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Advance praise for

EVERYDAY AMBASSADOR



“We need a cadre of ‘everyday ambassadors’ to translate our best intentions into pragmatic actions that promote health and social equity. Kate Otto illuminates a way, in our digitized age, to develop deep human relationships to further these goals. Kate’s lessons are valuable ones for any young person who, as so many now do, travel in hopes of serving communities far from home.”

—Dr. Paul Farmer, founding director of Partners in Health and Chair of Global Health and Social Medicine at Harvard Medical School

“Kate Otto’s stories illustrate the care, patience, and deep listening that are vital to crafting lasting solutions to social problems around the world. This book shows how humility and perseverance are needed to turn good intentions into meaningful action. It will provide valuable insights for the growing community of globally minded changemakers.”

—David Bornstein, New York Times Opinionator journalist and author of How to Change the World

“Everyday Ambassador reminds us of the power of human connection, and how courageous self-reflection is a necessary first step for those who hope to responsibly change the world, and be transformed themselves in the process.”

—Gabriel Brodbar, director of the Catherine B. Reynolds Foundation Program in Social Entrepreneurship

“We live in a world where technology truly can bolster, strengthen, and reinvent people’s relationships with our communities, and yet all too often we do not see this happening. Kate Otto proposes a smart game plan, through vibrant storytelling, for twenty-first-century citizenship, and how we can use technology in pursuit of, not deterioration of, strong communities.”

—Trabian Shorters, vice president of Communities, John S. and James L. Knight Foundation

“Kate Otto gives us an inspiring and clear example of how one must not just exist in the world, but rather be in and of the world. Our world is increasingly interconnected and Kate demonstrates how to embrace that diversity through respectful and responsible global citizenship.”

—John Sexton, president of New York University

“Everyday Ambassador will inspire you to believe in your personal capacity to make a difference. This book reveals the secrets of how to bring people together, even when technology pulls us farther apart. Throughout [Kate's] adventures, she pairs tenacity with humility, revealing a blazingly original voice with which she speaks her mind yet listens deeply to others.”

—Irshad Manji, founder of the Moral Courage Project

“Kate’s focus on humility and international empathy is the type of thinking that will, at scale, solve the most pressing challenges of our time . . . and it all starts with the individual thinking collectively. If you ever doubted that one person can change the world, read this book.”

—Daniel Epstein, founder of Unreasonable Institute and Unreasonable Group

“Kate Otto writes as a millennial yet has lessons to offer all of us. She writes from her heart and from her travels and helps us see that ‘how’ is as important as ‘what’; that in order to change the world, we must change ourselves; and finally that deep connections trump multi-tasking. I applaud her commitment and her wisdom.”

—Ellen Schall, former dean of New York University Robert Wagner School of Public Service

“A necessary read for anyone thinking about contributing to social change. We need informed and honest advocates like Kate to ensure that those seeking to ‘help’ actually ‘serve’ and do no harm to our partner communities. Our deepest appreciation to Kate for doing a huge service for community-based development!”

—Mireille Cronin Mather, executive director for the Foundation for Sustainable Development

“Kate Otto’s stories illustrate how important the contributions of ‘everyday people’ can be to foreign affairs and international relations in an era of globalization. Her thoughtful assessment of the value of humility and self-reflection is a great read with useful lessons for those of us who make our careers in public service.”

—Andrew Rich, executive secretary of the Harry S. Truman Scholarship Foundation

“Disparaging [Kate's] generation’s addiction to multi-tasking and superficial digital connections, offers hard won critical insights to others who want to be of service in the world as she discovers that the way to change the world is to change yourself.”

—Susan Davis, coauthor of Social Entrepreneurship and founding president/CEO of BRAC USA

“Otto provides encouragement by sharing compelling stories about what she and others have accomplished—both singly and as members of larger organizations. Wise, inspirational, and thoroughly readable.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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What should young people do with their lives today? Many things, obviously. But the most daring thing is to create stable communities in which the terrible disease of loneliness can be cured.

—KURT VONNEGUT
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PREFACE

Tong kosong nyaring bunyinya.

