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Praise for The Power of Connection


‘The Power of Connection provides a tour de force of the need for social connection in an increasingly isolated world and provides a practical guide to how to increase social connections and social skills. Dr Barry brings evolutionary science and neuroscience into the mix, providing an accessible and fascinating journey through the brain and the relevance for social connections’


Professor Catherine Harmer, Professor of Cognitive Neuroscience, University of Oxford


‘The Power of Connection is another amazing book by the bestselling author Harry Barry. It is a book for everyone, beautifully written, very accessible and readable. Drawing on his own clinical experience, neuroscience findings and practical exercises, Dr Harry Barry offers us a deeper understanding of the world of emotional connection, why it is important for us, and how it can make us more resilient and better able to manage stress and the challenges of life’


Sr Stanislaus Kennedy, social campaigner, author and founder of Focus Ireland and the Sanctuary Meditation Centre


‘It is an exceptionally wise book and, in true Dr Harry Barry style, he doesn’t simply stop at explaining the What and Why of meaningful human connection, he sets himself apart by teaching us the HOW. Other books may enlighten you, but this book goes that vital step further and turns information into knowledge with easy tasks and thought exercises to help you build the relationships and the life you want and deserve’


Stefanie Preissner, Sunday Independent columnist, presenter of the podcast Basically …


‘This handbook is essential for those seeking “a life well lived”. Dr Barry is brilliant in his ability to explain challenges in growing strong bonds with others, be they social, with work colleagues, or in family and intimate relationships. His explanation of how our brains are built and function is one of the best I have come across. It conveys an overview, masterful in its breadth and comprehensiveness and the ease with which it can be understood. Whether a teen just exploring relationships, a twenty year old meeting turbulence in newly entered adult world, or an older person seeking to enrich life, this handbook will be of tremendous value’


Professor Larry Culpepper, Professor of Family Medicine, Boston University School of Medicine


‘At a time when social media means our world is both widely connected yet increasingly lonely, The Power of Connection challenges us to develop the skills to connect with each other at a one-to-one level. This timely book explores the wonders of our social brain, helps us understand the true importance of mastering skills such as empathy and conflict and brings the reader to a deeper understanding of themselves through self-acceptance, gratitude and kindness. Once again, Dr Barry brings us on a journey of discovery into how to connect with each other at a deeply human level. A book for our times’


Cathy Kelly, author and UNICEF ambassador


‘Our connections with other people are crucial for our health and wellbeing – this book is an excellent practical guide to strengthening these’


Professor Ian Robertson, Professor of Psychology, Trinity College Dublin, and author of How Confidence Works






I would like to dedicate this book to my dear friend Sr Stan Kennedy, founder of the homeless charity Focus Ireland and the Sanctuary, a meditation centre for social change. In a world so often filled with darkness and despair, she remains a constant beacon of light, hope, love and inspiration to us all
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Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in this book is accurate. The information in this book may not be applicable in each individual case so it is advised that professional medical advice is obtained for specific health matters and before changing any medication or dosage. Neither the publisher nor author accepts any legal responsibility for any personal injury or other damage or loss arising from the use of the information in this book.






INTRODUCTION


There was something surreal about writing a book about the mysterious world of emotional connection, in the middle of a world-wide pandemic where the message emanating from authorities across the globe was a plea for all of us to stay as far apart from one another as possible. To avoid all of the social norms that have allowed us as human beings to survive and thrive over the aeons. It’s a crisis that has also shown us the importance of face-to-face interpersonal communication in a manner that none of us could have predicted. It’s become clearer than ever that human beings are social animals and we struggle to survive emotionally when forced to keep apart from one another.


Yet, long before this crisis, a major cultural change was already taking place. The arrival of technology, social media and the smartphone was beginning to intrude on those same critical interpersonal emotional connection skills which the pandemic has devastated. I had decided to write this book before the pandemic as I was increasingly concerned that we as a species are beginning to lose these essential life skills. This in turn was beginning to impact on our relationships at every level. I was especially uneasy about the long-term effects of this cultural change on our young people, who are not being tutored in these critical skills. I have also been interested in the importance of such skills in terms of emotional resilience and how their absence constitutes a major threat to our mental health and wellbeing. The more effectively we can truly connect with each other, the less likely we are to succumb to the three common forms of emotional distress, namely, anxiety, stress and depression.


