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First Contact


The knowledge, it fills me. It is neat.


—GIR, Invader Zim, script by Eric Trueheart


Your future is whatever you make it, so make it a good one.


—Dr. Emmett Brown, Back to the Future Part III, script by


Robert Zemeckis and Bob Gale


Here is where your new life begins.


I’m very pleased that you chose to open this book, because you need it. More than you realize. And this is true regardless of how smart you are. I’ve written many books on the topic of communication and the peculiar things that go on inside our minds. Those books all originated from my own personal interest and from my desire to help people learn to communicate better and understand more about themselves. In my lectures, I used to say that you have all the time in the world to improve your communication, because you can’t get any worse at it. All that matters is that you do it.


It turns out I was wrong.


You don’t have all the time in the world. On the contrary, time is short. You see, recent research has revealed two things. On the one hand, the nonverbal, subconscious dimensions of our communication are more important than we ever imagined. New studies have shown that they play decisive roles in seemingly unrelated areas, like investment decisions or salary levels. On the other hand, we’ve never been worse at communicating than we are right now. And this ability is deteriorating at an alarming pace. Our modern lifestyle is causing us to gradually lose our ability to understand and empathize with our fellow human beings. In a global climate in which refugees on boats no longer make for front-page news but are simply an aspect of our everyday existence; in which millions of people are fleeing across national boundaries; in which political discourse is characterized by a major degree of concern for the future; and in which opinions that are far from humanitarian are steadily winning ground—the fact that we no longer understand each other as well as we need to is bound to have disastrous consequences.


You don’t have to be a player on the global stage to notice the effects of this; in fact, there’s a decent chance you’ve already suffered because of it. I suspect that you might be feeling a little annoyed with a number of your coworkers, and you feel that not even your significant other understands you as well as he or she ought to, and that you spend all of your free time watching TV and browsing the internet. It’s been some time since you belonged to an association or club, and you rarely have time to see your friends. When people ask how you’re doing, you tell them everything is fine. But inside, you feel a gnawing sense of frustration that you have no idea how to deal with.


If at least a third of the previous description applies to you, congratulations! That means you are a member of the amazing group of individuals that we call modern people. You share these feelings with a large portion of the human race.


Things can’t go on like this, of course. That’s why I’ve decided that you and I are going to do something about it.


A Promise


In this book, I will try to explain what has caused this deterioration of our communication, and I’ll give you the tools you need to rectify it. But that’s not all. I want to give you the most thorough description of social attentiveness that I can.*


I define social excellence as the capability to navigate your social environment in ways that are mutually beneficial and will bring you closer to your own goals, as well as be supportive of, and strengthen your relationships with, others. But since I have no idea where you are on your journey toward enhanced social skills, I’m going to start from square one, by taking a look at how you initiate contact with other people (and showing you how to tell if they want to be approached or not), as well as by teaching you how to avoid pointless small talk and make every conversation meaningful. Next, we’ll investigate how to truly listen to others and form unique relationships with them, a topic that has been touched upon in many self-help books, although it is rarely addressed the right way. After that, you’ll learn how to get others to listen to you when you have something important to say or when there is something you want to change. We’ll also take a look inside your mind, which happens to be one of the largest obstacles to developing your social excellence. So we’re going to fix that. Finally, we’ll delve deep into strategies and techniques you can use to prevent challenging situations from arising, and if they do arise despite your efforts, you’ll learn how to manage them in a way that allows everyone involved to walk away as winners.


You won’t learn how to control the minds of others by waving your hand and saying, “These aren’t the droids you’re looking for,” but I do think this training program will take you as close to becoming a Jedi Master as possible without us getting sued by Disney. And if that reference means nothing to you, at least know that this book will give you the tools you need to handle any kind of social situation. In short, you’re going to gain social excellence.


We’re going to begin by exploring the skill set that separates us humans from animals.


The Art of (Not) Understanding Others


Human beings are unique in that we are at the same time fundamentally individualistic and fundamentally social. Each one of us is rational and able to make judgments and decisions. But we are also emotional creatures, capable of forming deep bonds with other people. Douglas Adams was wrong: the world was conquered neither by mice nor by dolphins. It wasn’t the Red Lectroids, either, although they did make some kind of attempt in the movie The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the 8th Dimension. The species that conquered the world was us humans. This didn’t happen because of our great skill at building primitive tools out of sticks and stones, or because we’re able to give a double thumbs-up. The single factor that has led us to our present sense of ownership of the planet is our ability to understand one another’s thoughts.


Now, many animals certainly share this ability with us. Only recently, research has shown that even mice appear to have some degree of self-awareness. From there, the step toward forming an awareness of others is not great. And while it is no surprise that primates are the animals who are the closest to us in terms of having a developed understanding of the mental activity of others, we’re still incredibly advanced compared to them. We’ve left them all in the dust by the time we’re toddlers. In tests, the perceptive abilities of two-year-olds have been found to be equivalent to those of adult chimpanzees. They are equally astute when it comes to noticing where somebody moved the food, which tools they need for a task, and so on. But when it comes to challenges in which understanding the workings of another mind is key, the twoyear-olds are way ahead of the chimps. In tasks where you have to follow somebody’s gaze to understand where that person has hidden the food, the little humans completely outclass their hairier cousins. In tests performed at the Max Planck Institute in Leipzig by Esther Herrmann and her colleagues, the two-year-olds solved their tasks in 74 percent of the cases, while the chimps only managed a success rate of 36 percent. And unlike the two-year-olds, the chimpanzees had already had a whole lifetime of opportunity to practice this stuff.


