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Introduction


When I think about the beauty of connection, I think about trees. Bear with me, I’m not asking you to hug them while wearing tie-dye and holding crystals (yet). But I do think we can all learn, during a time of utter chaos, how trees (said to be the oldest living organisms on the planet) communicate with each other. In 1997, Ecologist Suzanne Simard discovered1 that trees ‘communicate their needs’ and ‘send each other nutrients’, even sending ‘warning signals’ about environmental changes to each other. They keep each other in the loop, they stay connected, they compete sometimes, but they also protect each other. They use their network of roots to co-operate and help each other. Like the trees, whether we like it or not, we are all connected, even more so now through our screens and social media networks, and our actions have consequences on each other. We have the power to co-operate and help each other, or cut each other off. The harsh reality is, like the trees, we actually have the power to make each other sicker, or stronger. Humans often treat trees as if they are disposable, but without them there would be no ‘us’. Without trees, all hope would be lost. Without each other, we would be lost too. We need each other more than ever. Be it climate change, a loneliness epidemic or a global Covid-19 pandemic, the world is in crisis. Fear can make us pull away from each other when really we need to do the opposite. We could do with a good hug. (Human or tree, your choice.)


Like the trees, we have our own global network – a network of billions made up of many different people at different points in life. The wiser older trees have more knowledge and stronger roots – we also grow deeper into who we are with knowledge and age. We’ve lived online for a while now, and it is no longer a shiny new toy. Perhaps we are going into our next phase. This book is about how we can connect better online, using the network we have at our fingertips, which we may often take for granted. A network that never ceases to amaze me: the good, the bad and the ugly. How quickly we can rally together in times of need, and how quickly we can drag something down. We have the power to make or break things, including each other. When I first started writing this book, I thought I was going to write about how hyper-connected to everything we are, yet at the same time worryingly disconnected from each other. That is still partly what this book is about, but more crucially I realised it is not just about how disconnected we are from each other but more so from ourselves. The more individualistic our culture gets, the more we disconnect from each other and lose sight of a more common goal. Ironically, the more we obsess about our own individualism (how we look, how we are perceived, what we can get), the more we lose touch with our true individuality and how we can make a difference. With so much at our fingertips – so many choices, so many images whizzing past, so many distractions, so many algorithms, so many adverts – we are in danger of forgetting who we are, what we like, what we want from life. The things that we love, the conversations we want to have, the lives we want to live. The Internet, when used without a plan, can embed us further and further into the depths of man-made culture, full of distraction techniques, dodgy money schemes and virtual arcade machines, and we could risk losing touch with our own human nature. We could be in danger of spending our lives engulfed in someone else’s online game and missing out on the small moments of joy that happen to us every single day. We can either choose to use the Internet to further real connection, or use it to hide away and numb everything out.


At the beginning, we were promised an Internet world that would help us change things for the better, at least that’s what I naively believed. The Internet would help us educate and be educated, be a tool for everyone to access the knowledge they needed, social media was to be a place to connect people and start social movements. In 2011, for example, it was said that Twitter played a pivotal role in Arab Spring, amounting to more than two million tweets a day; Facebook was said to be ‘reviving dormant relationships’, and the Guardian wrote about how children with Internet access were being given a huge advantage. A decade later, we are at a turning point, a point in time where we can reflect on what the Internet has brought us up until now and decide how we want to use it for the better. When I google ‘how to improve our Internet experience’, all I am met with is harder better faster stronger tips on getting a better internet connection or router. Boost your Internet speed! Click here for time-saving Internet advice! Hack your way to success! No, no! I’m asking: how do we have a better experience, as humans, using these tools we plug into every single day? When I ask, ‘How do we have a better time online?’, I’m really asking, ‘How do we have a better experience of life when so much of it is spent online?’ The two things aren’t as separate as we once thought they were. The Internet really is our life now. Online and offline life aren’t separate entities. How we act online also reflects who we really are. Time for a big reflection, rest, reboot. After all, most of us can’t just log off forever – and I wouldn’t want to, either. When I am using it intentionally, the Internet can be a completely magical gift enhancing all areas of my life.


