
The Power of Meaningful Connection
“I believe the greatest gift I can conceive of having from anyone is to be seen by them, heard by them, 

to be understood and touched by them,” wrote psychotherapist and author Virginia Satir in her poem 

“Making Contact.” The need to form meaningful connections with others is a basic human necessity 

that has been recognized for centuries by our greatest thinkers. Through the practice of yoga, and 

through the techniques of self-compassion and cognitive reappraisal that can be assimilated into a 

yoga practice, meaningful human connections can fourish.

Social connection plays a signifcant role in individual growth and wellness. This was emphasized by 

the humanistic psychologist Abraham Maslow, famous for formulating the hierarchy of needs, when he 

wrote, “Personal salvation and what is good for the person alone cannot be really understood in 

isolation.” Starting at birth, beyond the needs of food and shelter, a secure attachment is the most 

critical factor for our well-being. In an article published in the journal Science in 1988, the authors 

reviewed research on social isolation and found it to be as much of a risk factor for illness and early 

death as is high blood pressure, obesity, lack of exercise, or smoking. Research has shown that those 

who lack meaningful relationships have higher blood pressure, higher amounts of stress hormones 

such as cortisol, and a weaker immune system. In fact, individuals who live alone and lack meaningful 

relationships show a weaker antibody response to fu vaccines.

While individualism is glorifed in western cultures, it is a biological fact that human beings are a social 

species. It isn’t surprising, then, that humans don’t do well when living in isolation; an assertion 

supported by a large body of research supports the notion that social relationships are vital for mental 

and physical well-being throughout one’s entire life.

In his book Loneliness[1], Dr. John Cacioppo describes one way that social isolation can afect health 

outcomes: when individuals feel lonely, they are much less likely to view stressors as challenges that 

can be overcome, and, instead, they view stressors as nuisances accompanied with feelings of 

negativity and avoidance. Moreover, lonely people perceive stress to be more severe than non-lonely 

people, even when they experience the exact same stressor. Furthering the negative efects of stress, 

lonelier individuals avoid seeking emotional support from friends and family members in times of need. 

These are just a few reasons why loneliness is related to a greater risk of developing coronary heart 

disease, higher occurrence of colds and infections, and a shorter life.

Being in the presence of other people and maintaining social relationships, however, does not 

guarantee one can escape the feeling of loneliness. Simply perceiving that one is isolated from others, 

even when surrounded by many people, can lead to detrimental efects on health and well-being. 

When participants in a research study were asked to fll out a diary at particular moments in a day, 

detailing the number of interactions they had with others and the amount of time they spent with them, 
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neither the number of interactions the participants had in a day nor the amount of time spent with 

others had an impact on feelings of loneliness. The strongest predictor of loneliness was this: the 

perception of how meaningful their interactions had been. Thus, what matters in human 

relationships is not the number social interactions we have, but, rather, it is the extent to which our 

relationships satisfy the need for human connection.

The feeling of isolation can even be experienced in the presence of social support during times when 

one has family members and friends to rely on. Social support is distinct from social isolation, because 

one can feel a subjective sense of loneliness even when amongst those who care about them. Think of 

a spouse who recently lost her husband. She can feel lonely even though she has family and friends 

giving her ample support. This distinction is made apparent in the defnition of loneliness. Loneliness 

occurs when there is a discrepancy between one’s preferred and actual social relationships. Cacioppo 

et al. (2015) write, “This discrepancy then leads to the negative experience of feeling alone and/or the 

distress and dysphoria of feeling socially isolated even when among family or friends.” In many ways, 

feeling lonely even when one has a good social support network can lead to other undesirable 

emotions, such as guilt and indebtedness to those providing the support.

How do we create meaningful relationships?