So the thing that separates us from animals and gives us an unfair advantage over them is not the ability to understand the minds of others, as such, it’s the highly advanced level at which we are able to do so. Or as Herrmann put it, our species-specific set of cultural skills. This is the cornerstone of all social life. Being able to understand others allows you to navigate your way through life without bumping into too many obstacles along the way.


And you’re already intuitively aware of this.


I don’t think you would raise your eyebrows at all if I told you that the people who possess highly developed social skills are also the people who have the closest friends, the most rewarding relationships, the best marriages, and the greatest overall life satisfaction. These social abilities come into play in every aspect of your life. A leader who can sense how well others are understanding her instructions is a better leader. A boss can only motivate his employees to the extent that he is aware of their needs. And naturally, a salesperson who understands what her customers want will have an easier time selling things.


However, this ability of understanding does have one downside: most people suck at using it. Don’t get me wrong; I’m sure you’ve managed pretty well with the way you do things right now. But that doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re good at it. All it means is that you’ve established a functional baseline. And you both can and should be a lot better than that.


I can understand if your own experience differs from the claim I just made. After all, you’re pretty clued in, right? Of course, you could be. But chances are you’re not. It’s far more likely that things simply seem that way. We tend to be embarrassingly bad at estimating our own ability. In a study by Anu Realo, a fellow at the Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study in the social sciences in Uppsala, Sweden, and her colleagues, a number of test participants were first asked to show how good they actually were at reading others, by looking at pictures of faces expressing one of the seven basic emotions—anger, contempt, disgust, fear, joy, sadness, and surprise—and attempting to pair the pictures with the right emotions. Simple stuff. Next, the participants were asked to say how much they agreed with statements like “I can determine people’s personality traits at first sight,” “I know what people are feeling even when they try to hide it,” and “I often know what people are going to say in advance.” This allowed the researchers to measure the participants’ own perceptions regarding their abilities to read other people. It turned out that the correlation between the test participants’ perceived ability and their actual ability was . . . zero. No correlation at all (or, as was reported by Realo et al., “a correlation of .000”).


Other studies have produced similar results. Basically, we’re useless at judging how right or wrong we are when we form ideas about what is going on in the minds of others.


And while we have no idea how competent (or incompetent) we are, this ability is something we all covet. In a Marist Poll done in the United States, people were asked which superpower they would prefer to have. Mind reading and time travel shared first place. Almost twice as many people wanted to be able to read thoughts than to be able to fly (28 percent compared to 16 percent), and mind reading was almost three times as popular as teleporting (11 percent) or turning invisible (10 percent). This is good news for me in my capacity as a professional mind reader and mentalist, of course, since it means I am unlikely to have to look for a new job anytime soon. (It also makes sense to me that time travel shared first place with mind reading, as it would be useful to be able to go back in time and fix any social missteps you might have made if you couldn’t read minds.) We can all smile about this, but it indicates a serious problem: understanding other people seems such an unattainable goal that it is considered a superpower. It shouldn’t have to be that way.


You might think I’m unfair in claiming that this applies to you, too, and that you’re nothing like those people who had no idea whether or not they understood others. You know who likes you, among your coworkers, study buddies, and friends, and who doesn’t. You know who understands you, whom you have a good time with, and who is a total jerk you’d do best to avoid. Surely that’s enough? Well, it would be. If you really did know. But you don’t.


Further studies by (among others) psychologists David Kenny at the University of Connecticut and Nicholas Epley at the University of Chicago have shown that we are actually marginally better than a coin toss when it comes to determining who likes us, who wants to go on a second date with us, or whether a recruiter actually was impressed with us during a job interview.


It’s not that we’re completely in the dark; we do have some insight into others’ estimation of us. It’s just that this insight is practically negligible, as Kenny and Epley show us that it’s not much better than a pure guess.


So how come we still think we’re so well-informed? One explanation for this might be that we often base our understanding of others on the information they choose to share with us. And this information is always carefully selected, although perhaps subconsciously. It will always be filtered by what others think you want to hear, how personal they want to get with you, what they are ashamed to admit, by learned social norms, behavioral codes, and so on. The information you use to determine what’s going on inside somebody else, then, has very little to do with what they are actually thinking. Somebody whom you might believe likes you a great deal might actually be holding a great inner hatred but has learned to keep it hidden, as that kind of display would be a break with social norms. And others whom you might have written off as “not interested” might actually like you but feel that revealing something so personal about themselves would be inappropriate. The signs that reveal the actual state of affairs are there, but they are hard to detect when hidden by so many layers of filtering, especially when you don’t know what you’re supposed to be looking for.


Without training, even spending a whole life together wouldn’t help. Professor of psychology Kenneth Savitsky found with his colleagues that married couples’ ability to understand (or misunderstand) each other doesn’t improve with time. The only thing that is strengthened is the perception that they understand one another better.


