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“In our increasingly digital world, Brian Grazer takes us on his personal journey of human connection. He proves that the simple step of making eye contact transformed his life and can change yours too. This is a must-read for our time.”

—Neil Blumenthal, co-founder and co-CEO of Warby Parker

“In this digital age, connecting is what humanity is all about. Brian Grazer’s captivating and very personal stories are a call to action for us all to see one another. Face to Face’s message is essential for our time.”

—Anne Wojcicki, co-founder and CEO of 23andMe

“I remember countless times when Brian made the impossible possible through a single face-to-face conversation. In his new book, he has done a deep dive into the subject of influential face-to-face communication and why it gets things done in business and in life.”

—Ron Howard, Academy Award–winning director

“At a time when human connection is increasingly interrupted by our growing addiction to screens, this captivating book reveals how we can all transform our lives by truly connecting with others. Using highly personal stories, Brian Grazer shows how the simple act of looking up can change your life.”

—Arianna Huffington, founder of Huffington Post, and CEO of Thrive Global

“Brian’s gift is being able to get to the essence of what, and more important, why a person feels the way they do. His stories and insights will open your heart and mind to the urgency of human connection.”

—Jimmy Iovine, entrepreneur

“I don’t know anyone as interesting—or interested—as Brian Grazer. Face to Face is a how-to guide to connecting to other people. Nobody else I know could have written it.”

—Angela Duckworth, author of Grit

“Being connected is not the same thing as connecting. Only when we meet people, face to face, can we form the kinds of meaningful connections that truly matter in our lives. And Brian Grazer is the master. Told through the stories of his own journey, Face to Face is a great reminder and a valuable guide for how we too can connect with people in deeper, more meaningful ways.”

—Simon Sinek, optimist and author of Start With Why and Leaders Eat Last
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For my wife, Veronica, my soul mate in every way. You see all of me.



Introduction

“Brian, look at me when I’m speaking to you!”

It’s been a while since I was in elementary school, but I can still remember when my teacher, Miss Jenkins, would call on me. My entire body would break out in a cold sweat. My heart would pound. And my eyes would look anywhere except in Miss Jenkins’s direction.

Miss Jenkins probably didn’t look threatening to anyone else. But she absolutely terrified me. Once, when she thought I wasn’t paying attention in class, she took me outside the room and hit me across the face with a wooden paddle, leaving a throbbing, red welt across my cheek. More than Miss Jenkins’s temper, though, what truly petrified me was her ability to make me feel humiliated just by asking me a question. I almost never knew the answer, and being forced to admit that—time after time, out loud, in front of the whole class—was mortifying. The other students snickered behind my back and whispered jokes at my expense. It hurt worse than a paddle to the face. I dreaded going to school every morning because I anticipated another question from Miss Jenkins, and more humiliation.

Needless to say, short of hiding under my desk (tempting though it was), I did everything I could to stay off Miss Jenkins’s radar. When she asked a question, scanning the room for a response, I would turn my head or fake a cough. I came up with all kinds of excuses: bathroom breaks, stomachaches, even a feigned broken toe. But my avoidance technique of choice was “the Look-Away.” At this age, hiding my eyes was the ultimate way to disconnect. I figured, if I didn’t meet Miss Jenkins’s eyes, she wouldn’t call on me. Disaster averted. When I saw other students using the same move, I understood that they were probably averting their eyes to avoid embarrassment too.

Of course, my attempts to evade my teacher’s attention weren’t always successful. On those days when she called my name, rather than glance in her direction to signal I’d heard, I’d continue to stare at the ceiling . . . or the chalkboard . . . or my feet. If I didn’t look at her, I thought, maybe she would look away too. Maybe she would take pity on me and move on to someone else. Maybe I would disappear entirely and she wouldn’t see me anymore. It was a far-flung hope. But it was worth a shot if it meant that I could avoid looking clueless, yet again, in front of my friends and classmates.