The pandemic turned out to be a massive social experiment, with each one of us being asked to explore what life would really be like, if the necessity for normal human emotional connections were removed. The results have demonstrated how lonely life can become without them. How bland and uninteresting our world can suddenly seem. How emotionally barren and introverted we can become in the absence of such interpersonal communications, and how life can sometimes seem aimless and not worth living. The truth is that, as human beings, we are completely interdependent.


But why should this be the case? Why are these connections so important to us? The answer lies in the way in which we humans have evolved as a species. Our strength has always been our ability to emotionally connect with each other at multiple levels. It is this that has allowed us to grow and develop both individually and as a group. Those who develop their skills in these areas have an extraordinary advantage over those who lack them.


Perhaps you find yourself struggling with your capacity to emotionally connect with others? You may feel for example that you are not an effective communicator, or a good listener, or struggle with empathy or reading people, all of which are essential human skills. The good news is that it is never too late to learn. In reality, all of us can benefit from improving our skillset in this area. The promise of this book is that you can acquire such skills with the assistance of a simple four-week programme. You can change your life forever.


I hope you will join me on this journey of discovery.






PART ONE


BEFORE YOU BEGIN:
CONNECTIONS AND UNDERSTANDING THE BIOLOGY BEHIND THEM






1. Emotional Connection


Before the arrival of the computer, internet and social media, one of the most common ways of connecting with someone was through the world of business networking. Underlying this form of networking is the concept that business people are instinctively inclined to respond positively to those colleagues who have reached out to make a genuine connection with them. If both parties have areas of interest in common, outside of the workplace for example, then this bond increases the likelihood of reaching a deal in relation to business itself.


With the arrival of the internet and social media, the term networking then took on new meanings. Computer systems themselves are based on complex ‘networks’, which allow vast amounts of information to be stored and shared. This allowed a lot of networking to go online and, for many individuals and companies, revolutionized how business is carried out. The emergence of Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn etc. has further changed how we communicate with each other.


But, aside from these forms of networking, human beings since the beginning of their history have relied on a deeper, more meaningful form of communication with each other, namely, emotional connection.


What Is Emotional Connection?


Emotional connection relates to how we emotionally interact with each other at a one-to-one, face-to-face level. It involves a complex interactive set of skills that have the express aim of deepening and strengthening the emotional connections between us as human beings. Of all the skills that any of us can acquire for life, these are perhaps the most important because they are the key to successful personal relationships, fruitful social lives and being able to advance further down our chosen career path.


As a family doctor with over four decades of experience, I am often asked if someone’s capacity for good emotional connection is inherent to the person. This concept, often attributed as well to the world of emotional resilience, is based on the idea that one is either resilient or an effective emotional communicator, or not, based on one’s genes or family upbringing. I strongly reject this fixed view of both attributes. The reality is that we have been given one of the most powerful machines ever devised, to solve such issues, namely, the human brain. A dynamic organ that is, incredibly, designed to assist us in learning new skills and ideas. We will be reviewing the neuroscience of emotional connection later but, suffice to say, each one of us has an innate capacity to develop the necessary skills required to become a great emotional networker alongside the art of knowing how and when to use such skills. All that is needed is a belief that we as human beings can do so, together with an acceptance of the work necessary to develop them for life.



Why Is Emotional Connection Important for You?


Let’s make this concept immediately more personal for you, the reader. Why is emotional connection important in your life? To answer this question, we must firstly take a look at the broader picture of the world in which you currently reside: a world obsessed with technology and social media.


Connecting with other people should be so simple, yet why do so many of us struggle socially? We live in a time where social media is rapidly becoming the dominant medium through which we communicate with each other. People are reaching out via social media for company, companionship and human connection, but frequently discovering that this form of networking leaves them feeling even more disconnected. This makes sense, as it’s emotional connections that human beings require most, and social media often fails to satisfy that need.