The World Is Slipping Through Our Fingers


I recently gave a lecture in which I was asked how I can claim that we are bad at communication while simultaneously stating that the skills we use to do so are part of our innate programming. As you will recall, our ability to understand the emotions and thoughts of others has aided us in our conquest of the world. Doesn’t this mean that I am contradicting myself? This question is worthy of serious consideration, and I haven’t managed to find any research that attempts to address it. However, I can see two plausible explanations for why these claims could both be true.


It could be that our social skills were sharper back when our survival was immediately dependent on them. If we were unable to interpret the fear of others as a cause for caution, it meant that we would be attacked by the tiger that they could see and we couldn’t. If we had failed to notice that somebody else had fallen ill as a result of eating poisoned berries, we would eat them as well. And if we were unable to navigate our social relationships skillfully, we were ostracized, which meant our access to shelter, food, and warmth would be revoked. We simply couldn’t afford to make mistakes. However, in today’s world, the consequences of poor communication are less obvious or less clear. If a middle manager at your office misunderstands your project description, it will not necessarily affect you in a way you will notice. This means that for the first time in history, we can make the mistake of neglecting the skill that has made us dominant for millennia without putting our survival at risk.


That’s the first explanation of our failing social skills. The second, which is the one I personally find the most convincing, is that we’re still just as good at social understanding as we’ve always been. It’s just that the social contexts in which we found ourselves fifty thousand years ago were nowhere near as difficult to navigate as those of the present day. Modern society places entirely different demands on our communication, demands that we’ve never had to face in the past and that we’ve consequently never been trained to cope with. We move through an incredibly complex and constantly changing system of prejudices, morals, values, gender roles, guilt, self-esteem, ambitions, and many other things that are irrelevant to our survival but still need to be managed well in order for us to live a good life. Our operating system for social interactions may be preprogrammed, but we’ve missed the last few centuries’ worth of essential updates. Our modern lives demand the functionality of the next Windows update, but our brains are still running DOS.*


A few months before the lecture at which I was asked if I was contradicting myself, I gave a lecture to the schools and education department of a Swedish municipality. If my theory is correct—that our level of social skill is insufficient for our modern social structures—then this insufficiency, or this social incompetence, ought to become more and more apparent the more we become aware of the system in which we live.


During the first years of our lives, social matters ought to be more or less simple, and complexity should increase gradually as we age. Since my audience that day consisted of school principals and administrators from all levels of education, all the way from day care to high school, this was an excellent opportunity for me to ask them:


Was this type of social incompetence present in the children from the very start? Or were the educators able to observe its gradual development? And if so, at what age did the children’s social blunders begin to occur? Was there some way to determine at what point the preprogrammed tools could no longer handle various social codes?


My assumption was that these issues would plausibly arise during the identity-seeking teenage years—an age range that most of us recall as being incredibly awkward. On the other hand, they say everything starts younger and younger, so were breakdowns of communication actually evident as early as middle school?


The principals in the audience, however, all firmly agreed that I was way off the mark. Although I was right in essence, my estimations were far too optimistic. Their shared belief was that schoolkids begin to struggle with social cues as early as the age of nine or ten.


Let that sink in for a few moments.


If you’ve ever spent any time with preschoolers, you’ll know that their existence is one long series of social experiments. We spend the first five years of our lives learning how to interact with others. It’s during this time when we learn that it’s OK to let others play with our toys. That we shouldn’t unwrap a birthday present we’ve just given to someone else. That Dad will get annoyed if we fart in his face, even though he found that cute just four years ago. By the time we’re six, we’re pretty socially well-adjusted. However, this seems to be a very brief respite, just three or four years, before the social demands placed on us exceed our capacity to handle them again. The brain is far from fully developed at this point,* and we’ve already started to get into difficulties. If this observation regarding school children is more widespread than just in the municipality where I was lecturing (and I can’t see any reason why it shouldn’t be, since the students in this area were no different from any other students), this means we never really stand a chance.


You Haven’t Been Taught Properly


In order for communication to be meaningful, you have to understand the other person (which, of course, you don’t know if you do or do not). However, this understanding alone is not enough for a conversation. You also have to be able to process the information you’re receiving, allow it to affect the rest of your communication, and express your own thoughts and emotions in a way that will be both well understood and well received. That’s a pretty tall order. You’ve learned the techniques that you use to do this from other communicators. Your first and probably most influential teachers were your parents. And they in turn learned to communicate from their parents. You’ve also been influenced by the ways that your friends communicate (which they learned from their parents, who learned it from their own parents). Teachers in school and other authority figures have also played their parts. All of these people have probably had nothing but the best of intentions. But what’s to say that they’re the right people to be teaching you how to relate to others? When you’re learning a new language as an adult, you’ll probably go to some lengths to make sure your teacher has a good mastery of the language, knows about its grammatical properties, and has the pedagogical skills required. But when it comes to your social communication, which is of vital importance, you’ve had to rely on instruction from people who have quite possibly received insufficient instructions on the topic themselves.


Your communication skills have also been shaped by other things, like radio shows, podcasts, TV shows, and online materials. My friends all grew up watching the TV show Friends. (Personally, I watched The X-Files instead, which was probably an inferior choice in terms of acquiring social skills.) The problem with learning about communication from works of fiction like Friends is that nobody talks that way in real life. Nobody is really that smart and funny, or has relationships as great as those shared by the friends we see in our favorite programs. That’s why we like them, after all. They represent unattainable ideals. We may laugh along with them, but they do absolutely nothing for us when it comes to teaching us how to communicate. And that’s because the real world is very different from the world they live in. At best, we pick up a buzz word or two from them, which we then use in the presence of our increasingly annoyed friends.