The truth is, school was hard for me. The reason I had trouble answering questions in class was that I had trouble doing my homework; and the reason I had trouble doing my homework was because reading was incredibly difficult for me. I’d look at the words, but they made no sense. I couldn’t sound them out. I couldn’t connect the symbols on the page with the language I knew and used every day. In retrospect, I understand that I was dealing with a reading disability. Unfortunately, this was way back before it might have been more readily identified as “dyslexia.” At the time, people just assumed that if your reading skills were weak it was because you were lazy or stupid.

I don’t think my situation at home made things any easier. More often than not, I’d barely survive a day at school just to come home to find my parents arguing. They were constantly bickering—at times full-out yelling at each other—and a lot of their fights seemed to be about what to do with me and whether to hold me back a grade. But they rarely talked to me about it. Long story short, as a kid, I felt alone and anxious, pretty much all the time.

It was really thanks to my beloved grandma, Sonia, that I was able to gain some confidence and change my relationship with academics as I entered high school. A classic, four-foot-ten Jewish grandmother, she always believed in me and tried to reinforce my areas of strength, one of which was verbal communication. See, I’ve always been a better talker than reader. Grandma Sonia would grab my hand and tell me, “Brian, you’ve got the gift of gab. You’re going all the way!” and “Never stop asking those questions of yours!” The more I embraced these messages internally, the more assured I became at school. I started to ask questions and contribute to discussions voluntarily. Rather than avoid my teachers, I engaged and connected with them. It wasn’t long before I realized that when I looked at my teachers and classmates while they were speaking, I was better able to absorb what they were saying. The more focused I was, the more intently I listened, the easier it was to understand the material. It turns out that all that time I had been trying to disengage in elementary school, hiding my eyes so that the teacher wouldn’t call on me, I was making learning even harder for myself.

Once I got to the University of Southern California, the stakes were raised and the pressure to do well intensified. College was an entirely different playing field, and I had to be even more resourceful to master what I wanted—and needed—to learn in order to do well out in the world after I graduated. Building on the habits I started to develop as a teenager, I became laser-focused on my professors and found ways to connect with them beyond the traditional confines of the lectures. I would corner them after class and plant myself at their office hours (my favorite) so we could discuss the material they were teaching. Being able to ask questions in an intimate environment where we could look each other face to face brought the subject matter to life for me in new ways.

Study groups had similar benefits. In face to face gatherings with my peers, I learned both from what was being said and what wasn’t. People became my human guidebooks and cheat sheets. I grew adept at listening to them and reading their nonverbal cues, from their expressions to their body language. I noticed that when I focused on someone, they could feel I was interested in them and were more apt to keep talking and sharing with me. During these conversations, I asked questions that made what we were learning in class more personally relevant, things like: “Why do we care about this lecture on physics? How does it apply to real life?” Or I asked probing questions about their thoughts and feelings, things like: “Why did you do that?” and “How did that affect you?” Sometimes we would spar, sometimes agree, but the back-and-forth exchanges were far more interesting than the one-way communication method of a lecture. Through these, I absorbed as much information as I could, nurturing my intellect and starting to expand my world. Not to mention that I enjoyed them immensely!

In my junior year, I decided to take an Advanced Chemistry class with some of the smartest kids in the school. After the first class, I realized that I might be in over my head. However, as the semester went on, I noticed that I was asking more insightful, more thoughtful questions than most of my classmates were. I could see the respect in my professor’s eyes when I asked him what he thought were the most unsolved mysteries in chemistry, and I remember the exact moment when it occurred to me, Maybe I’m one of the smart kids. Amazingly, the more I connected with others, the more I got out of my education and the more confident I became. It was like I had a superpower that was just starting to emerge.