Many of us assume, for example, that connecting or networking with large numbers of people online, known as social networking, means that we are effective emotional connectors in the real world. Alas nothing could be further from the truth. True emotional connection involves genuine face-to-face communication skills. Many of us struggle with these skills, as they do not form part of our current educational system, and this can result in multiple difficulties in relation to different aspects of our daily life. How often have you struggled for example to emotionally connect with someone sitting beside you at a dinner party? Or struggled to smooth over a difficult conversation with a family member or colleague? Perhaps you can recognize yourself in this space and would love to become a genuine emotional connector.


Here’s a list of some of the many ways that improving your emotional connection skills can change your life.


Imagine if you could:




	easily relate to others and be at ease in any social or professional situation in which you find yourself


	be someone towards whom others instantly gravitate, sensing that you are someone they will feel comfortable being with


	have the skills necessary to emotionally connect with others in multiple different life situations


	have the attributes necessary to become more connected to family, friends, relationships and society in general


	become more empathetic and socially connected with others


	become a kinder, warmer, more fulfilled person


	become more effective in the workplace.


	be increasingly successful and enriched in your everyday personal relationships and experience deeper friendships


	improve your romantic relationships, find love more easily in your life, and become better equipped to navigate difficult family or other relationships


	live in a world where you are less likely to be lonely and more genuinely ‘connected’.





Imagine the positive effects of all of this on your mental and physical health. How enriched your life could become if you could develop such skills.


These are the rewards for working hard on improving your emotional connection techniques. The real question is, ‘Can you afford not to do so?’ Over decades of assisting those with mental health difficulties, it has become increasingly clear to me that those who develop such skills become more resilient and cope better with common mental health problems such as stress, anxiety and depression. I have also seen those who have worked on and improved their emotional connection skills cope better with many of the trials that life will inevitably send us.


Emotional Connection and Your Mental Health


One could justifiably ask ‘Why are emotional connection skills so important for your mental health?’ This is an important question and one of great relevance to those of us who work in this area. While it makes sense that good emotional connection skills will be of great benefit in improving the quality and effectiveness of your personal and social relationships, and working life, it may be less clear as to why such skills are of relevance to your overall mental health and wellbeing.


There is much talk nowadays about the importance of our mental health and wellbeing. How self-care is rising increasingly to the surface as being critical to our capacity to stay mentally well. There is increasing interest for example in the importance of sleep, exercise, nutrition, work/life balance and mindfulness in relation to self-care. Maybe the time has come to add emotional connection skills to this list, for those who have acquired such skills are less likely to get into difficulties with their mental health and wellbeing.


Let us look at one of the commonest conditions of all, namely stress. Many of us become incredibly stressed over interpersonal relationship difficulties, as many couples can attest to. A great number of these situations are blighted by an absence of good emotional communication skills such as empathy and active listening. Similarly, family, friendship, and working dynamics can put huge stress on your internal coping mechanisms. Good effective emotional connection techniques often circumvent the issues involved in such situations.


One of the common difficulties faced by those who suffer from acute, general and especially social anxiety is an inability to effectively communicate with others as to the difficulties that the sufferer is experiencing. The more we improve our communication skills, the easier it becomes to seek out effective treatment options, which can so benefit those struggling with such conditions. Social anxiety for example (as we will explore later) is one of those conditions where a lack of understanding of what genuine emotional connection is all about can lead to the person in question living a life of quiet hell.


Those undergoing bouts of clinical depression often find emotional communications especially difficult, both during those hard times and when in remission. This makes sense, as this illness really disrupts and distorts many of the communication systems that we all use on a daily basis to link in and connect with each other. This can lead to the person with this condition feeling increasingly isolated and lonely. This is why it is so key that they too work on their emotional connection skills once the bout in question has been treated appropriately.


There are some other groups for whom normal emotional connection can also be especially challenging. The largest by far are those who are on the ASD spectrum. This is because they, for neuroscientific reasons, are hard-wired to misread, or struggle to grasp, many of the subtle cues so crucial for such networking. It does not mean that emotional connection is not possible for them, it just has to be taught using different approaches.



The Role of Emotional Connection in Preparing Our Young People for Life


I have spoken and written at length about the importance of preparing our children, adolescents and young adults for life by ensuring that they are taught relevant emotional resilience skills. How, despite the best efforts of both parents and educators, many are entering adult life less prepared than one would like for the harsh realities that they may have to face.