Bazinga!


Considering all this, perhaps it’s not so strange that communication expert Robert Bolton in as far back as 1979 claimed that 80 percent of the people who fail at their jobs do so because they are unable to form fruitful relationships. In other words, they fail to communicate as they ought to. He has a point. The importance of fruitful relationships was evidenced when the Swedish newspaper Dagens industri hosted their Årets Gasell (Gazelle of the Year) award in 2016. This award acknowledges businesses that have found success in the last year, and the ceremony is held at the Konserthuset, the concert hall in Stockholm, with a fair deal of pomp and circumstance. When the winners were interviewed and asked about their successes, nobody mentioned their business genius as a contributing factor. Pretty much all of them spoke of how important it is to be able to work with people that you like. According to them, the social aspect was not only a decisive factor for their flourishing successes, it was also the thing that made their work meaningful. Of all the most successful businesses in Sweden, only one of them mentioned money.


Good communication and good relationships remain the most important things for us in whatever we want to do.


However, even if effective communication between humans is our best invention yet, the fact remains: the average person isn’t very good at it at all. Also, and more seriously, we keep getting worse at it. Inefficient and poor communication creates distance between yourself and others, and this distance will affect every part of your life. When communication breaks down, it doesn’t just result in misunderstanding what somebody said and trying to give that person a sermon instead of salmon; it goes way beyond that. You’ll feel misunderstood and lonely. You’ll have issues in your family life. You’ll think of your coworkers as incompetent, and you’ll feel out of place in your workplace or school. You’ll suffer psychological as well as physical stress, which will in turn cause depression and other health issues. You could even die. Robert Bolton, whom I mentioned earlier, stated that this increasing social distance between people has become one of the major challenges that our society faces. The frightening thing is that he arrived at this conclusion (by examining available research by psychiatrists such as Harry Stack Sullivan and David Riesman, medical company Hoffmann-La Roche, and others) all the way back in 1979. And the communication-related problems that existed then were a walk in the park compared to the ones that have reared their heads in our shiny new world of science fiction wonders. The internet has made things worse, you see. We don’t have time for each other anymore.


I Don’t Have Time to Meet This Year


I’m just like you. I can’t live without the internet, and I need to be able to reach into my pocket and access my bank, my email, the weather, my exercise regimen for the week, and Wikipedia, in order to feel like a functional human being. But the price we pay for our new lifestyle is steep. Since the 1950s, the evolution of technology has given us more spare time than ever before, while also providing us with more easily accessible distractions to spend that leisure time on. Once, the rare moments of free time people had would be spent in each other’s company. Social activities took priority, and, honestly, there wasn’t much of anything else for anyone to do. And so we all cycled, camped, barbecued, went to concerts, or went out dancing. The 1950s saw tremendous social change arrive in the form of television. In just a few years, social encounters were replaced by sitting around on couches gawking at Johnny Carson. And even though there weren’t many channels to choose from, it went on like this for decades.


If we fast-forward to today, when entertainment is coming at us from all directions, we’ve actually ended up with so many options that nobody has time to do it all. You have access to almost all of the music in the entire world through Spotify, more movies and TV series than you even knew existed through Netflix, and thousands of amazing games in app stores. And I’m still only mentioning the stuff that’s on your phone. One thing most of these digital treats all have in common is that they are things you usually partake of alone. Whenever some digital activity somehow involves actually meeting people in the real world, like the game Pokémon GO, this is unique enough to make headlines.


And it’s not as though we’ve given up watching regular TV in favor of interacting with all these new media inventions: the time people spend watching TV is steadily increasing. In 2019, according to market-research firm eMarketer, the average US citizen is estimated to have watched TV for 3 hours and 35 minutes each day. That’s 1,308 hours of screen time in a year. Just counting TV. And do you by any chance own a smartphone? If so, let’s add the 3 hours and 43 minutes you looked at it each day in 2019 (spread out over eighty times a day, according to tech-protection company Asurion).* By now, the tally is 2,664.5 hours per year. And that’s not even extreme; those are the average numbers for TV viewing and smartphone use. The survey by Asurion found that technology has turned us all into addicts, and this is well exemplified by a quote from Swedish comedy duo Morran and Tobias: “Once, I had no internet access at all. It gave me a fever.”


Here’s an amusing comparison. The number of working days in a year in the United States varies between 260 and 262, depending on national holidays and leap days. Let’s say a working day is about 8 hours. (The average is actually 8.4 hours for men and 7.9 hours for women, according to the Department of Labor.) If you’re employed full-time, think back on how much work you got done last year. I mean the whole year—everything you did from January to December, from little things like changing the toner cartridge in your printer to large projects you finished or new contacts you made. Maybe you traveled for work. Let’s also say this year was one of the most laborious years in a long time, with the full 262 working days. That would mean you worked for 2,096 hours (at 8 hours a day). That’s a lot of time. But it’s still 568.5 hours (or 71 workdays) less than the time you spent watching TV and using your phone.


But perhaps you don’t work. In that case, let’s make another comparison, to really get this point across.


