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To anyone who’d ever felt lonely in a crowd
or misunderstood by the people closest to them –
I see you. You matter.


And you belong in this world.


Thank you for being wonderful.









Introduction


I closed my book, having reread it so many times that I could recite it without opening it. I slid into my red and white slippers and walked into my older brother’s room. He was fifteen years old, and nine years older than me.


‘Check,’ he said to his best friend and moved his white chess piece across the board. Then he got up and dragged me out of his room.


‘Stay out,’ he said and slammed the door.


I swallowed.


This was a familiar feeling. No one wants me around.


I went into the kitchen to find my mom washing dishes, ‘Mom, can we do something together?’


My mom sighed. ‘I’m busy. Go to your room and play.’


‘But I’m lonely,’ I protested.


My mom sighed again and turned off the faucet. ‘Come with me.’


I followed her to the living room. She scanned our bookshelves and then pulled out a poem by the notorious Russian poet Korney Chukovsky.


The poem read:




Poor Fedotka, the orphan:


Poor Fedotka, he cries,


He doesn’t have anyone


Who would soothe and comfort him,


He only has his mom, and his uncle, and his aunt


And his dad, and his grandpa and his grandma.





She read it to me. Then I read it to myself several times, trying to make sense of it.


‘What does it mean?’ I finally asked her.


My mom laughed. ‘Don’t you see? Fedotka thought he was lonely. Just like you. Silly boy. He felt like he was an orphan. He completely forgot that he had his whole family.’


She left the poem with me and walked out of the room.


I didn’t know the right way to feel but I was pretty sure that whatever I was feeling was wrong. I knew that my mother’s intention was to cheer me up, but after reading that poem I felt even worse.


As I was trying to fall asleep that night, I kept thinking about Fedotka, and the more I thought about him, the more I felt like crying, until I felt hot tears run down my face. The poor boy. He must have felt so lonely.


In the place between awake and asleep I imagined him into being. He sat beside me, and I held his little hand while he cried. He told me how, even though he had his family, and he wasn’t actually orphaned, sometimes he felt as though he was.


‘I understand. I feel that way too sometimes,’ I said to him.


He gave me a sad smile and nodded.


We cried together and somehow, I felt better. Not because I, as the poem suggested, had to be reminded that I had a family, but because this boy, real or imagined, felt just as lonely as I did. And that meant I was not alone in my loneliness.


The truth is everyone feels lonely. No one is spared from this emotion. Children feel lonely, as do teens and adults. People in relationships feel lonely, as do widowed people, divorced people and single people. Individuals in every profession feel lonely – scientists, lawyers, doctors, CEOs, movie stars, salespeople, waiters, grocery clerks, college students – everyone. And in that, we are all united.


As a licensed clinical psychologist and a trauma specialist, I use stories to help people heal from emotional pain and suffering caused by trauma, abuse and rejection, as well as war, assault, neglect and other traumatic experiences. And what I’ve come to learn is that even though loneliness is a universal emotion, one we all experience at one point or another, we have also been made to feel ashamed, oppressed and stigmatised about experiencing it.


If you’re like me, you might sometimes feel like you’re shouting into the void for someone to just see you and to acknowledge that you exist, that you have value, that you are loved.


And perhaps you’ve felt like the void itself took a vacation and turned its back on you.


That feeling – like no one can really see who you are, like no one really gets it, that’s loneliness.


Loneliness is often accompanied by feelings of emptiness, depression, anxiety, lethargy, boredom, frustration, irritability and anger. In addition, loneliness is also accompanied by certain unhelpful beliefs. These beliefs include thoughts that if you were to express who you are or how you truly feel, you’d be laughed at, criticised or shamed. Loneliness perpetuates the belief that you’re an outsider who’s ‘just faking it’, and that deep inside you don’t actually belong – sooner or later, you’ll be discovered, kicked out, and then nobody will ever love you.


All of these beliefs are false, created by our mind as an innocent attempt at self-protection – to keep us vigilant at identifying any potential sign of social rejection so we can avoid it in the first place. While our mind’s intentions are good (much as I’m sure my mother’s intentions were), these false beliefs can make us feel worse and even more alone.


In my case, I’ve spent most of my life feeling lonely but not fully understanding what loneliness was. I was ashamed of feeling lonely, which lead to me feeling depressed. In an effort to solve this problem, I denied my loneliness and plunged myself into work – any work really, just to keep feelings of loneliness out of my heart.