(An empty drum gives a loud sound.)

—Indonesian Proverb

Like so many people, my passion for public service began to blossom at the dawn of a historic social media revolution.

Around the time I started my first high school volunteer gig at an HIV/AIDS shelter in my hometown, the internet had become a standard utility in my household, albeit through a frustratingly unreliable DSL connection. Years later, as I set off on my first volunteer-abroad trip to Mexico, to spend a college spring break at a Guatemalan orphanage, a new social network called Facebook had begun to expand beyond a handful of colleges into my social stratosphere. When I embarked on my sophomore semester abroad in Ghana, YouTube was revolutionizing my ability to share and consume video content online. Upon moving to Tanzania the next summer for an internship, I found Twitter was introducing hashtags into my digital parlance. By the time I arrived in Indonesia after graduate school, digital connectedness had gone global; it was no longer just an American obsession. My friends in Indonesia were more active on social media sites than my peers back home! Facebook friend requests reconnected me to even the rural and low-income communities I had worked with worldwide, where mobile phones had quickly become a staple commodity.

Despite being at the center of this cyclone of connectivity—or perhaps because I was so wrapped up in it—it took me several years even to notice the disconnectivity paradox into which I had fallen.

My lightbulb moment occurred four years ago on an otherwise ordinary afternoon in Bandung, Indonesia, at the office of Rumah Cemara, an HIV/AIDS center I’d been working with for almost two years. By the rip-roar of Yamaha motorbike engines in the driveway outside, I could tell my coworkers were returning from their morning outreach work visiting our HIV patients at hospitals and on the streets.

HIV had become an issue of second nature to me, as I had remained close with my hometown HIV shelter throughout and well after high school. At the same time, I had become fluent in Bahasa Indonesia and so, in addition to being privy to juicy office gossip and overhearing many an inappropriate joke, I often greeted short-term international volunteers and translated between these English-speaking visitors and my Indonesian coworkers.

On this particular afternoon, twenty travelers were waiting for me in the front lobby. These foreign volunteers were recent secondary school graduates who hailed from nearly every continent and who had a shared idealistic expectation to “change the world.” It was a feeling I knew well—the same force that, ten years prior, burst my small-town bubble and pulled me onto the massive stage of social impact work. Looking at their glowing faces, I vividly remembered my own assumptions as a foreigner in a new land. I had assumed that my extra (wo)manpower was hugely appreciated by the organizations I aimed to serve. I had assumed that whatever type of help I offered would be needed and valued. I had assumed that because I believed my help could make a difference, it would.

I learned quickly, however, in my own misadventures and on staff at Rumah Cemara, that foreign volunteers often create more problems than we solve. When people require constant translation services, whether they lack familiarity with a nuanced issue or cannot speak another language, they take time away from local staff, who have important operational duties to attend to. When people don’t understand the cultural and historic contexts in which a social ill plays out, their attempts at helping—no matter how well-intentioned—can end up causing more problems. When people have not yet built trust and relationships with those they aim to serve, their help, no matter how enthusiastic, will not be taken seriously.

Throughout ten years of travel, I have gradually grown wise enough to speak less and listen more. What I heard and observed revealed new insights about how I could be most meaningfully involved in social change, and that required developing several new skill sets. I had to drum up the capacity to focus on specific communities and issues—not spread myself thin to the point of barely having an impact anywhere. I needed to cultivate more empathy, since I was seldom able to relate to the painful life experiences of the people I aimed to assist. And I needed far more patience with the slow pace inherent in long-lasting change. Mostly, I needed far more humility—to stop putting myself at the center of a universe I knew so little about. Slowly but surely, the more diligently I practiced these virtues and addressed these obstacles, the more useful I became to the organizations for which I worked.

But the volunteers I faced that day in Indonesia—those I continue to face regularly during my global travels—were as foreign to these values as they were to their new surroundings. I saw in them a reflection of my younger self: low self-awareness and little clarity as to what their roles could and should be in making a difference. Greeting them with the biggest smile I could muster, I gathered them into a circle to inquire politely about what it was they hoped to do with the organization and how we could help one another over the next few weeks.