Wikipedia is one of the largest databases in the world. The number of collective hours that have been spent on it is ridiculously large: as far back as 2008, it was calculated that it was the collective result of about 100 million hours of work. There is no way to mentally grasp how much time that is. And since 2008, Wikipedia has grown at a tremendous rate. Let’s compare this humongous number with the amount of time spent watching TV in the United States that same year, when counting the entire population. Just TV. That was 2 billion hours. As writer Clay Shirky points out, twenty full, new Wikipedias could have been created in that time.


Considering this, I find it interesting that we so often claim that we don’t have enough time. I seem to hear this complaint almost daily: people don’t have enough time for the things they want or need to do. But if there’s something we do have, evidently, it’s time. Lots of it even. But I can see why people feel that way, because our time is also limited. In his excellent blog Wait But Why (waitbutwhy.com), Tim Urban points out that if you’re around thirty years of age and read five books a year, you’ll have time to read another three hundred books in your lifetime (assuming you continue reading until the age of ninety). That’s about two IKEA Billy bookshelves’ worth. And you’ll never find out what happens in all the other books out there.


I hope you’re starting to see my point. Today, you have access to not three hundred but thousands of books from online stores, Google Books, and Audible. (Not to mention all those TV series that are just a push of a button away.)


You might as well just accept it:


You won’t have enough time.


However, perhaps that might be a sign that you shouldn’t even try. The realization that this technology-driven surplus of media brings us to is that it’s time for us to prioritize. Now, I’m not saying that you should be considering whether or not you should watch all seasons of Supernatural before or after you make your way through all eight seasons of Psych. I’m saying you should be considering whether or not you should watch Supernatural at all. Or whatever it is you spend your annual 2,316 hours on. Perhaps you should invest your attention in something else. Or, rather, on somebody else. In the same blog post I mentioned, a mildly depressed Tim Urban concluded that his parents likely had thirty years left. (Tim himself was thirty-four years old at the time of writing this.) Since he had left home at the age of eighteen, he had seen his parents about ten times a year. If they continued the same way, he would see them about three hundred more times in his life. This meant that the remaining number of days when he would see his parents alive was fewer than the number of days he spent with them in a single year when he still lived at home. A graphic representation of this begins on the following page. The black stars are the days Tim had spent with his mom and dad so far, and the white stars represent the remaining days when he would see them during the next thirty years.




The phenomenon that psychology professor Larry Rosen has named TechnoStress may well be a modern one, but the inability to prioritize in our lives seems to be part of the human condition.


In his book The Art of Thinking, Ernest Dimnet writes:


“Have you really no time? Are you sincere, or are you just repeating what everybody else is saying? No time! The extremity of poverty! Perhaps your idea of having time is not having some time to yourself, but having all the time, having nothing to do: Examine your conscience and answer.


Axiom: Very busy people always find time for everything.


Conversely, people with immense leisure find time for nothing.”
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Dimnet’s language may seem a little old-fashioned, but that is because he wrote this all the way back in 1928. This is pretty much what it’s like for most of us. Your time is not unlimited. The question is just what you want to spend it on. Even though Nintendo is better at releasing your dopamine (the reward substance that makes you feel satisfied when you get the black coins in Super Mario Run) than human relationships are, the research on this tells a loud and consistent story:


The only thing that provides us with meaning and happiness, in the end, is good relationships with other human beings.


A Lack of Practice Makes Less Than Perfect


Norman H. Nie and Dione Sunshine Hillygus were two researchers at Stanford University. They discovered that for each hour you spend in front of a computer at home, you socialize with other people for half an hour less. And when you prioritize other things over socializing, you get worse at it.*


Social competence may be part of the human template, but it still requires training in order to improve. You need years of physical meetings, face-to-face, in order for you to learn to both control your own behavior and accurately read the behavior of others. Social competence and attentiveness require interaction. They require you to ask, listen, and make the occasional mistake.


For this reason, we’re approaching a crisis in terms of our ability to hold a conversation. An epidemic of superficial and nonsensical speech is spreading throughout the technologically developed world. The height of our communication has become posting photos of our food (not always before eating it) or sharing with everybody what a great job we just did at the gym. Or even just forwarding a “funny” GIF. According to Portio Research, approximately 690 billion text messages are sent each month worldwide. Text message specialists Text Request have calculated that in 2018, you processed 2,820 texts each month. How many of those messages have inspiring, comforting, touching, or motivating content or are truly meaningful? The truth is that our social competence, and thus our ability to lead a full life, is drowned out by the noise of our own information. And the lack of meaningful conversations affects us. When you send a text message, it could bounce off the moon on the way to its recipient, but it might be absolutely impossible for you to say the same thing to somebody in person. The most common reason why Western couples get divorced today is an inability to communicate. And this is no surprise considering that the average couple spends more time watching TV than talking to each other.


When we choose not to have “real” meetings, we lose fundamental social skills like reading facial expressions or understanding the emotional significance of a gesture. When you don’t train for these abilities, the circuitry in your brain that regulates your social dexterity is weakened. Your interactions will become awkward, and you’ll tend to misunderstand or completely miss subtle nonverbal messages in body language, gestures, and facial expressions. It has been discovered that increased use of the internet can have serious psychological consequences. I once spoke to a child-and-adolescent psychotherapist in Stockholm who claimed that she could see a clear connection between adolescents giving up physical (or social) leisure pursuits in favor of spending time in front of a computer, and then becoming depressed. Research has shown that excessive internet use can cause depression but also powerful feelings of loneliness, confusion, anxiety, and fatigue, as well as an addictive behavior that further contributes to the unraveling of our social abilities.