I went to school early to help the teachers. I volunteered to stay after school to tutor my classmates. I signed up for anything and everything, just to feel useful. So long as I’m useful, I’m not worthless, I told myself. And so long as I’m not worthless, I won’t be cast out.


And yet, the more I ran from loneliness, the lonelier I actually felt. That is, until the tidal wave of loneliness pulled me deep down and forced me to look into its soul.


Into my soul.


Once I realised the futility of trying to outrun loneliness, I decided to do the opposite. I stopped running. I dove into it. I studied it. I spent years devouring books and analysing research studies on the topic of loneliness. I reflected on the impact of loneliness on my own life, on the lives of my loved ones, and on the lives of my clients.


I discovered that human beings need more than access to food, sleep and water to survive. We also need to feel a sense of belonging. We need to feel understood and supported. We need to know that our deepest wounds aren’t our own unique burdens to carry but are a part of the universal experience.


The more I wrote and spoke publicly about loneliness, the more invitations for training poured in, and I began to comprehend the magnitude of this universal problem. People all over the world, from every culture and background, benefit from learning more about what loneliness is and how to manage it.


That is why I wrote this book. My goal is to reduce the stigma surrounding loneliness, to share some of the most important findings about how to manage it, and to help people foster a sense of belonging. I wrote it to offer some guidance as to how we can lead healthier and more fulfilling lives. My intention is to help you identify how loneliness may show up in your own life, understand how it impacts you, and to help you discover some actionable steps you can take in order to feel seen, heard and valued.


You deserve nothing less.


And I’ll be with you every step of the way.


Throughout the pages of this book, I will be your virtual friend. Imagine me as a sidekick to sit in the dark with you, to hold your hand, to help you feel less alone – just as Fedotka did for me.


In order to help you understand your experiences with loneliness, I would like to invite you to fill out the UCLA Loneliness Scale. This questionnaire can help you to identify your specific experiences with loneliness, to be aware when they are occurring, and to determine when you need support.


Please use a pen and paper or an electronic device, such as a computer or your mobile phone, to record and count your answers. Later, you will be invited to fill it out again at the end of the book to see what, if anything, has changed, and if there is anything you might need additional help with.








	
UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3)1


Directions: Indicate how often you feel the way described in each of the following statements. Circle one number for each.








	Statement


	Never


	Rarely


	Sometimes


	Always







	1.How often do you feel that you are ‘in tune’ with the people around you?*


	1


	2


	3


	4







	2.How often do you feel that you lack companionship?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	3.How often do you feel that there is no one you can turn to?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	4.How often do you feel alone?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	5.How often do you feel part of a group of friends?*


	1


	2


	3


	4







	6.How often do you feel that you have a lot in common with the people around you?*


	1


	2


	3


	4







	7.How often do you feel that you are no longer close to anyone?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	8.How often do you feel that your interests and ideas are not shared by those around you?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	9.How often do you feel outgoing and friendly?*


	1


	2


	3


	4







	10.How often do you feel close to people?*


	1


	2


	3


	4







	11.How often do you feel left out?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	12.How often do you feel that your relationships with others are not meaningful?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	13.How often do you feel that no one really knows you well?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	14.How often do you feel isolated from others?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	15.How often do you feel that you can find companionship when you want it?*


	1


	2


	3


	4







	16.How often do you feel that there are people who really understand you?*


	1


	2


	3


	4







	17.How often do you feel shy?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	18.How often do you feel that people are around you but not with you?


	1


	2


	3


	4







	19.How often do you feel that there are people you can talk to?*


	1


	2


	3


	4







	20.How often do you feel that there are people you can turn to?*


	1


	2


	3


	4










*Items for questions number 1, 5, 6, 9, 10, 15, 16, 19 and 20 should be reversed before scoring them, meaning that you should score 1 as 4, 2 as 3, 3 as 2 and 4 as 1.


NOTE: Your score is the sum of all items.


What score did you get? The scores range from 20–80. Higher scores indicate higher levels of loneliness. This might mean that your needs for belonging are not being met in some capacity. Take a look at the statements in which you scored the highest marks, indicating that this is usually a struggle for you. What are the situations where these challenges come up? For example, you might feel ‘shy’ when you are around invalidating people who do not allow you to express yourself.


What would have to change (if anything) for your needs to be met? There are neither right nor wrong ways to answer this question but perhaps we can focus on the kindest, most authentic and most compassionate ways to think about this. For example, if you’re focusing on #11 on the survey, ‘How often do you feel left out?’, and if you’ve answered that you always feel left out, what would have to change for you to feel included? Perhaps it is that people would need to be more thoughtful to invite you to events or to check in with you about your preferences or opinions for you to feel more included?