Once I recognized this skill, my life legitimately started to change for the better. I know it sounds trite but it’s true. And that pretty much explains how I got here. I never imagined myself writing books. I’ve always made movies and television. But after years of indulging my curiosity and conducting what I call “curiosity conversations”—conversations with interesting strangers that I use to learn about someone or something new—I decided to write my first book, A Curious Mind: The Secret to a Bigger Life. In it, I explore the joys of curiosity and its power to transform our lives. Then, I started to think about how these curiosity conversations have really worked—what made them so impactful. I quickly realized that it was the ability to connect with someone—to look them in the eye and signal to them that I wanted to actually listen to them and learn from them. Figuring out how to connect has probably been the most important skill I’ve learned in life, and I use it every day: in negotiations, on movie sets, with friends, and especially in new situations. Human connection is my antidote to living a life that would have been more defined by my learning disability. Instead, I found these skills and they’ve made my life so full.

What I know about connection comes from my own experience and instincts. There is compelling research, however, to back up my personal truth. Harvard researcher, Dr. Robert Waldinger, for instance, has found that “people who are more socially connected to family, friends, and community are happier, healthier, and live longer than people who are less well connected.” Other studies show that good relationships appear to protect our brains, helping our memories stay sharper longer. This suggests that staying connected should be just as important as exercise or a good diet when it comes to taking care of ourselves.1

When I read these kinds of studies and think about the profound impact the ability to connect has had on me, I can’t help but worry. In today’s world, we seem to be losing this key ingredient to our health, happiness, and success. Everything is always go, go, go. We don’t take the time to really see the people in front of us; we are not patient enough to stick with the gradual process of building meaningful relationships. Instead, the modern impulse is for quick, transactional communication. I find this to be especially true in business, where people can be more interested in “getting ahead” and “getting it done” than getting to know one another—what motivates someone else, what they care about. When actually, getting to know one another is almost always the most effective path to getting anything done, both in the near term and the long run.

Technology only exacerbates the problem. Think of how often you’ve seen a couple out at dinner scrolling through their Instagram feeds, both engrossed in their phones instead of each other. Or parents tapping away at their screens while their kids vie for their attention. Or a room full of executives looking at their email instead of paying attention to the person presenting. Every day we seem to take another step away from the vital practice of interacting with the people right in front of us. Now, I’m the first to acknowledge the benefits of having a mobile computer in our hands, and yes, I am known to post breakfast videos from my backyard. But the more preoccupied we become with devices and the more social media monopolizes our attention, the more we seem to be sacrificing real connections for virtual ones, and the rewards of these mediated relationships just aren’t the same.

Despite the fact that we’re more “connected” than ever before, isolation and loneliness are increasingly serious issues for many of us. In one study of Americans ages 19 to 32, the top 25 percent of social media users were twice as likely to report feeling lonely as the people using it least. Sure, loneliness existed long before the internet and social media, but we seem to have reached a new level of alienation. Nearly half of all Americans today say they are lonely2 and in the UK the problem was severe enough to warrant the appointment of the first “Minister for Loneliness.”3 I would venture to say that people today are starving for genuine relationships, a sense of belonging, and the feeling of being known and understood.

A major reason we are becoming so bad at forming connections is because we are losing the ability, the opportunity, and the desire to look others in the eye. The more we attend to our devices rather than the people in front of us and the more we send messages via text, email, and social media rather than meeting and talking face to face, the more comfortable we become looking down at our screens rather than up at one another. And the loss is huge. Research now tells us that babies who don’t have sufficient eye contact are at more risk for neural and brain disorders, and that children and adults who are denied eye contact tend to have more psychological problems.4 But I don’t need these studies to tell me what I already know. All I have to do is think about how much I missed out on in elementary school, when I spent all my time trying not to look at my teacher.

We, of course, use many tools during face to face contact that help us communicate more clearly and navigate relationships. For me, however, eye contact is far and away the most critical. It’s like the wifi of human connection. Just as wifi connects us to endless information on the internet, making eye contact opens up endless possibility. One look is enough to capture someone’s attention, spark engagement, ignite attraction, and create a bridge to real connection. In addition to making me a more focused, active listener, being able to look someone in the eye puts me in a mindful state and makes me more self-aware. It gives me internal power and confidence. And that draws people in.