One student piped up immediately, explaining that they had come to Indonesia through a student exchange program and were sponsored by an international company expecting the students to carry out their annual corporate social responsibility initiative. Or as the student explained, “to do AIDS education in high schools.”

My heart sank, pulling my face into a frown that I tried to force upward.

Doing education is not even a viable concept, I thought. Engaging in conversations, facilitating discussions, and developing curricula—these are activities that initiate meaningful learning. Yet even if they had been thinking about these activities, Indonesian high schools are not hot spots of HIV. Unlike other parts of the world, in Indonesia the HIV epidemic is highly concentrated among injecting drug users and commercial sex workers. The small percentage of Indonesian high school students engaged in those risky behaviors were likely skipping school anyway, and presumably would be neither interested in nor willing to do AIDS education in English, a language they couldn’t speak fluently. How could a hasty, one-off, foreign-language education session have any impact? Youth who were at risk for HIV needed just the opposite: long-term, consistent counseling and workshops in their mother tongue. Not one of these visiting students—and clearly not their sponsoring organization either—seemed to realize how ineffective their idea would be.

A worrisome thought crossed my mind: Beyond wasting the time of local students, might these visitors’ misinformation actually make the HIV/AIDS situation worse? What if a student still struggling with English misunderstood the explanation of risk factors? Would the imposition of foreign guests in a classroom, there only temporarily, make students uncomfortable asking questions about their health?

I stifled my fears and carried on, hoping a silver lining would materialize in the meantime. “What is your timeline?” I asked.

One student explained with excitement, as if they were starring in a reality television series and not dealing with real people’s real health and real livelihoods, that they had only three weeks total to implement the task. No consideration had been made—until that moment—for preplanning or postevaluation exercises. What kind of meaningful—or ethical—work could possibly happen in such a short time frame?

Several students also made clear their plans to leave Bandung for a short vacation in Bali before heading home. Was this just a vacation disguised as a service trip?

“Your curriculum?” I asked.

They figured they “could Google that part” and seemed unfazed by the fact that not one of them spoke Indonesian. Had they not considered the danger of sharing potentially inaccurate, sensitive health information with local youth in a language they would struggle to understand and feel uncomfortable interacting in? Although if these volunteers don’t know what they’re talking about anyway, I considered, then maybe it’s for the better that they can’t speak Indonesian.

“What is your experience with HIV programs?” I asked, to be sure I was not overlooking any hidden skill sets or holding any misconceptions about the knowledge they brought to the table. But going around the circle again, not a single student could claim any prior public health experience. No exposure at all to the topic of HIV/AIDS, except for one volunteer who spoke with conviction about having debated AIDS drug pricing on her high school’s model UN team.

My patience was wearing thin as the afternoon rain began to patter softly on the rooftop. “Do you have any networks within Indonesia already?” I asked. Maybe they had already been introduced to people living with HIV in Indonesia who could provide them with a starting perspective on a topic they were so in the dark about. In a Facebook-fueled era, there were many ways to be in touch with local organizations prior to a volunteer’s arrival in a country. But a room full of blank faces signaled that no one had any such contacts, in-country or out.

I felt deeply disheartened. Disappointment fused with my frustration. Exasperation seethed from my every exhale. I wanted them to leave for their Bali vacations three weeks early. I wanted to berate the company funding their misguided initiative for their corporate social irresponsibility. I wanted to chastise their coordinating agency for investing so many resources into a project destined for zero impact.

These international do-gooders were like many I have encountered in the past decade, my younger self included. As if gazing into a mirror, I could recognize these volunteers were falling into the same traps that had once prevented me from making a difference in the world. They demonstrated relative ignorance of a community’s true needs and possessed no apparent desire to inquire about them. They planned a short time frame for action, with no vision for the long-term impact of their work. They lacked sufficient energy to see a single goal through, yet possessed an inflated sense of self-importance, overshadowing the needs of those they aimed to serve.

In this moment there could have been a very disappointing ending. But this is in fact where the Everyday Ambassador vision began.