Take some time to consider what your needs are and, if you’re willing, write them down so that you can refer back to them later. At the end of the book, you will be invited to take the same survey again. See if anything has changed and what your needs are at that point. Whether your scores change, stay the same, get better or get worse, this is NOT an indication of your personal failure in any way. These questions merely reflect some possible needs you might have that might not currently be met.


How to Get the Most Out of This Book


This book is intentionally broken up into small chapters. As you’re reading, take as many breaks as you need to and don’t push yourself. Some people like to read quickly, whereas others like to read slowly, take notes and reflect. Some people struggle with brain fog, concentration, motivation, chronic pain or other difficulties. Whatever you are facing, please take care of yourself and your needs as best you can. Feel free to go at it one chapter at a time, or skip around, or reread sections as many times as you need to. Please know that there is no rush, and no ‘right’ way to read this book.


Some people benefit from having a journal (a notebook or an electronic journal) to write and reflect on their thoughts and experiences as they are reading. Others like to take time to silently reflect. See what works best for you.


You might not relate to everything in this book. That is perfectly okay. Please use what applies to you and feel free to toss out what doesn’t. Make this experience your own.


There might be sections that bring up something painful for you. If tears come, let them come. See if you can observe your emotions with curiosity. Perhaps you can ask yourself, What emotions am I feeling right now? What thoughts or memories is this bringing up for me? Can I be kind to myself as I’m reading this?


Through the pages of this book, I’ll be with you every step of the way. Although we may not know each other, I have written these words specifically for you, to tell you that you matter.


You are here for a reason.


And you make a wonderful impact in this world.



TAKE AWAYS





•Know that if you feel lonely, you are not alone in feeling that way. I wrote this book specifically because most of my life I’ve felt the same way.


•Social connection and belonging are just as crucial for our well-being as physical needs like food, water and shelter.


•Throughout this journey, like a character from a favourite story, I will be alongside you and holding your hand from afar.












PART 1:


Am I the Only One?









Chapter 1


Hurting for a Hug


I was twelve years old when my family and I immigrated to the United States from Ukraine. I was starting seventh grade and apart from being able to say my name, I didn’t speak a word of English.


Being an immigrant and coming from a radioactive country (after the Chernobyl radiation accident), I made an easy bullying target. Kids would ask me if I was radioactive or contagious or if I glowed in the dark.


Things weren’t much better at home. My parents and older brother were so traumatised by the move and all of our prior experiences that they had no time for me.


As a result, there wasn’t a place where I fit in. Not at home, not in school. Nowhere.


I knew that learning English as quickly as possible would give me the best chance to find new friends. So, I dove into comedy television shows – sitcoms. I watched Full House and Family Matters with closed captions on and with a big, heavy dictionary in my lap. I translated the words I was reading on the screen as quickly as possible to try to understand the content of the programmes.


After a couple of months, I was able to understand a lot of what I was hearing on the shows with minimal translation. And in addition to learning English, I was also learning about American culture.


I saw that the families in both shows talked to one another, listened to each other, and gave each other hugs. As I watched these shows, I found myself craving hugs as well. At one point, I squeezed Sam, my brown teddy bear, tears forming in my eyes as I realised how touch-starved I was.


Hugging wasn’t common in my culture and in my family. The older I got, the fewer hugs I received. The only time I got a hug was when I was injured.


Watching the kids on Full House and Family Matters hug their parents ‘just because’ gave me an idea.


I walked up to my mom, who was slicing cucumbers in the kitchen, and put my arms around her.


‘What are you doing?’ she yelled, throwing my arms off of her. ‘Can’t you see I’m chopping vegetables? I could have cut you.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, feeling myself blush. ‘I just wanted a hug.’


She stared at me for a moment before answering, ‘This isn’t Full House. I’m not an American mom. We don’t hug.’


I stormed off into my room and slammed the door. I picked up my giant dictionary and threw it on the ground with all my fury.


It made a loud thud.


I kicked the dictionary for good measure, and it slid under my bed.


Realising that I would be needing the dictionary to do my homework, I dove on the ground to pick it up, hot tears running down my face. Right as I was on the floor, trying to fish it out, my mother burst into the room.


‘Are you okay? Did you fall?’ She bent down to look at me. ‘Did you get hurt?’