In response to the startling fndings on how loneliness can lead to negative psychological and physical 

health outcomes, a number of campaigns are raising awareness about the growing issue of social 

isolation. Organizations across the world are participating, including in the United Kingdom 

(http://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org), in Denmark (http://www.maryfonden.dk/en/loneliness, in 

Canada (https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/corporate/partners/seniors-

forum/social-isolation-toolkit-vol1.html), and in the United States (http://www.oprah.com/health/Just-Say-

Hello-Fight-Loneliness; http://www.aarp.org/aarp-foundation/our-work/isolation/). In addition to 

awareness campaigns, however, individuals need strategies to combat feelings of loneliness and 

increase belongingness.

Scientifc research on social relationships has provided evidence for the most efective ways to combat

loneliness and grow meaningful connections with others. In a 2011 meta-analysis, researchers 

investigated the type of interventions that were most efective in reducing feelings of loneliness. The 

most efective interventions, the researchers found, involved changing the way individuals think about 

social relationships. The strategies used to change maladaptive thought patterns vary across 

interventions. For example, one 9-week intervention with Naval recruits trained the recruits to discuss 

and practice ways to increase a sense of belonging, reduce maladaptive thoughts, and improve stress 

management. In another study, nursing home patients in Taipei practiced awareness and expression of

feelings, identifed positive relationships from their past, and applied the prior positive experiences to 
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their current relationships. The key to these types of interventions is to encourage individuals to attend 

to their automatic negative thoughts that they have about other people and their social interactions. 

Instead of viewing those thoughts as facts, lonely individuals are taught to treat the negative thoughts 

as potentially wrong hypotheses in need of verifcation (Anderson, Horowitz, & French, 1983; 

McWhirter, 1990). Consider the following example: Lauren hasn’t answered one of Jane’s calls in the 

past two weeks. Jane assumes Lauren is avoiding her because Jane is too negative and doesn’t want 

to do anything fun. Instead of isolating herself and ruminating on her negative thoughts, Jane 

recognizes that this thought is a hypothesis that she can verify. Jane talks to Lauren and Lauren 

informs Jane that her father has been in the hospital after getting a hip replacement, so she has been 

preoccupied.

The goal of these programs is to change the way one thinks about relationships and social interactions.

The frst step to changing the way one thinks is to notice how one is thinking. This simple act of 

noticing is the central feature of a mindfulness practice.

After noticing thought patterns, another strategy for lessening the feelings of social isolation is to 

engage in reappraisal. The practice of self-compassion, and, in particular, practicing common 

humanity can help reappraise situations. Common humanity involves remembering that difcult 

experiences are part of the human experience. Feeling lonely is part of the human experience. We are 

not alone in our feelings of loneliness and by recognizing that everyone has struggled with feelings of 

loneliness, we can see that our experiences are quite normal. Even in our hyperconnected world, the 

prevalence of feeling socially isolated is on the rise. In the 1970s, estimates of loneliness were between

11%-17% (Peplau, Russell, & Heim, 1979). Today, over 40% of adults report being lonely (Edmondson,

2010). Recognizing that we are not unique in our feelings of loneliness can help bufer against feelings 

of complete isolation.

There is no substitute for true human connection. While we can form relationships with animals or other

living and nonliving things, such as your dog, your phone, people you meet online or even television 

characters, these are what loneliness researcher Dr. Cacioppo calls “parasocial relationships.” 

Although these relationships can act as a guard against the negative efects of loneliness, they do not 

replace the need for human connection.

Given that the feelings of loneliness arise based on how we perceive our relationships to be, practices 

like meditation and yoga help in the inward journey to explore these perceptions. Through observation 

and self-discovery, one can expand the benefts of these practices beyond oneself. In short, the 

practice moves from the mat into daily life. Consider the words of one of our greatest thinkers, Albert 

Einstein, who, in a letter to a grieving father, beautifully wrote, “A human being is part of a whole, called

by us the ‘Universe,’ a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and 

feelings, as something separated from the rest—a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This 
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delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to afection for a few 

persons nearest us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circles of 

compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.”

[1] Cacioppo, J. T. and Patrick, W. (2008). Loneliness: Human Nature and the Need for Social 

Connection.
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