Online communication remains far more anonymous and isolated than actual encounters and doesn’t provide you with the human feedback that you need. Actual encounters make you practice answering intuitively, since you have less time to think than you would in an online chat. Real-life encounters also teach you social norms, such as how to speak to strangers, how to greet new coworkers at the office, or how to behave at glitzy dinner parties. A video tutorial on YouTube may be convenient, but it still can’t replace a true experience, because it can’t strengthen the networks in your brain that you need for managing complex everyday interactions.


There is evidence that we are losing our social abilities everywhere. Sara Konrath, Edward O’Brien, and Courtney Hsing at the University at Michigan did a metastudy for which they combined seventy-two different studies to cover almost fourteen thousand college students over a time period of thirty years. It showed that teenagers’ ability to empathize has diminished radically with the greatest downward trend observed in the years since 2000. You’ll be familiar with the explanation given by the researchers by now: young people are spending less time on social activities and participating less in clubs and similar opportunities for empathic training. A wave of narcissism is sweeping across the West, which involves young people losing interest in others.


All people face the same social challenges. Politicians, too. It’s a bit frightening to imagine an international summit involving countries that are in serious conflict with one another, at which the diplomats misunderstand one another’s facial expressions and emotional cues. Or lack empathic ability. But that’s where a number of researchers are saying we’re headed.


But Aren’t We More Sociable Than Ever?


It may seem that what you’ve read so far is in direct contradiction with the reality you live in—after all, social media has broken the world wide open. Those 350 billion text messages are hard proof that we’re communicating more than ever with each other. And that’s true. We’re more connected and globally aware than we have ever been before in the history of our species.


However, Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat haven’t reversed the downward trend in empathy; on the contrary, they’ve contributed to it. Never before have we been able to be so unkind to each other and get away with it. Digital networks are useful for spreading information, but so far, with a few exceptions, they are much less useful for spreading compassion. In fact, a study performed at Gothenburg University reveals that the more time we spend on Facebook, the less happy we become. The people we see on social media are all improved, touched-up versions of the truth. They’re not real people; they’re more like “people.”


And this makes us feel bad. (And maybe we try to compensate by posting a more attractive profile pic on Facebook than the last one we had.)


This is nothing new. In the past, we replaced our friends and family with the TV and turned the people we saw on the screen into our new friends. Ask anybody who’s followed a sitcom for a number of seasons, and they will tell you that they “know” the characters on the show. Friends, which I mentioned earlier, is one of the most successful TV shows of all time. The title is an ostensible reference to the bonds of friendship between the characters on the show, but it is also an instruction to the viewer: these are your friends now.


The difference between friends on TV and friends on Face-book is that we were usually aware that the TV characters were fictional.* No matter how real Dylan and Brenda might seem on Beverly Hills, 90210, we knew that we would never run into them on the street. But on social media, the lines separating fantasy and reality are blurred. Those people who seem just as attractive, smart, and happy as the characters in a TV show are suddenly “real.” They’re on our friends list. And just like we used to wish that our lives were like the fictions we saw on TV, which led us to want more in strictly material terms and caused anxiety when these desires went unfulfilled, we wish we were living the unattainable life that we see on social media today. We scroll through our feeds, and like Puddles Pity Party lamenting his way through “All by Myself,” we anxiously ask ourselves where our friends are having all that fun, why we’re not there, and why we don’t have the things they have.


But this is all very difficult to admit. We’re experts at finding excuses for why new technology will benefit us in social terms. Earlier, I mentioned Pokémon GO as an example of this. As I write this, the Pokémon GO craze is still in full swing. I don’t really have a problem with people playing Pokémon GO, apart from when I have to swerve to avoid running over them in my car as they stray right into the street with their eyes glued to their phones, hunting some monster or other. If you want to play the game, I won’t try to stop you. However, it bothers me a little every time I am given the excuse that it’s actually good for you to play Pokémon GO. Whether it is by Pokémon players when I’m talking to them or by articles on lifestyle websites, the defense usually goes something like this:


“You get outside, you get some exercise, and it’s a social thing, because you meet other players all the time. Research has actually confirmed this.”


Well, not quite. Both the doctor of psychology John Grohol, at the mental health resource PsychCentral, and Stephen Buckley, at the mental health charity Mind, commented early on upon the fact that people who suffer from agoraphobia, serious depression, or anxiety, and who thus never leave their homes ordinarily, can be helped by the game, because it forces them to go outside their front doors. Which of course is good for general mental health; most physical activity is. But at least for our purposes, in this book, it’s not enough to go somewhere and then stand still, with your neck bent down and all of your attention focused on your phone. The fact that a few hundred people are standing in the same area, doing the same thing, doesn’t mean that they’re making some kind of social connection. All it means is that you’ve made yourself just as much of a mark for pickpockets as all the other Pikachu fans out there.


You’re Not Like Them


OK, I know, I know. I can hear you all the way from here. I’ve taken it too far. The previous scenario does not apply to you. Even if you do use your phone a little more than is strictly necessary, you still have genuinely great encounters with others. You understand that social media is not reality, and you tend to be pretty good at communicating. There’s not that much you really need to improve. And, of course, that could be true.