I could barely talk between the sobs, so I just pointed to my arm.


‘Aww. You poor girl.’ My mom hugged me, and my cheeks burned from the lie.


My mother then proceeded to take me to the emergency room to get my arm X-rayed and get my other arm poked with needles for multiple blood tests. I was so ashamed of myself that I didn’t make a sound about any of the poking or prodding. I told myself that I deserved it.


We spent six hours in the emergency room. All for one hug.


It was worth it.


I didn’t learn until well into my adulthood that meaningful connection, such as a kind embrace, is a basic human need. We all need to feel seen, heard and valued in order to thrive as human beings.


You might have heard these terms thrown around – seen, heard and valued – but what do they really mean?


Being Seen means that someone notices you. They realise when you are not your usual self. They notice your absence and include you in their plans and conversations. For example, when a co-worker thanks you for doing something nice for them or your manager recognises how hard you work, you might feel seen.


Being Heard means to be heard without interruption, gaslighting or invalidation, but rather with compassion and understanding. It means that the other person is listening to what you have to say, even if they disagree. It means that they try to understand your perspective without criticising you, giving advice or putting you down. For example, if you and your friend have a disagreement but are both able to respectfully hear each other out and validate each other’s feelings, you might feel heard.


Being Valued means being respected and treated with compassion and kindness, whether it means being given a loving hug or words of support and encouragement. In the workplace, it means that you aren’t criticised for making mistakes but are given the help and the support you need and are encouraged to try again. In relationships, it means that your friends, partner or family members do not shame you, put you down or criticise you. It means that they express appreciation or gratitude for you or your actions and speak to you in a gentle and kind tone.


These needs – to be seen, heard and valued – are not egotistic. They are basic human needs. When we are seen, heard and valued, we feel safer and less hypervigilant. We feel emotionally secure and are able to self-soothe when in distress.


When all three of these needs are met – when we feel seen, heard and valued – we experience a sense of belonging.


Belonging refers to the feeling that you are a valued part of a group. It means that you matter to a specific person, a pet, a family or a community.


Belonging gives us a sense of emotional safety. Emotional safety means that you can trust that the people (or animals) in your support system will unconditionally accept you. It means that you do not have to worry about abandonment, rejection, abuse or criticism from your support system.


When these needs are not met from the people we care most about, we feel lonely. Loneliness does not mean being physically alone in a particular space. Rather, loneliness means feeling alone in your heart. It is a kind of soul wound, a feeling like you do not belong. Like you do not matter.


And nothing could be further from the truth. Because you do – you belong and you matter, and you deserve to know and to feel like you belong, even if you’ve been made to feel otherwise in the past.


When we don’t have emotional safety, our body goes into high overwhelm, triggering the fight-flight-freeze-or-fawn response. The fight-flight-freeze-or-fawn response is a form of nervous system reaction, in which the body goes into high-alert mode. Rather than focusing on rational decisions, the body will do whatever is necessary to help you survive by fighting for your life, running away, freezing or fawning over someone (people-pleasing) in order to reduce the threat1 of being hurt or abandoned.


When we lack emotional safety, we might be highly triggered in situations that other people might find safe, or even enjoyable, such as at concerts, amusement parks or restaurants. The lack of emotional safety can create a spike in our nervous system even if we are physically safe. In these situations, we can’t feel calm because our nervous system is either in active crisis or getting ready for one. For example, a person who had experienced many years of emotional abuse, yelling and invalidation might experience a panic attack – a kind of a flight-and-freeze response – at a football game, even if the people around them are shouting from joy.


For this reason, we are going to learn about how and why belonging is a valid need; one that is critical for your survival. We will learn about different patterns that can cause you to feel emotionally unsafe, so that you can recognise them and learn how to support yourself. In future parts of the book, we will also learn about boundary setting and self-advocacy skills to ensure that your needs are met and addressed as much as possible.


You matter and I care about you, and we will get through this together.









Chapter 2


Together in a Lonely World


In preparing to write this book, I surveyed over three hundred people about their experiences of loneliness in order to better understand what made them feel lonely.