No one wants to open up with someone who is looking at everyone and everything else in the room. No one wants to keep sharing with someone fixated on their phone. Looking someone in the eyes with genuine interest signals to them that you are present with and for them. And that is the starting point for respect and validation. It signals that they matter. It is the jumping off point for everything that is essential in a meaningful relationship—curiosity, trust, intimacy, empathy, and vulnerability. When we look someone in the eyes, really look at them, we are telling them I see you. We are recognizing their humanity. And they, in turn, have the chance to recognize ours.

Although this might sound like it’s only relevant to personal relationships, I can tell you firsthand that it makes a huge difference in all kinds of relationships. In fact, your ability to make eye contact can be the determining factor in whether or not you get a job, earn the trust of your coworkers, or get the greenlight on a project you’re pitching. It can make or break your career. Yes, a thing as small as looking someone in the eye is that powerful. After all, whether or not we’re at the office or in some other professional context, we’re still human.

In a world where our attention is too often focused downward or elsewhere, simply lifting your eyes to meet another’s gaze can be transformative. Today, whether in business or socially, I am surprised and struck when someone makes really good eye contact. When a person looks calmly into my soul, and is genuinely interested in my existence, it feels unique and real. And I remember them for it. In our chaotic world of perpetual busyness and distraction, eye contact just might be the ultimate differentiator.

Try this quick experiment and you’ll start to understand what I mean. For one day, put your phone away—out of sight—in every meeting, at every meal, and during any conversation. Look each person you interact with in the eye. As you hold eye contact with them, focus on what they are saying. Be present and listen. Notice how your interactions change. Be aware of how it makes you feel. And watch as it makes others feel more respected, heard, seen, and valued. Chances are, they will reciprocate.

One of the best things about eye contact is that it’s completely democratic. The ability to look someone in the eye doesn’t require money or special equipment or membership in any elite club. It’s not about who you know or what you do. With a little intention, courage, and practice, anyone can do it. That doesn’t mean it’s easy. It wasn’t until I was well into my twenties that I was able to (almost) regularly look people in the eye and feel comfortable and calm. I’m so glad I pushed through the awkwardness to get there, though, because it has made all the difference. This simplest of behaviors—the one step of looking another person in the eye—has changed everything about how I show up in the world, how I get filled up, and how I give back.

As humans, all of us seek deep, soulful, genuine connection with other humans. It’s what it means to be alive. I view every interaction in my life, even and especially the smallest—whether it be with the person standing next to me in line for coffee or disentangling their dog from mine at the park—as an invitation to connect. This is a book full of stories about how those connections have transformed my life. Without exception, all of the stories I write about have one thing in common: No matter where I was or who I was with, every connection was made possible by a face to face interaction and a look in the eye. Choosing to see another person is a simple, split-second decision we make multiple times, every day. I hope that reading about my personal experiences will inspire you to prioritize face to face encounters in your own life and encourage you to start looking up and truly seeing each other. Make the choice, and watch how your life starts to transform in the most profound ways.



CHAPTER 1

Do You See Me?

“What we’re all striving for is authenticity, a spirit-to-spirit connection.”

—Oprah

In my early twenties, I fell into an entry-level law clerk position at Warner Brothers. The majority of my job consisted of delivering documents to important people around town. In other words, it was drudge work. However, I had an active mind and a penchant for creativity, and it wasn’t long before I figured out how to turn my boring job into an exciting opportunity. I had already figured out in school that I learned best when I connected with people. So, I thought, why not try that approach in “real life” and use it to help me figure out my career?

I was in the world of Hollywood now. How did this world work? Would I stay there? What would I do? How would I forge a path? I had tons of questions. Finding the answers turned out to be easier than you might suspect. As a law clerk, I spent my days bouncing between the offices of famous and powerful industry players. All I had to do was tell their assistants that the urgent papers I was delivering would be invalid unless I handed them directly to the boss. Just like that, I was in. Soon enough, I was having conversations with writers, directors, producers, studio heads, agents, you name it—anyone who could help me better understand the mysteries of the movie business.