So let’s perform a little test to see if you really do need this book or not. I have listed twenty-one questions that address various areas in which our social competence grows weaker as we make technological advances. Consider each question, be honest, and give a yes or no answer. Do it for yourself. There’s no need for anybody else to know your answers.




• Do you find it difficult to maintain eye contact when somebody is speaking to you?


• Do you have difficulties interpreting the emotional content or meaning of others’ body language?


• Do others have a hard time interpreting you and understanding how you feel?


• Are you often told that you seem distracted?


• Are you often asked if something is wrong?


• Does it make you uncomfortable when friends or relatives give you a hug?


• Do you feel awkward when you meet new people and shake hands?


• Do you find it difficult to ask for advice?


• Do you have a problem admitting your mistakes?


• Is it difficult for you to voice your opinions in groups?


• Do you sometimes agree to do something you’d rather not, just to avoid disappointing somebody?


• Is it difficult for you to speak honestly about your emotions?


• Do you lose interest when people begin to explain how they feel in detail?


• Is it difficult for you to put somebody else’s needs and feelings above your own?


• Have you chosen to stop being friends with somebody rather than confront the person that hurt you?


• Do you feel detached from, or distant from, your friends or family members when they tell you about their problems?


• Are you uncomfortable discussing emotions with people you care about?


• Do you find it difficult to motivate others?


• Does your presence make other people happy?


• Do others understand your wishes, and do they follow them?


• Are you in control of making changes in your own behavior?





These questions all deal with nonverbal communication, self-image, empathy, the ability to listen, conflict resolution, and leadership. If you answered yes to any of the first eighteen questions, or no to any of the last three, I suggest you keep reading, because these are all areas you will have to master in order to achieve true social excellence.


All You Need to Be Happy


Bronnie Ware, a nurse, spent many years working in palliative care, tending to patients who had between three and twelve weeks to live. She interviewed some of them about their greatest regrets from their lives. Not a single one of the people she asked told her that they hadn’t made enough Instagram posts, watched enough vlogs, or made it through all seasons of Dallas rather than just the first fourteen. What they regretted was working too hard and not sufficiently nurturing their most important relationships, thus denying themselves the happy lives that had been within their reach. Bronnie explains it like this: “Many did not realize until the end that happiness is a choice.”


Let me remind you one more time: by remaining detached from the senses, thoughts, and emotions, we miss out on one of the main ingredients of human happiness—having rewarding relationships with other people.


There is a record-breaking Harvard study on adult health and well-being, which started in 1938 and is now into its second generation. It has amassed tens of thousands of pages of data on adult life. Robert Waldinger, the director of the study and professor at Harvard Medical School, was quoted about its current result in a 2017 article of The Harvard Gazette: “The surprising finding is that our relationships and how happy we are in our relationships has a powerful influence on our health.”


It’s a shame we have such a hard time grasping this; even a learned and esteemed man such as Waldinger is apparently surprised by the power of other people. Psychologist Nicholas Epley performed a test on people who commute to Chicago by train. First, he asked them how enjoyable they thought their journey would be if they (a) sat alone and could enjoy their solitude, (b) spoke to whomever was sitting next to them, or (c) did whatever they normally did on the train. The commuters responded that the least enjoyable train ride would be the one where they had to talk to the person sitting next to them. At a later date, the commuters were asked to either (a) sit alone, (b) talk to the person next to them, or (c) do whatever they normally did on the train. Guess who reported having the most enjoyable train ride afterward? The ones who had to speak to a stranger, of course.


In fact, this exact thing is something a friend of mine used to do with great success to get dates: he carefully initiated low-risk conversations on the Stockholm metro, in a very nonthreatening and respectful way, with women who looked bored on their morning commutes to work. It sounds like the worst possible time and place to try to talk to connect with someone. But as Epley had shown, we are more inclined than we think to have a conversation rather than do nothing—even on the morning commute. And the fact that the women he approached had an interesting social encounter rather than just another boring metro ride meant that he ended up with a lot of phone numbers in his pockets.


Your Brain Wants to Socialize


OK, enough with the doomsday scenarios. You’ve got the point by now. And, fortunately, we can reverse this trend. And your brain actually wants you to. In fact, social neuroscientist Leonhard Schilbach at the Max Planck Institute of Psychiatry found, by scanning the brains of people taking part in social interaction, that not only is social cognition very different when we engage with others, as opposed to just observing them; it also triggers the brain’s reward mechanisms.


Also, training your social skills will bring you further benefits at no extra charge. For example, socializing makes you smarter. Professor of psychology Oscar Ybarra at the University of Michigan studied thirty-five hundred people and discovered that daily social interactions can boost brain capacity and improve cognitive ability. Ybarra noticed a direct correlation between how often people spoke to their friends and how well they performed in a memory test. Those of his participants who spent ten minutes with their friends before the memory test outperformed the ones who had spent ten minutes reading or watching TV. And maybe that’s not so strange. When you speak to other people, your brain takes part in an intense exchange of information, which runs in several simultaneous directions and involves both the spoken message and nonverbal signals. You also have to relate the content of your conversation to things you’ve spoken about earlier and make sure you’re remembering the right things. It’s no real surprise that this stimulates your memory and attention more than passive activities like reading—however mentally stimulating they might be in other ways.