Here are the results of the list I compiled based on the participants’ self-reported responses:








	

LONELY EXPERIENCES:








	

Childhood sexual abuse



	

Overstimulation



	

Body sensations - dizziness, nausea, brain fog








	

Abandonment



	

Migraines



	

Discomfort with small talk








	

Emotional abuse



	

Ghosting



	

Struggling with intrusive thoughts








	

Chronic illness and chronic pain



	

Divorce



	

Friend break-up








	

Life-threatening allergies



	

Chronic thoughts about suicide



	

Feeling alone in public situations (cafeteria, meetings, parties)








	

Imposter syndrome



	

Getting passed up for promotion at work



	

Harassment








	

Moving or immigration



	

Struggling with finances



	

Surviving a violent situation, like abuse, war or torture








	

Miscarriage



	

Incarceration



	

Feeling invalidated and gaslighted








	

Experiencing narcissistic abuse



	

Neglect



	

Feeling abandoned by the medical system








	

Eating disorders and body dysmorphia



	

Fears of being perceived as ‘weird’ or ‘awkward’



	

Losing someone to suicide








	

Rejection about one’s sexual orientation or gender identity



	

Social anxiety



	

Suicide attempt








	

Bullying



	

Struggling with dating or finding a partner



	

Retirement or leaving the military








	

Ambiguous grief



	

Addiction



	

Back-up partners because of fears of abandonment








	

Loss of a child



	

Loss of a pet



	

Loss of a spouse








	

Panic attacks



	

Anxiety



	

Having many friendship circles to have back-up friends








	

Parentification



	

Always trying to fit in, but feeling like an outsider



	

Feeling like you missed out on your childhood











How many of these do you relate to? Sometimes, seeing a mirror representation of our experience of loneliness in another person in real life, on social media, or even in fiction, can actually create a feeling of belonging.


For me, reading the Harry Potter books and learning about Harry’s experiences of growing up with his relatives and hating summers that he spent with them made me feel seen. Like Harry, I too hated summers because of how lonely I felt. I took classes to advance my studies for three summers in a row when I was a teenager, just to have a reason to leave the house and do something structured with other people my age.


As I mentioned in the previous section, loneliness can be broken up into three subtypes of emotional disconnection: feeling unseen, feeling unheard and feeling undervalued. The first of these, the feeling of being unseen, usually feels like a sadness, helplessness and a rejection. On the other hand, feeling unheard is often accompanied by feelings of frustration, anger and confusion, where we might doubt our own experiences. Finally, the feeling of being undervalued (or ‘devalued’) refers to feeling like an outcast, an imposter, fearing not being good enough and not fitting in. The latter subtype of loneliness is often accompanied by feelings of anxiety, embarrassment and shame. In upcoming sections, we will delve deeper into each of these and then discuss how we can manage each type of loneliness.


We all have painful experiences we’ve survived. We all have gone through something we might be ashamed of or too embarrassed to bring up. But the truth is, the more we talk about it, the more we can see that we are not that different. That we all share similar stories with slight differences in minor details.


Underneath it all, we are the same.









Chapter 3


Loneliness Hurts. Literally


When you’re feeling sad, have you noticed that you also physically feel the sadness in your body? Your chest might ache, or your stomach might churn, or you might feel short of breath. For me, I feel a tightness in my chest, an overwhelming sense of emptiness in my stomach, and a lump in my throat, as if I’m stifling a sob.


This phenomenon has been well researched. People who experience chronic loneliness often also report physical pain, including headaches, stomach aches and chest pains. Loneliness and physical pain activate our brains in the exact same way, meaning that our brain interprets the emotional pain of loneliness and social exclusion as just as painful – and in many cases, even more painful – than physical pain. In fact, when people who are struggling with loneliness take painkillers, such as acetaminophen/paracetamol, their loneliness pain reduces as well.1


This research finding does NOT mean that we can solve the global loneliness crisis with pain medication. But it does mean several other things.


First, it means that the pain of loneliness is as real as physical pain, such as migraine pain, stomach aches and back pain. In some instances, loneliness can also exacerbate physical pain by activating the pain neural receptors in our brains.


Second, it means that people who struggle with addiction to prescription medication, especially opiate medications, as well as people who struggle with addiction to illicit drugs and alcohol, might very likely be using these substances to cope with excruciating loneliness.


Third, and most important, it means that the solution to healing this type of pain must include cultivating a deep sense of belonging.


Among the many health benefits of belonging, including improved physical health, improved mood, reduced physical and mental health symptoms, belonging also boosts the release of endorphins and oxytocin hormones.2 Endorphins are a part of our internal pain-regulating chemicals called endogenous opioids. These internally produced opioids help us regulate not only our physical pain, but also our emotional pain. This means that rather than relying on (and getting addicted to) opiate medications, which tend to facilitate worsened pain once they wear off, we can foster the release of our own internal painkilling chemicals by giving or receiving support to others and cultivating our sense of belonging.