We rarely discuss the importance of emotional connection when exploring the skills they will require to survive and thrive. Do we for example equip them with the appropriate listening and conversational skills, so vital for their future social interactions? How to be more aware of non-verbal cues? Improve their people-to-people skills by teaching them to become more empathetic, read people and manage conflict? Or strengthen their personal skills by teaching them the importance of self-acceptance, kindness and compassion when communicating with others?


The answer to these questions is in general, sadly, no. Very few of our adolescents and young adults are ever really taught these essential techniques and skills. They are of course experts in all areas of social networking based on technology and social media. But this has not prevented them alas from encountering a tsunami of mental health difficulties such as anxiety, depression, eating disorders and self-harm. If adolescents were taught human face-to-face communication skills from the outset, and encouraged to introduce them into every facet of their young adult lives, I believe this would make a huge difference. But, perhaps, we adults must firstly learn how to apply these techniques in our own lives before sharing them with our young people. Hopefully this book will assist you in doing just that.



The Importance of Emotional Connection for Companies


Increasingly, large businesses and companies are beginning to appreciate the importance of emotional connection at an individual and corporate level. There has always been an acceptance of the importance of networking as a concept, with the social media world being the most recent vehicle for its usage. Now, at last, there is an understanding that true emotional communication must go much deeper.


It is no longer a question of how many networking connections you have built up, but rather the depth and quality of those connections at a human and personal level, which may decide how effective you are, both individually and as a company.


There is also an increasing acceptance that good interpersonal emotional connection skills harmonize working relationships, improve overall efficiency and, most of all, protect the mental health of those involved. There will be a high price to be paid in terms of stress, anxiety, depression, absenteeism and presenteeism, when such skills are not developed and strengthened at a corporate level.


Emotional Connection: Conscious or Subliminal?


What many of us fail to recognize is how much work our brain does unconsciously every moment of our lives. This is one of the major reasons human beings have been able to advance so quickly over the past ten thousand years. If we had to focus attention on every detail involved in walking from the kitchen to the bedroom, or eating a meal, or driving the car to work, for example, there would be little time or space left for anything else in our lives. The reality is that the brain has evolved to unconsciously carry out such functions. We do not have to worry about our heart pumping, our breathing or balance – it quietly performs such functions without any input from our conscious selves.


It is therefore appropriate to inquire whether emotional connection is a conscious or a subliminal or unconscious process. This question is critical if we hope to improve our skills in this area. The answer is that it is a hybrid of both. The vast majority of our communication happens subliminally or unconsciously, but there is still an active role for our rational or conscious brain in the process. There is also a significant and complex interaction between our conscious and unconscious systems, and it is this interaction that we will be harnessing when developing our skills in this area.


As we will see later, skills often require an active or conscious input when learning and developing them but can be transferred to lower levels of consciousness when we have mastered them. It would be my hope for you that, by the end of this book, most of your emotional connection will occur subliminally and naturally, freeing you up to really enjoy the fruits of your hard work in developing the skills and arts required.


Emotional Connection: A Skill or an Art?


Very few of us are ‘born’ with a built-in aptitude for emotional connection in our social world. Rather, as we will be exploring further, it is possible to become a powerful emotional connector, by learning and developing a suite of critical communication and personal skills. But even if we possess some of these skills, we often fail to understand when and how best to use them. Improving your emotional connection skills is therefore not just about learning skills but learning how to use them effectively; it is both a skill and an art.


In the course of this book we therefore will have to firstly understand and learn the skills required and then practise them in our everyday lives. It is only then, through a process of observing how their application in practice works, that we slowly but surely develop the art of emotional connection. We will see this play out in practice later in this book.


The practice of medicine is similar in nature. Most doctors spend many years building up a raft of clinical skills, which they learn to put into practice over subsequent decades. It takes much longer however to learn the art of medicine. This will often include knowing when and where to use the clinical skills that one has built up. It involves learning to trust one’s instincts in certain situations (often based on years of face-to-face consultations) while still rooting decisions in solid clinical foundations. This is what we mean by the art of medicine: the ability to know how best to use the skills that we have built up over time, to achieve the best outcomes for the patient.


What Are Soft Skills?