 


For so long the Internet was my portal to another life, a digital career, fascinating people, creative minds, life lessons and travel inspiration. It felt like being inside a big arcade, pulling levers and not knowing what treat you might get. I could crack jokes with someone halfway across the world on Twitter, instead of talking to a boring housemate who I had nothing in common with. I could make money without leaving the house. I could find out something huge about the history of the world that I was never taught at school. I could teach myself how to edit audio, or take care of a plant, or fix my headphones via a YouTube tutorial. Fast-forward to now, I feel sick at how much of my life it’s taken up without me really stopping to think. I feel sick at how many ocean views I have looked at through my phone’s camera lens instead of my own eyes.


It was in 2016 that I wrote a book called Ctrl Alt Delete: How I Grew Up Online, in which I wrote about my love affair with the online world. I was an Internet kid, and proud of it. Millennials are/were lucky, we grew up alongside the beginning of the Internet, instead of being catapulted immediately into TikTok land the moment we were born. We posted pixelated photos, we didn’t have many filters, we were limited by a computer curfew and slow, loud dial-up – just one shared PC in a household with rules about how long we could spend on it. We were the first ‘digital native’ generation. No wonder we are questioning our long, rocky relationship with the Internet now we are adults.


The Internet and the instant connection it brings has been a source of great positivity for me: I’ve made friends for life (including, for example, a Twitter friend who lives in LA, who I met up with IRL five years ago – thankfully she hadn’t catfished me – and who years later I invited to my wedding); I have built a successful business, both emotionally and financially (and still live nomadically when I can with just my laptop in a tote bag); and I constantly still find myself connecting with thousands of like-minded people who make me feel fulfilled in my work. However. There was a time, mainly during my twenties, when I grew more dependent on the characterisation and output of my ‘online self’ and my connection to my devices, and I grew apart from who I was away from it. The amount of time I spent online building my brand and growing a community made me forgetful, distracted, and ended up taking me away from the person I wanted to be. It took me away from my core relationships. I forgot birthdays, I was a terrible friend, I was zoned out. I was making more effort impressing strangers than nurturing the relationships with those who truly love me for me. I felt distanced from myself, the person who had once had hobbies, enjoyed simple pleasures, who liked dancing and having picnics and listening to the birds. I was focused on growing followers and showcasing a polished exterior. If I’d had an ‘inner child’ she would have been screaming at me to take a break, sit quietly, and reconnect with her. I was so addicted to growing my outwardly successful ‘online self’, feeding the hamster-wheel reward system of online validation, that I had momentarily lost track of the basics of my core being. As Dante calls it, I was climbing ‘Mount Delectable’ – getting more and more rewards, collecting more and more career trophies to post online but, you guessed it, I was less happy, and more lonely. Now, I look at people who spend a lot of time outwardly peacocking and showboating their successes online and pause to question how they are really doing.


A few years ago, I was invited by the Oxford Union at Oxford University (gulp) to debate the topic ‘Does social media corrupt human interaction?’ I was paired up with TV presenter Cherry Healey, and we debated ‘for’ the proposition in front of a live audience. I listed reasons why social media was alienating us from each other, including a mind-bogglingly high statistic about the number of people who had checked their phone during sex, which got a laugh. We argued that social media projection allows us to hide the truth of our real selves and thus inhibits real connection. We won the debate. Even though social media has brought me so many good things, it is clear that it has many qualities that mean we are moving further and further away from true human connection.


It makes me concerned for teens. I had a Nokia brick phone when I was thirteen so there was only so much damage that could be done on a phone that hardly got signal. Of course, so much of adolescence is universal regardless of tech, and bullying absolutely occurred even in Nokia-land. But we can’t ignore that an increase in platforms could mean an increase in issues. According to the Mayo Clinic2, ‘social media use can also negatively affect teens, distracting them, disrupting their sleep, and exposing them to bullying, rumor spreading, unrealistic views of other people’s lives and peer pressure. A 2019 study of more than 6,500 12- to 15-year-olds in the U.S. found that those who spent more than three hours a day using social media might be at heightened risk for mental health problems.’ We have to admit that, although there are so many positive elements of online life, it is still a Wild West for a lot of people of all ages.


