Rawlins thinks that’s for the best. “Living well isn’t some cloistered retreat with just a few
folks,” he told me. “The way worlds are created is by people sharing with and recognizing
each other.” Many different kinds of relationships are important, he says, and man does not
thrive on close friendships alone.

This realization, new to me, is also somewhat new in the general understanding of human behavior.
Close relationships were long thought to be the essential component of humans’ social well-being,
but Granovetter’s research led him to a conclusion that was at the time groundbreaking and is still, to
many people, counterintuitive: Casual friends and acquaintances can be as important to well-being as
family, romantic partners, and your closest friends. In his initial study, for example, he found that

the majority of people who got new jobs through social connections did so through people on the
periphery of their lives, not close relations.

Some of the most obvious consequences of our extended social pause could indeed play out in the
professional realm. I started hearing these concerns months ago, while writing a story on

how working from home affects people’s careers. According to the experts I spoke with, losing the
incidental, repeated social interactions that physical workplaces foster can make it especially difficult
for young people and new hires to establish themselves within the complex social hierarchy of a
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workplace. Losing them can make it harder to progress in work as a whole, access development
opportunities, and be recognized for your contributions. (After all, no one can see you or what you’re
doing,) These kinds of setbacks early in professional life can be especially devastating, because the
losses tend to compound—fall behind right out of the gate, and you’re more likely to stay there.

The loss of these interactions can make the day-to-day realities of work more frustrating, too, and
can fray previously pleasant relationships. In a recent study, Andrew Guydish, a doctoral candidate in
psychology at UC Santa Cruz, looked at the effects of what he calls conversational reciprocity—how
much each participant in a conversation talks while one is directing the other to complete a task. He
found that in these situations—which often crop up between managers and employees at work—
pairs of people tended to use unstructured time, if it were available, to balance the interaction. When
that happened, both people reported feeling happier and more satisfied afterward.

Now Guydish worries that reciprocity has been largely lost. “Zoom calls usually have a very defined
goal, and with that goal comes defined expectations in terms of who’s going to talk,” he told me.
“Other people sit by, and they don’t get their opportunity to give their two cents. That kind of just
leaves everybody with this overwhelming sense of almost isolation, in a way.”

This loss of reciprocity has extended to nondigital life. For example, friendly chats between
customers and delivery guys, bartenders, or other service workers are rarer in a world of contactless
delivery and curbside pickup. In normal times, those brief encounters tend to be good for tips and
Yelp reviews, and they give otherwise rote interactions a more pleasant, human texture for both
parties. Strip out the humanity, and there’s nothing but the transaction left.

The psychological effects of losing all but our closest ties can be profound. Peripheral
connections tether us to the world at large; without them, people sink into the compounding
sameness of closed networks. Regular interaction with people outside our inner circle “just
makes us feel more like part of a community, or part of something bigger,” Gillian
Sandstrom, a social psychologist at the University of Essex, told me. People on the
peripheries of our lives introduce us to new ideas, new information, new opportunities, and
other new people. If variety is the spice of life, these relationships are the conduit for it.

The loss of these interactions may be one reason for the growth in internet conspiracy theories in
the past year, and especially for the surge in groups like QAnon. But while online communities of all
kinds can deliver some of the psychological benefits of meeting new people and making friends in
the real world, the echo chamber of conspiracism is a further source of isolation. “There’s a lot of
research showing that when you talk only to people who are like you, it actually makes your opinions
shift even further away from other groups,” Sandstrom explained. “That’s how cults work. That’s
how terrorist groups work.”

Most Americans were especially ill-prepared for the sudden loss of their weak ties. The importance
of friendship overall, and especially friendships of weak or moderate strength, is generally
downplayed in the country’s culture, while family and romantic partners are supposed to be the be-all
and end-all.

The physical ramifications of isolation are also well documented. Julianne Holt-Lunstad, a
psychologist and neuroscientist at Brigham Young University, has found that social isolation
increases the risk of premature death from any cause by almost 30 percent. “The scientific evidence
suggests that we need a variety of kinds of relationships in our lives, and that different kinds of
relationships or social roles can fulfill different kinds of needs,” she told me. People maintain
hygiene, take their medication, and try to hold themselves together at least in part because those
behaviors are socially necessary, and their repetition is rewarded. Remove those incentives, and some
people fall into despair, unable to perform some of the crucial tasks of being alive. In people at risk
for illness, lack of interaction can mean that symptoms go unnoticed and arrangements for medical
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care aren’t made. Humans are meant to be with one another, and when we aren’t, the decay shows in
our bodies.

The small joys of running into an old co-worker or chatting with the bartender at your local bar
might not be the first thing you think of when imagining the value of friendship—images of more
intentional celebrations and comforts, such as birthday parties and movie nights, might come to
mind more easily. But Rawlins says that both kinds of interactions meet our fundamental desire to be
known and perceived, to have our own humanity reflected back at us. “A culture is only human to
the extent that its members confirm each other,” he said, paraphrasing the philosopher Martin
Buber. “The people that we see in any number of everyday activities that we say, Hey, how you

doing? That’s an affirmation of each other, and this is a comprehensive part of our world that I think
has been stopped, to a great extent, in its tracks.”

Rawlins describes the state of American social life as a barometer for all that is going on in the
country. “Our capacity for—and the possibilities of—friendship are really a kind of measure of the
actual freedom we have in our lives at any moment in time,” he told me. Friendship, he says, is all
about choice and mutual agreement, and the broad ability to pursue and navigate those relationships
as you see fit is an indicator of your ability to self-determine overall. Widespread loneliness and
social isolation, on the other hand, are usually indicative of some kind of larger rot within a society.
In America, isolation had set in for many people long before the pandemic, making it one of the
country’s many problems both exacerbated and illuminated by extended disaster.

In some senses, that means there’s cause for optimism. As more Americans are vaccinated in the
coming months, more people will be able to return confidently to more types of interactions. If the
best historical analogue for the coronavirus outbreak is the 1918 flu pandemic, the Roaring "20s
suggest we’ll indulge in some wild parties. In any case, Rawlins doubts that many of the moderate
and weak ties people lost touch with in the past year will be hurt that they didn’t get many check-in
texts. Mostly, he predicts, people will just be so happy to see one another again.

All of the researchers I spoke with were hopeful that this extended pause would give people
a deeper understanding of just how vital friendships of all types are to our well-being, and
how all the people around us contribute to our lives—even if they occupy positions that the
country’s culture doesn’t respect very much, such as service workers or store clerks. “My
hope is that people will realize that there’s more people in their social networks that matter
and provide some kind of value than just those few people that you spend time with, and
have probably managed to keep up with during the break,” Sandstrom said. America, even
before the pandemic, was a lonely country. It doesn’t have to be. The end of our isolation
could be the beginning of some beautiful friendships.
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