In a modern world obsessed with science, engineering, technology and social media, hard skills such as problem-solving and the management of technical, organizational, behavioural and business difficulties have been those most sought after. These include science, mathematics, understanding algorithms, business management, problem-solving, and a whole host of similar skills.


It is easy however to overlook the importance of soft skills. The term ‘soft’ suggests that these skills are of less relevance than the colder, more logic-based harder skills. The reality of course is that soft skills such as listening, non-verbal cues, empathy and people-to-people interactional skills are perhaps more important tools to have in your toolkit, if you wish to be successful in many areas of life.


As technology subtly invades every aspect of our lives, these soft skills will become increasingly important in how we relate to each other. Those who take the time and effort to attain them, will often find themselves forging ahead faster in all domains of their lives.


What About the Written Word?


Clearly networking can involve a number of different mediums outside direct face-to-face communication. We can communicate through the written word, music, the arts and, nowadays through mediums such as texting and social media in all its constantly changing forms. To explore the role of all of these forms of communication or networking in any detail is beyond the scope of this book, which hopes to explore instead the nuances of face-to-face networking. However, it is worth briefly exploring the written word, which has played such an important role in how we have communicated and networked with each other throughout the ages.


While human beings have been communicating with each other verbally for over 200,000 years, it was not until 4,000 years BC that the written word or writing came into being, probably originating in Mesopotamia. We have come a long way from human beings communicating with each other through the written word through etchings on stone tablets in Sumeria BC to where we are today. The arrival of the printing press in the fifteenth century revolutionized the nature of the written word, allowing us to disseminate information more efficiently and to a larger audience.


I would like to pick out one particular form of communication or networking that I believe still has the power to affect us deeply at an emotional level: the humble letter (especially if written by hand). The more we have evolved to lead our lives through the mediums of technology and social media, the more this form of communication has been pushed to one side. This is a tragedy, as there is something special about opening up our hearts to each other in a letter, which will always remain a uniquely human form of emotional networking.


It is perhaps the only real form of the written word that comes close to the face-to-face networking that will form the basis of this book. This is because it takes time, effort, thought and often a conscious decision to truly open up to how we are feeling. But also to empathize with where the recipient of the letter might be emotionally at that moment in time. One of the advantages of such letters is that we have time to pause and reflect on what we want to say, rather than the instant forms of networking so prevalent in our modern society.


It is my hope that you too may also recognize the power of the handwritten letter to emotionally network or connect with those you value the most. Many of the skills that assist us to become good face-to-face networkers are necessary to become skilled at writing such letters. If you can work on this skill and add it to becoming an effective face-to-face emotional networker, your life will become much the richer.


Emotional Connection vs Social Media


Before leaving our discussion on emotional connection, it’s important to explore its role in the new world of social media. Social media allied to the creation of the smartphone represents the greatest advance in how we communicate with each other, since the arrival of the printing press, discussed earlier.


Mark Zuckerberg launched Facebook in 2004 and, since its arrival, the world has never been the same again. Facebook was based on the concept that people would put up content about themselves and that others would then decide to ‘like’ their input, or not. Facebook is now an international tech giant and its founder an extremely wealthy man. Around the same time, Google and Twitter were also launched, the former in 1998 and the latter in 2006. These companies have grown to be the dominant forces in our lives, transforming how we communicate with each other. Information is the new currency and these companies have made fortunes by harvesting our personal data. They are controlling much of what we think, believe and do, often subconsciously.


At the same time as these three giant corporations were exponentially growing, we also experienced the arrival of the modern smartphone. Acting not only as a routine mobile phone, it also allows us instant access to the internet, emails, text messaging, sat nav, video games, a camera and videos, amongst multiple other functions. It is difficult to comprehend that the first modern version was only launched in 2000.


When we combine the modern smartphone with social media, we would seem to have the perfect networking system in place. If we combine the power of the larger social-media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, where people are encouraged to share every personal moment of their lives with others, and add in newer platforms such as Instagram, a photo and video-sharing social-networking service launched in 2010, Snapchat, a multimedia messaging app launched in 2011, and most recently TikTok, with the modern smartphone, it would appear that routine emotional connection is on the road to extinction. How could human beings communicating face to face with each other ever hope to compete with the networking monster created by social media and the smartphone?