It could be argued that these twenty-first-century volunteers are no different from those of generations past. Should we not praise them for simply making the effort to extend their horizons and travel abroad? Are they not better than their peers who spend school breaks sleeping in, excessively partying, or endlessly scrolling through Facebook posts and Instagram feeds?

At least these guys are trying. Right?

Not quite.

When it comes to making an impact for and within society, intentions alone have always been a weak currency. In a digital age in particular, they become even weaker, as they begin to replace actual, meaningful interactions. Theoretically, we have every tool we need at our fingertips to learn about an issue, gain fluency in a new language, and make connections in far-off places, so that when we do arrive on the scene, we can start building strong relationships from the start. And yet we don’t use these tools as often to facilitate strong connections offline, face-to-face, hand-in-hand.

The volunteers I met in Indonesia are not an isolated group. They are accurate representatives of my generation: supremely socially conscious citizens who have everything it takes to change the world—except a strong capacity for relationship development, which is the foundation that all social change is enacted upon. For all our endless digital connectivity—constant status updates, perpetual texts, and increasingly hashtagged commentary—we’re failing to forge strong in-person relationships. We suffer from a disconnectivity paradox.

Without a doubt, the technical savvy required for navigating an online world is a primary skill set for twenty-first-century citizenship. But in order for these skills to help us be socially conscious everyday ambassadors, we need a very different, albeit complementary, set of values on hand: focus, empathy, humility, and patience. These qualities allow us to serve as effective ambassadors in our world of diversity and differing opinions. If we want to leave a positive impact in the places where we serve, we need focus to define specific goals, empathy to find common ground with even our most diverse neighbors, humility to admit we do not always have the right answers but are willing to listen for and pursue them, and patience to see arduous initiatives through to completion.



When I think back to that afternoon with the volunteers in Bandung, I can see how entrenched they were in the common tech traps that can trip us all up. Multitasking often lulls us into thinking through problems, or crafting solutions, in unfocused, choppy ways. Like the volunteers in Indonesia, people desiring to do good in the world are rarely apathetic, but they’re also not always empathetic: they don’t grasp how entrenched an issue is. We don’t assess with a critical eye the situation of the people we aim to help, people who can guide us to more effectively reach a stated goal. The online norm of instant gratification fuels us, like the Indonesia volunteers, to (unrealistically) believe significant social change can occur after mere weeks of activities. And the self-centered architecture of our social media accounts leads us, as it did these volunteers, to wax poetic about our own intentions and desires, instead of listening to the people we aspire to help.

So, what was there to be done on that day in Bandung? What are we each to do every day in the face of these dilemmas, whether we’re committing these irresponsibilities or we’re watching others do so? If our goal is to be a positive force of change in the world, do we pull the plug or keep powering on? Must we abandon our online networks and dive into the real world, becoming digitally detoxed, never to post another update again? Or is digital communication the key ingredient that empowers us to foster immense positive change in the world?

When I think about how to answer these questions, I first think of an interesting declaration that my coworkers at the Indonesian HIV/AIDS center had taped above our office computers. It read: Teknologi diciptakan untuk membuat hubungan antar manusia menjadi lebih dekat bagi yang berjarak, bukan malah membuat sebuah jarak bagi hubungan manusia yang sudah dekat. “Technology is meant to foster closer human relationships between those who are far, not create distance between people who are already close.”

This call to action—to be an everyday ambassador—is not a simple one. I experienced this complexity on that afternoon in Bandung, when I felt the urge to reprimand the group in front of me. But had I ostracized those young people, I would have been violating the very core lessons of ambassadorship that I have learned over the past ten years: respectful inclusion, honest communication, and forsaking the desire to force my beliefs on others in exchange for building more meaningful—even if more time-consuming—relationships. Trying to reform behaviors you deem as harmful means, at the very least, not employing them yourself.