I set this goal for myself: I had to meet one new person in the industry every single day. It worked so well, and I learned so much, that I decided to extend my reach. I added a second goal: to meet at least one person every two weeks outside of Hollywood. Again, the experiences were better than I could have imagined. It wasn’t just that I was gaining information, I was engaging in meaningful exchanges that left me feeling inspired, uplifted, and curious to know even more.

Although I eventually gave up my specific goals for meeting people, I have never stopped having what I now call “curiosity conversations.” For the past forty years, I have been tracking down people about whom I am curious and asking if I can sit down with them for an hour. Sometimes this results in meetings with several new people a week. I have no other motive than to learn something from them that will broaden my mind and alter my understanding of the world. It’s also important to me that my conversation partner benefit as well, so I try to ask thought-provoking questions that might ignite insights for them as well. In addition, I am sure to bring some kind of gift or some knowledge they would find useful or interesting. When I met with George W. Bush, I gave him a baseball cap with the logo from my show Friday Night Lights, which was set in Texas. When I met with Dr. Dre, I came ready to tell him about the theme song to Exodus, thinking he would enjoy it because his own music contains beautiful and spectactular melodies.

Today, as a movie and television producer, I look for people who are experts in anything other than what I do, hoping to find what moves and inspires them. I love getting to know the heartbeat of people from all types of backgrounds—from spies and Nobel laureates to athletes and tech entrepreneurs. I’ve been honored to meet with artistic giants like Andy Warhol, Catherine Opie, Jeff Koons, and Mark Bradford (who generously created the Face to Face artwork for this book), as well as heads of state including Barack Obama, Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, King Abdullah II lbn Al Hussein of Jordan, Mohammad bin Salman, and Benjamin Netanyahu. I’ve picked the brain of iconic investor Warren Buffett, Spanx creator Sara Blakely, renowned science fiction writer Isaac Asimov, and so many others. A few years ago, I captured the best of these conversations in my book, A Curious Mind. Since then, I’ve enjoyed countless other conversations with interesting and accomplished strangers, some of whom I now call friends. I’ll quickly share a few of these here.

Not too long ago, I sat in my living room with rapper-activist Sonita Alizadeh. At seventeen, Sonita wrote and recorded a rap song protesting forced marriage after learning her family intended to sell her off as a child bride for nine thousand dollars. The song went viral, and she became a hero to the many girls facing this oppressive life sentence. With lyrics like “I scream to make up for a woman’s lifetime of silence,” the song became an anthem in her home country of Afghanistan.5 With long black hair and big, beaming eyes, she exudes a calm confidence considering all she has been through in her life. As a child, Sonita and her family fled Afghanistan to escape the oppressive rule of the Taliban. Instead, she had to scrub bathroom floors to support herself and her family while also managing to teach herself how to read and write. Listening to the radio as she cleaned, she became enamored by the music of Iranian rapper Yas as well as Eminem. In rap music she discovered an outlet for self-expression and began to write her own songs about child labor. Haunted by the memories of her many friends in Afghanistan who had disappeared one by one from the classroom to be sold off as child brides, she could no longer remain silent. Though it is illegal in Iran for women to sing or rap, and incredibly dangerous to speak out, she would hide her lyrics in her backpack. When she heard about a contest in the United States to write a song to get Afghan people to vote, she entered her song and won the one-thousand-dollar prize. She sent the money to her mother, who had moved back to Afghanistan.

Soon after, Sonita wrote a rap song called “Brides for Sale” to give voice to all the children facing forced marriage. She played the video for me, sharing in a soft yet serious voice that she was just ten years old when her own mother first considered selling her to a man.

In the video, Sonita speaks out against this practice dressed in a white wedding dress, her body adorned with painted-on bruises, and a bar code across her forehead. She pleads into the camera not to be sold. The video went viral with over a million views to date, and earned her a full scholarship to a music school in Utah.
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