This is an important discussion and one that each of us individually and as a society need to have. Of course, technology and social media have major benefits and add much to our lives. They have enormous value. They are essential for connectivity, research, health, policing, business, marketing and education, amongst their many applications. The world is rapidly becoming a ‘virtual global village’.


There are significant downsides however to allowing technology and social media to become the dominant force in our lives. One of the major casualties is emotional connection. As we will be exploring in this book, this is best done in face-to-face encounters, where all the nuances of verbal and non-verbal communication are laid bare. It is difficult, well-nigh impossible, to gain the wealth of information that the social brain picks up during such encounters, while communicating through these other mediums.


The Covid pandemic in 2019 led many of us to see the reality of what the world would look like if all communications between human beings was switched overnight to being virtual. In many ways it has highlighted the dilemma that faces us all.


On the one hand technology, social media and the smartphone turned out to be our saviour in allowing us to communicate with each other at an individual, family, community and corporate level, through mediums like Zoom, Teams, FaceTime and WhatsApp. It assisted many workplaces, for example, to continue business almost as normal, allowed significant numbers to work from home and was invaluable in helping families to stay in contact with each other, even at long distances. It was especially important for those who were forced to self-isolate or shield due to age or vulnerability and for those who lived on their own. It was also of great assistance in allowing family members to say goodbyes to loved ones dying of Covid in ICUs.


On the other hand, the continuous usage of such virtual platforms exhausted us all, often leaving us strangely unfulfilled and detached. It was as if we were all in individual bubbles, communicating, but not really emotionally connecting, with each other. Zoom-fatigue became the buzzword of the pandemic. Many of us grew to intensely dislike those artificial social occasions, where family or friends tried to meet up online. Workers grew to hate the constant stream of online Zoom meetings. Burnout became almost ubiquitous. Our stress systems simply could not cope with the non-stop virtual world barrage, in the absence of real human contact.


What was missing of course was the emotional impact of those face-to-face encounters, which make up so much of our daily lives. Those spontaneous encounters at the water cooler, the coffee machine, the local supermarket, pub or post office, all of which allow us the opportunity to truly communicate and network with each other. Where we could listen and converse naturally, pick up all those non-verbal cues and show and receive empathy. Where we could nourish each other through such natural human contact. Where we could really interact at a deeper level than through any virtual platform.


Clearly there is a critical message here. As human beings we have to find new ways to integrate these two forms of communication or networking into our lives. We cannot exclude one or the other. Both have an important role to play. The pandemic has demonstrated, however, the importance of genuine face-to-face communication and the advantages of becoming skilled in this area. Those who did have these skills, seemed to cope better even in the virtual artificial world created during the crisis. They will also find it easier to re-socialize over the months and years that will follow this pandemic.


Our Four-Week Programme


Now that we’ve outlined why emotional connections are critical for our good health and wellbeing, it’s time to look at how we can develop this life-changing skill.


You may assume that achieving this goal is going to take a considerable amount of time and effort, and be put off by this thought.


If this is a concern for you, then please don’t worry. I have put together a simple four-week programme that will allow you to quickly and efficiently improve your expertise in this area. Let’s explore this programme in greater detail.


In this book, we will explore the four important strategic groups that relate to improving our emotional connections. These are:




	Verbal Strategies


	Non-verbal Strategies


	People-to-People Strategies


	Personal Development Strategies





Within each of these strategic areas, we will then dive into specific skills (and relevant exercises that you can complete) to improve your proficiency in the area. For example:




	Verbal Strategies skill: how to listen


	Non-verbal Strategies skill: how to make eye contact


	People-to-People Strategies skill: how to improve your empathy


	
Personal Development Strategies skill: how to be yourself in social situations





In our four-week programme then, I will ask you to pick one skill from each of the four strategic areas, preferably ones you find yourself struggling with most. You’ll find a list of the skills covered in each strategy at the start of the section. Each week you will then practise one specific skill, and so your month-long programme might therefore look like this:






	Week

	Strategic area

	Chosen skill






	1

	Verbal

	How to listen






	2

	Non-verbal

	How to make eye contact






	3

	People-To-People

	How to improve your empathy






	4

	Personal Development

	How to be yourself in social situations







By the end of week four, you will have hopefully mastered four skills, one from each group. If you feel that you need more time to master them, then simply repeat the four-week programme for a second time or until you are comfortable applying them to your life. You choose your own pace to proceed. Most of you will probably feel that you have a good grasp of the four skills in question by the end of the four-week period.