Or more simply put: changing yourself is the necessary first step to changing the world.
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INTRODUCTION

This book is for anyone interested in becoming an everyday ambassador—someone who has not only mastered communications tools of the twenty-first century but learned to use them wisely (including knowing when not to use them), so as to foster meaningful connections with others, whether inside our own communities or halfway around the world. It is for anyone who struggles to carve out time for reflection yet realizes that rushing through life impedes the ability to build relationships. It is for those who know, or at least suspect, that superficial connectivity is interpreted in most other cultures, including earlier generations of Western cultures, as rude, inconsiderate, unengaged, and uninspired. It is for people who want to change the world, whether that means making a difference as close as their hometowns or as far as other countries. Ask a local organization you support what task they really need a volunteer for that you might be able to do. Making stronger human connections doesn’t mean that you have to commit to a regular schedule or even large events. It’s good enough to simply help neighbors, and organizations, with single tasks that they really need help with, even one-off experiences. Being an everyday ambassador is more about lending a hand, or creating a connection, in focused and specific ways.

This book is the product of relationships and experiences that have inspired me over the past ten years of studying, working, traveling, and serving, at home and abroad, meeting fellow everyday ambassadors on every journey.

Everyday Ambassadors

Whether we venture to other lands or attend to our own neighborhoods and communities, everyday ambassadors are, at the heart, a community of people hungry to see, experience, and feel more genuine relationships. We are always, at first, foreigners, by culture, age, race, religion, or economics, but we take every chance we can to foster stronger bonds that minimize our foreignness and maximize the common ground we share with others. Most important, ambassadors are filled with and fueled by ideas that will change the world for the better.

Everyday ambassadorship is a process that starts from the inside out. Contrary to instant and short-term digital connectivity, it requires sticking to the challenging path of relationship development in order to build long-lasting common ground and, subsequently, common good. It’s quite tempting to think that in this age of effortless friending, following, and pinging there could be nothing easier than building new relationships. Yet as you’ll read on these pages, we’re in the most difficult relationship-building era of all time, and we have to be prepared to work harder at what used to come naturally, to build true connections where artificial ones sprout instantaneously online, distracting us from the three-dimensional humans around us.

For some people, this ambassadorship comes alive through the traditional routes of engaging in study abroad programs and gap-year internships; for others it takes the form of military or Peace Corps assignments; still others circumnavigate the world with international volunteer organizations or expand their horizons through socially entrepreneurial scholarship and fellowship programs.

Yet ambassadorship is just as much alive when we serve and build relationships in our own countries, cities, communities, or even our own homes. More than just dropping off canned goods or silently spooning out mashed potatoes at a soup kitchen on Thanksgiving, everyday ambassadors reach out on a personal level to build relationships with people in their communities who might otherwise be ostracized, stigmatized, or excluded. They are willing to have their horizons expanded by a new experience or relationship. Everyday ambassadors are the people who ask questions before they make assumptions about people to whom they donate goods or time. They are the thoughtful individuals who coordinate fund-raising for friends struggling to pay their medical bills, or the open-minded parents who accept their gay son despite their church guiding them otherwise, or even the observant stranger who offers up a seat on the train to someone who looks exhausted at the end of a long day.

Ambassadorship need not even be an in-person interaction in our digital era; we can use our Facebook statuses to shout out the accomplishments of our friends and family, rather than simply touting our own, or we can stop and comment on a thoughtful blog post or YouTube video with supportive and constructive feedback. Part of what’s so special about technology is that it allows people who otherwise cannot travel or be physically active in their communities to still engage and interact with others in meaningful ways. Everyday ambassadors are just as commonly those who give online through meaningful, well-researched donations, write kind and supportive commentary when others share their art online, and contribute deliberately positive, uplifting, and attentive conversations through social media channels.

For every person, at any age, who begins to engage in social impact work, especially when that person is in some way foreign to the beneficiary, everyday ambassadorship suggests there is an opportunity for a positive relationship to blossom—for a seed of understanding to be planted.

What This Book Will Give You

Humans are, by nature, social animals. And so in an era when our options for socialization are increasingly digitized, it’s natural that we flock to convenient, reliable, multitaskable forms of communication. The problem is real-life human relationships require something different than digital-profile interactions; real-life relationships are rarely convenient, do not follow a template, and can’t be juggled gracefully along with multiple other interactions. We’ve run head-on into a disconnectivity paradox: becoming so accustomed to communicating in superficial ways online that we are losing our capacity to connect at the deep levels required of meaningful human interaction.