You have everything to gain by training and improving your social excellence. And it won’t be difficult: your brain wants you to do it. In fact, it punishes you when you feel separate from the world and rewards you when you feel socially involved and connected to the outside world. That feeling of living life to 100 percent, which you feel when you’re in love, for example, is actually your brain flooding with dopamine. This is a chemical reward you’re fed whenever you do specific types of activities. And that feeling is in stark contrast to the way you feel when you are entirely without any such reward, which is what happens when you feel socially isolated.


In an experiment led by Matthew Lieberman at the Macquarie University in Australia, the brains of people playing a computer game were scanned. In the game, the participants threw a ball to another player, who was not in the room with them. At least that’s what they were told. There wasn’t really any other player. The participants didn’t know it, but they were playing against a computer. The game was programmed in such a way that the computer would eventually stop throwing the ball back and begin playing with it by itself instead. When the player in the MRI scanner didn’t get the ball returned to him or her, and was thus excluded from the social activity of throwing the digital ball, this activated the same areas of the brain that process physical pain.


The conclusion to be drawn is clear. Your brain wants you to be happy. It wants you to have social interactions. They make you feel good. Not having them is painful. Literally. Now, it might not be your fault that the ability to have meaningful encounters is lacking in our shiny new age. But it’s still up to you to do something about it. Like William James, the founder of modern psychology, said: “The greatest discovery of my generation is that a human being can alter his life by altering his attitudes.”


The time has come to lift your gaze from your social substitutes and face the real world. Because you deserve to have relationships in which you can be yourself, unedited and far from perfect, but still wonderful and valuable. In all areas of your life. Even Google, a business that at least indirectly shares the blame for our weakened social abilities, has realized that people don’t reach high levels of productivity until they feel secure enough in their social context to be able to deal with losing face in front of their peers. Google’s attitude is supported by Amy Edmondson of Harvard Business School, who arrived at the same conclusion after many years of studying the connection between productivity and psychological safety. But it took Google five years, a bunch of researchers, and piles of money to grasp something that really ought to be obvious.


When you possess social excellence, this won’t only allow you to make your encounters with other people meaningful, inspiring, and productive; it will also allow you to show others the way. Because the people in your vicinity are just as clueless as you were until just now. So why not give them a gentle, friendly, but guiding nudge toward their social journey? They’ll thank you for it. As Nicholas Epley puts it: “Nobody waves, but almost everybody waves back.” By applying some finesse, you can make everybody long to wave back at you.


The first aspect of social excellence is the ability to read the body language of other people. Knowledge of this nonverbal form of communication is essential. By observing and decoding signals in the faces and gestures of others, you’ll be granted priceless information on their thoughts and opinions—often even before your conversation has begun. Therefore, before we begin our in-depth discussion of how to hold a meaningful conversation with words, we’re going to begin our journey by spending the next chapter studying the things we express with our bodies.


Let’s go!




A brief comment on the use of third-person pronouns from here on in this book.


As a writer in the field of human communication, I constantly face the problem of how to exemplify individuals of our species. Should I limit myself to using only “he” or “she” throughout? Each choice has its own strengths and weaknesses. In recent years, the use of gender-neutral pronouns like “they” or “ze” has grown increasingly common. However, for reasons of style, I have chosen to avoid these. I have chosen to alternate between using “he” and “she” on a chapter-by-chapter basis. It feels like a decent solution to me. I flipped a coin to see who would get to go first.








 


_________________________


* However, I will be avoiding bringing up things that I have already covered elsewhere, because I don’t want to waste your time by giving you the same information twice. You will be reading about our communicative body language in this book, but if you want further knowledge about this particular topic, I will refer you to my book The Art of Reading Minds.


* Actually, this technological metaphor is quite unsuitable. If there’s one thing that keeps our social competence back, it’s technology, and this is something you’ll see more evidence of in this book. (And by the way, if you are too young to remember DOS [or MS-DOS, its proper name], it was Microsoft’s first commercial computer operating system. It later became Windows. Which still was DOS but in finer clothing.)


* And this is part of the problem. The social demands of modern life require us to reflect rationally and not simply act on our emotions. At the same time, rational thought is the last thing to be developed in the brain. However, if this were the only reason for our social incompetence, we would all turn into social virtuosos the moment we turned twenty-five and our brains were fully grown. Unfortunately, that’s not what happens.


* If you were about to justify some of those 223 minutes by claiming that having your email in your phone has helped you work more efficiently, the absolute majority of that time was actually spent on social media and listening to music or podcasts.


* Since your computer use doesn’t add any hours to your day (although that would be useful!), this ought to mean that some of your other activities should also decrease by half an hour, to cover the whole hour at the computer. However, Nie and Hillygus don’t discuss where this other half hour is taken from.


* But not always. Depressed individuals will sometimes take this a step further and feel that TV characters are their real friends. This might be part of the explanation for why both a 2005 study by Swiss researchers Bruno Frey, Christine Benesch, and Alois Stutzer, as well as a 2008 study by John Robinson and Steven Martin at the University of Maryland, found that unhappy people watch a lot more TV than happy people do. They didn’t just have fewer genuine interactions, they were also comparing themselves to the happy “people” they saw on TV and were unable to grasp that what they were watching was fiction. Just like we do with Facebook today.
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