Here’s an experiment that shows how this technique works. Researchers at the University of Wisconsin tested how giving and receiving emotional support impacts physical pain levels. In their experiment, the researchers invited sixteen married couples into the lab. All partners were asked to fill out a questionnaire measuring their satisfaction in their marriage. For each couple, one of the partners was placed into an MRI and was told that they would receive mild electric shocks on either the left or the right ankle. One third of the participants underwent this process alone. Another third of the participants had a stranger (the experimenter) hold their hand during this process. The remainder of the participants had their spouse hold their hand.


Even though all the participants in the study received the same level of shock, those who had someone holding their hand (whether it was the experimenter or the participant’s spouse) exhibited a lower activation in the pain centres of their brain. Interestingly, the people whose spouses held their hand during the procedure reported significantly less distress in response to the shocks compared to the stranger holding their hand, as well as the condition in which no one held their hand. And the better the quality of the marriage (as reported in the questionnaires), the less the participants’ pain centres were activated in response to the shock.3


Just like for the participants in this study, social support is vital to your physical and emotional health. So, if you are struggling with excruciating physical and/or emotional pain right now, if your loneliness feels like it is swallowing you faster than quicksand, please know that there is a reason for that – you are not meant to face this kind of pain alone.


The lack of social support and belonging is so hurtful that humans and animals alike suffer when they are isolated. In fact, because mammals are social creatures, loneliness can cause so much distress that they can act out their internal pain by using self-harm. Monkeys, cats and dogs self-harm when they are kept in social isolation without contact with other mammals. Some scratch out patches of their fur from distress and others stop eating and fail to thrive, all due to loneliness. Thankfully, the effects of self-harm and failure to thrive can often be reversed when the isolated mammals are socialised again and are given affection from others.4 This means that the pain of being isolated, physically or emotionally, causes such severe pain that sometimes we don’t know a healthy way to manage the magnitude of it.


I’ll be honest, I cried as I wrote this section. My heart still aches for everyone who’s ever self-harmed because of the excruciating feelings of loneliness, whether they are humans, cats, dogs or monkeys. A famous study by Harry Harlow in the late 1950s shows that when monkeys are raised in isolation, they cling on to anything that resembles a caring parental touch, even a dirty cloth diaper. Whenever the researchers tried changing the cloth diaper for sanitary reasons, the monkeys became aggressive and fought the researchers, while also exhibiting high levels of distress.


Harry Harlow then conducted a new experiment. He began studying the baby monkeys’ interactions with two fake surrogate mothers – one wire monkey that fed them with a bottle and one soft cloth-covered monkey that did not provide food. Harlow discovered that outside of feeding time, the baby monkeys spent approximately 85 per cent of their time cuddling with the cloth mother.5


And if you are tearing up right now, wishing that you could just cradle and soothe those poor baby monkeys and give them all the love they clearly deserved and needed, I feel your pain.


I am mortified to read about this study and to write about it. And at the same time, the results of this study clearly show us that mammals who are starving from loneliness and lack of touch are in high distress. And if our hearts can break for the baby monkeys who self-harm because they are lonely, and who fight for a used diaper the same way a small child fights for their teddy bear, then perhaps we can look at human beings with the same loving eyes. And if there is a lonely inner child inside each of us, then we can perhaps cuddle and comfort that inner child the same way we might feel the pull to comfort the tiny monkeys who just want to be held.


Try it out. Place your hands on your heart centre to give yourself a small hug. Or perhaps wrap yourself in a warm blanket and snuggle a pillow or a teddy bear. You might feel silly at first, but I encourage you to try anyway, if you are willing. If you are not willing, or if this doesn’t feel good or safe to do, please feel free to disregard and ignore this exercise. Listen to your body. Do what feels right and safe to you.


Because it doesn’t matter if you’re nine, thirty-nine or eighty-nine. We all need and deserve to be soothed, held and supported. And when we receive it, either from ourselves or from other people, our bodies release oxytocin.


Oxytocin is a hormone involved in bonding and soothing (self-soothing and soothing of others).6 It is also a natural anti-inflammatory, and it appears to strengthen our nervous system, our cardiovascular health and our immune system,7 as well as causing a deceleration of ageing, and a longer lifespan.8 In simpler terms, oxytocin is really good for you.


So, if you need a hug, give yourself one. You deserve a hug whenever you need it.


And I’m sending you a virtual one from afar.
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