The time has come for us each to take responsibility for our social lives and our social media, to know when to shut down and log off versus when to harness digital technology to connect us to those we otherwise could not reach. The time has come to reconsider the nature of our everyday interactions, whether we’re explicitly trying to achieve some social good or whether it’s a simple routine engagement. Our disconnection from others and our lack of understanding regarding how our behavior affects others demand that we relearn how to interact: with focus, empathy, humility, and patience.

To become an everyday ambassador, whether it’s globally, locally, or within our own homes, we need to integrate these four redemptive qualities into our everyday relationships. After exploring the concepts of the disconnectivity paradox and exactly what an everyday ambassador is, we will spend time with the four characteristics of everyday ambassadorship, redefining what they mean in a digital age and exploring how we can cultivate them at all levels of human interaction.

Throughout this book you will also find stories of notable everyday ambassadors and their trials and triumphs in their own countries and communities, as well as outside of them. The stories of everyday ambassadors in this volume are deliberately diverse—from a community health CEO in Nepal to an education innovator in Kenya to a community organizer in San Francisco. Importantly, the tales of everyday ambassadors in this book are not limited to individuals formally employed in the social impact realm. Just as poignant and inspiring are the vibrant, eye-opening anecdotes of individuals who foster positive changes in their neighborhoods, communities, and households in truly everyday ways.

This book is also full of everyday tips and tricks that will help you make lasting, positive social change even in a highly technologized society. We can—and must—raise the bar on what it means to make an authentic connection in a digitally distracted age. Through a variety of exercises and critical questions, this book will help you cultivate more focus, empathy, humility, and patience, both online and offline.

Through these ambassadors’ reflections, everyday examples, and tools that anyone can use in their lives every day and everywhere, Everyday Ambassador suggests a set of concrete skills, attitudes, and habits to help aspiring change makers maximize technology’s capacity for social change. Changing the world for the better does not mean becoming the next Mother Teresa or Dr. King, after all. It simply means aspiring to learn from others as much as we hope to give back to others and being thoughtful about our day-to-day interactions, whether we work in the social sector or not, whether we’re at home or halfway around the world.
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THE DISCONNECTIVITY PARADOX

Bechawenyebela, bechawenyemotal.

(He who eats alone, dies alone.)

—Amharic Proverb

This simple yet thought-provoking thesis came as a gentle suggestion from my Ethiopian colleague Asfaw, as we strode the cracked sidewalks of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, one April afternoon. His scratchy, soft voice announced this ancient Amharic proverb as we walked toward a hidden canteen in the shadow of our enormous office complex, hurrying our pace as gray clouds began to open up above. His adage was a warning as subtle as the sky’s.

He who eats alone, dies alone.

Asfaw and I were conducting public-health research together for an international development organization—one of many institutions that design and fund multimillion-dollar programs in health, education, agriculture, and other public services to improve the social and economic well-being of marginalized people. On that particular afternoon, we still had a budget to construct, data collectors to coordinate, and Ministry of Health meetings to plan. His proverb was a polite, indirect criticism of a suggestion I’d made just minutes earlier to eat lunch at our desks. From my perspective, our overdue deliverables and long to-do lists necessitated mealtime multitasking. I was impatient, eager to finish our work, and as someone in the early stages of my career, I wanted to be perceived as efficient, hardworking, and ambitious.

But Asfaw, with the authority and wisdom that came from being twenty years my senior and from a more communal culture than I, refused to take part in my game. He denied me with a polite chuckle and led the way out of our office toward the nearest restaurant.

We settled onto foldout chairs around a small table. He returned to his Amharic wisdom as we peeled off pieces of njera, a sour, spongy flatbread, from the platter’s edges and used them to grab up the savory beef chunks and sauces spread across the center.

“Do you understand what I mean by that proverb?” he asked me outright, his trilled r’s rolling off his tongue as he gestured to the food with one hand and reached for a chunk of doro wot with his other. I raised an eyebrow to signal that I had no idea and wanted to hear more; he caught my cue and carried on, snatching another bite. “It’s from a story about a man who visits hell.”