If you feel comfortable that you have mastered these four skills, you might decide to then advance to picking four new skills, again one from each grouping, and applying them weekly for another four weeks. In this way, you will quickly build up a compendium of critical emotional connection skills, which will transform your life for good.


All going well, by applying our four-week programme in this manner, at the end of a twelve-week period you’ll have learned twelve new emotional connection skills and become a more skilled emotional communicator.


How to Use This Book


There are a number of ways to read this book. You could decide to get a complete overview of the four strategic areas outlined here before taking action with the four-week plan. If so, then read this book as it has been laid out and only then begin to apply the programme, detailed above.


On the other hand, you may feel you want to begin the four-week programme immediately or in tandem with reading the book as a whole, and this too is fine. In which case, as you finish reading about each strategic area, choose a skill to focus on that week.


The most important thing is that you feel comfortable with whatever decision you make. My advice, whichever route you choose, is to always pick four skills that you are currently struggling with, as this will give you great confidence going forward. It is also ideal to choose one skill from each of the four strategic areas as they all complement one another well and will ensure you become a rounded communicator.


You may feel quite comfortable in reading about and applying many of the skills and techniques laid out in this book. If, however, you feel that working with a life coach or therapist would be of assistance, then I would recommend doing just that. If you are also experiencing any conditions such as anxiety or depression, you may be more comfortable accessing help from your family doctor or a therapist for these conditions first, before embarking on the emotional connection skills laid out in this book. Once again, I would counsel you to do just that.


Before advancing to explore the four main strategic groups in greater detail and how to acquire the necessary emotional connection skills, let’s first examine the neuroscience of how we make connections as human beings. This understanding is vitally important, as it underlies many of the techniques laid out in this book.






2. Your Social Brain


The social brain underlies many of the vital processes involved in how we emotionally interconnect with each other. These include listening, conversing, reading non-verbal cues and a whole host of other interpersonal and personal skills. It is this engine that we will be tapping into, as we explore the magical world of emotional connections.


Your social brain is the engine of emotional connection and yet we rarely stop to consider just how important it is in this whole process. Paradoxically, making connections is how the brain itself works and, while it might be hard to believe, by the time you read to the end of this chapter, your brain, by absorbing the information it contains, will have literally reshaped some of its connections and pathways. This is a process called neuroplasticity, which we will be discussing further on.


You may be tempted to skip this chapter, but I would strongly advise you not to do so. It is critically important to understand why all of us behave the way we do in social situations, because so much of what happens in social interactions is unconscious and our social brain is central to this process. A better understanding of the science behind the biological connections happening in your body will greatly enrich your understanding of the world of emotional connection, and the power of the brain to focus consciously on what is routinely an unconscious process. This understanding lies at the heart of this book.


The Neuroscience of Emotional Connection


It is helpful from the outset to understand how your social brain networks function. What are the key players in the brain and how do they interact with each other under normal social circumstances? Are there brain networks specific to social interactions and how do they work? Understanding such networks is important, as they shed some light on why you may struggle to connect in some situations and not in others. We will be mentioning some of these systems throughout the book, so it is useful to have some insight into how they are laid out in your brain.


I am going to summarize some of the key neuroscience findings relevant to our discussion on the links between your social brain and emotional networking.


We will begin by examining the role of two significant players in the brain, which are key to how you understand your social world.




	The first structure, situated at the front of the brain, is called the prefrontal cortex (PFC), and is the thinking, sensible, rational (to a point), problem-solving part of the brain, often described as the logical brain.


	The second structure, situated in the middle of the brain, is called the limbic system. Alongside monitoring vital bodily functions, one of its primary functions is to oversee your emotional world, which is why it is frequently referred to as the emotional brain.





Within both structures are key sections, which play a vital role in how you interpret your social world and interact within it. Let’s explore these in greater detail.
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