Looking at the online network I had in my twenties, who were my real friends and who were my acquaintances? I had accidentally mixed everything up. Why was I putting so much trust into people I’d only met a handful of times online? Why wasn’t I putting more time into my lifelong friendships? What would a perfect day look like for me without knowing what anyone else was up to? I would ask myself: what songs do I actually want to listen to, without a targeted prompt from Spotify? What books do I want to read, without Amazon telling me I might like it? What clothes do I truly want to wear, without the influence of a trendy blogger with a discount code? What do I want my house to look like, outside of Pinterest-style house-porn Instagram accounts? I love the Internet for the creative inspiration it gives me, but I also felt as if I was morphing into someone who depended on people’s approval, before checking in with myself, my own tastes, opinions, feelings, emotions, directions.


Yes, we can blame the tools themselves for the endless distraction, keeping us so busy and engulfed in notifications that we are growing distant from ourselves and sometimes people around us. However, we also need to look at ourselves. There is something to be said for how we might quite like the endless easy excuses and distractions, or the constant ability to reach for our phones and laptops whenever we want. It’s a place to get lost in, an easy place to numb out and ignore some of the not-so-fun parts of life. It’s a cosy comfort blanket that we can pull over our heads when things get too much. We can definitely partly blame the engineers who build the addictive prompts that keep us constantly connected, but I do think we need to unpick what part we also play in it. As Oliver Burkeman said in a recent newsletter3: ‘Yes, it’s true we live in a system that demands too much of us, leaves no time for rest. [. . .] But it’s also true that we’re increasingly the kind of people who don’t want to rest – who get antsy and anxious if we don’t feel we’re being productive.’ I moan about how people don’t take my ‘out of office’ seriously. About how tethered I am. About how I can’t catch a breath, how ‘always on’ everything is. So I need to do better at disconnecting myself then. I need to set boundaries. I need to not be resentful. I can’t keep blaming everyone else. We have choices and boundaries we can set. You have agency over your own life. We get to say no. We get to change our habits. It’s not easy, it never is, but the first step is acknowledging the problem.


The disconnection and subsequent loneliness caused by my addiction and absorption into online life stemmed from social platforms being designed specifically for viral ‘content’ and designed terribly for actual conversation between humans. I was always chasing that next big ‘hit’. The connections I made felt extremely shallow over time because so many people were liking or commenting or leaving me a fire emoji, but I was lacking deeper connection. I had eyeballs seeing what I was doing, but I felt no one was really seeing me. Twitter would reward my opinionated, attention-seeking tweets but I was missing real conversation. I missed the actual real pub-like conversation I was having when the Internet was in its infancy – on the Facebook ‘wall’ or my MySpace inbox. Yes, I was getting these conversations in real life still, but as an introvert who enjoys long periods of time alone writing, I was craving an outlet online that allowed me to feel as though I was properly connecting with someone like-minded. The truth is, I don’t like constantly socialising; the Internet was exciting to me because I could connect virtually. But slower, deeper, more real chats wouldn’t allow the platforms we use to make as much money. The platforms started changing; it was less about sending long messages back and forth, and more about quick and easy interactions. As the platforms become less about meaningful conversation and more about outward appearance and ‘likes’, it’s as if we’re trying to communicate through one of those ropey home-made contraptions you’d make as a kid: two paper cups and a long bit of string. I am not hearing you properly. What we are trying to say gets muffled, misinterpreted, and it becomes frustrating to listen to it for too long, so we give up, or we tell the other person they are talking nonsense. In short: my online life and offline life were majorly clashing and something needed to change.


It’s important to be able to speak at length, or at least in proper sentences, without being capped, in order to have room for nuance. Social media character limits and shareability are a recipe for disaster, leading to things being constantly taken out of context. It’s as though we are just reducing ourselves into headlines and no one is bothering to read the full article we are trying to communicate. The reality of the world can’t be presented in ‘snippets’. We can’t connect in snapshots. Our real-world experience is large and layered, deep and dense, and the Internet clashes with this. Humans are complex, nuanced and multifaceted; we change our minds, we are awkward, we contradict ourselves on a daily basis, and therefore we can easily be misunderstood. Being misunderstood is one of the most upsetting emotions humans can experience. The more we spend having half-baked conversations online, the more we are losing context with each other. The more we feel ashamed, outcast and alone. A cycle on repeat.
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