I leaned on my elbows, inching toward Asfaw to signal my full, unmultitasked attention.

“There in hell, this man finds a table full of starving, suffering souls, even though they sit around a table full of food. They are starving because the only spoons on the table are so, so long.” Asfaw exaggerated his words playfully, looking off as if this depressing scene were playing out on the canteen’s doorstep. “These spoons are so long they cannot feed themselves! These people are really suffering.” He glanced at me again, and I nodded for him to carry on.

“Now. This same man goes on to visit heaven, and he sees almost the same thing: all the people, all the food, all the very, very long spoons. But this crowd is joyful! No one is hungry, and everyone is rejoicing.”

I squished up another lump of njera but paused before bringing it to my mouth, picturing this juxtaposition of starving demons and full-bellied angels both with torturously long utensils. Asfaw’s point became clear to me as he delivered his final words.

“The people in heaven, they used the spoons to feed each other.”



Life in the twenty-first century is not so unlike the scene behind Asfaw’s ancient proverb. While sharing a meal is a universal manifestation of the joy of interpersonal connection, socialization is a joy now commonly facilitated via digital devices—laptops, smartphones, and phablets—and social networking applications like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, and any method of instant messaging. We humans are becoming limitless in our capacity to connect, and digital communion is becoming as commonplace as daily bread.

But all too often, our tech tools become long-handled spoons, and with no one to help us, we’re rendered hell-tethered demons. Rather than technology manifesting social connectedness, it is common that technology ends up shaping our behaviors and habits toward greater isolation. Allowing digital life to interrupt human interaction is now a commonly noted vice: friends seated around a dinner table, each fully engaged in whatever’s happening on the glowing screen of his or her smartphone instead of the present, human company; your colleague only partially listening to your conversation because she’s sending a text at the same time; nearly colliding with another pedestrian on the street because you’re too engrossed in reading an email in the palm of your hand to concentrate on walking courteously.

The ubiquity of mobile and online connectivity and the subsequent diminishing of human connection have become truths of our time. Globally, there are nearly seven billion mobile phone subscriptions1 (far surpassing the number of humans who have access to a toilet, for reference), and in the United States, over 91 percent of citizens own a mobile phone,2 a majority of which are smartphones. The Pew Research’s Internet Project documented that 73 percent of adult internet users in America used social media sites in 2013, including a whopping 90 percent of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds,3 skyrocketing from only 8 percent of all users and 9 percent of eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds in 2005.

This growth in digital connectivity has not come without consequences to our interpersonal skills. For example, a variety of studies suggest correlations between Facebook use and increased depression and anxiety, particularly among teenagers, prompting the American Academy of Pediatrics to write a full literature review of the topic and create clinical guidelines for physicians to use to factor in social media as a contributor to illness.4 The Pew Research’s Internet Project published a report in 2014 citing predictions about future impacts of disconnectivity, with one expert stating:

The scale of the interactions possible over the Internet will tempt more and more people into more interactions than they are capable of sustaining, which on average will continue to lead each interaction to be more superficial. . . . The increasing proportion of human interactions mediated by the Internet will continue the trend toward less respect and less integrity in our relations.5

These data and predictions force us to confront an eternal question at the forefront of all technological revolutions: Where do we draw the line between using technologies because they meaningfully improve our lives and using them simply because we can?

The convenience of GPS gets us to our offline destinations more efficiently but also eliminates face-to-face interaction when asking someone else for directions. Our addictive, streamlined workflow of linked applications helps us churn out deliverables faster, leaving us more time with family and friends, yet we are a generation marked by jarring ringtones and humming vibrations at the dinner table and on dates—to which we almost immediately respond, abandoning the faces right in front of us and diminishing our capacity simply to be present. Though instant messaging and unlimited updates keep us well-informed, we can become easily swept into the riptide of using technology as a platform for self-promotion instead of community engagement. We can end up feeling persistently impatient, inflexible, and uncomfortable with any length of waiting. We can be conditioned to meet the ever-rising bar of potential for multitasking, engaging less and less with the present moment, and people, around us.
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