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The Men's Group Seminar: Men and Loneliness 	
James Tobin, Ph.D. | April 3, 2021
One consequence of the pandemic is that it has shed light on existing problems and issues previously unacknowledged. Indeed, male loneliness is one of these issues. Research suggests that men are increasingly contending with loneliness more so than ever before, both in terms of prevalence and severity, and these rates seem to have catapulted during the pandemic. In a recent podcast, the popular website “The Art of Manliness” characterized male loneliness “a hidden tragedy” and others have called it “an epidemic.” With the pandemic’s limiting the primary way men relate and connect, i.e., through “opportunistic socialization” (i.e., casually engaging in ready-made contexts like the workplace or in situations arranged for other purposes such as sporting events or religious/communal activities), men are largely disconnected. Middle age is a developmental period when men are especially at risk for loneliness, as Billy Baker described in his widely acclaimed article in the Boston Globe. For these men, decades of investment in career, financial success, and family gradually eroded quality bonds that simply were not nurtured. Other perspectives on male loneliness suggest that with the perseverance of the “Man Box” and the negative impact of toxic masculinity, men are not socialized to value intimacy and emotional expression, especially in the realm of friendship. In the next virtual meeting of the Men's Group Seminar on Saturday, April 3, 2021 (10:15 AM to 11:30 AM), we will explore male loneliness and consider the suggestions of experts as to how men can create, maintain, and find value in friendship and social connection. 





#1) https://www.artofmanliness.com/articles/male-loneliness/
Podcast #670: The Hidden Tragedy of Male Loneliness



#2) https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/life-smarts/202102/the-pandemic-male-loneliness
The Pandemic of Male Loneliness
The hidden reason men struggle with social distancing.
David Braucher, Ph.D., has been a practicing clinician for over 25 years. He applies Relational Psychoanalytic ideas to everyday problems in love and work.

Posted Feb 24, 2021 |  Reviewed by Gary Drevitch
· For many men, socializing is usually tied to activities they have less access to during the COVID-19 pandemic.
· Some men find it challenging to initiate social contact for fear of how it will be perceived.
· Men should consider how social and cultural influences might be holding them back from meeting their needs for connection. 
We are all suffering from a certain amount of loneliness as a result of social distancing during the pandemic. This post focuses on the particular disadvantages faced by many boys and men. Males in our culture tend to rely on opportunistic socialization—socializing while engaging in a shared activity. For them, feeling the need to actively reach out to others can trigger a shame response about appearing ‘needy.’
In Western culture, females are typically socialized to value building and maintaining relationships: They are encouraged to reach out to friends and preserve alliances. Males tend to be raised to be more achievement-oriented. For them, relationships are often relegated to a secondary benefit—a byproduct of shared activities, like work, hobbies, and sports. 
For boys and men who rely on opportunistic socializing, keeping at least six feet apart minimizes a significant part of how they socialize. Also, with faces half-covered, facial expressions are obstructed, blocking the ability to even tell whether a stranger is open to engaging socially.
Why Some Men Resist Reaching Out
In discussions of this issue with various male patients in my practice, they routinely describe how reaching out to make social contact leaves them feeling vulnerable—"open to rejection.” They fear appearing emasculated. 
Note: these boys and men are progressive when it comes to issues of social justice and female equality. Despite being “woke," they continue to struggle with their own self-imposed isolation—the damage caused by being raised male in a culture that teaches boys to be stoic and self-sufficient. 
As one young man puts it, “drop me in a crowd and I can work the room, but if I have to reach out on the phone or email, I feel disgusting.” Others explain that initiating social contact makes them feel like they are "begging" for something.
Normally, experiencing a need for something provides us with the motivation to get it. We feel hungry, and so we find something to eat. But when boys and men feel a need for a social connection, the competing need to feel self-sufficient kicks in. Feeling compelled to be self-reliant, they may disown their need for social contact. 
For many males, experiencing the need for connection leaves them feeling inadequate—they feel unworthy of the very connection they yearn for.  Worse yet, for some, having the need itself suggests to them that they have already been rejected: They are alone because others aren’t seeking them out. Feeling rejected and emasculated by their need, they are paralyzed to take action. Though the rise in male suicides and drug addiction indicates that men have been suffering under the patriarchal notions of male self-sufficiency and stoicism since before the pandemic, the pandemic seems to have worsened their plight.
John's Story: A Fear of Seeming "Intrusive" or "Needy"
John is a manager at a tech start-up. He is exhausted by his workday's endless stream of Zoom calls. Since working from home, he has worked hard to motivate his supervisees. He feels that it is important to provide them with a sense of connection that allows them to feel a part of the collective work of the company while isolated at home. 
As we explored what was missing for him, he explained that he relied on having casual contact with other managers running different departments. These contacts had been vital to giving him a clear sense of how his work fit in with the greater mission of the company. 
“I don’t know why it is so hard to send emails and ask people what they are up to, but I put them off. It was so much easier to just catch up with people in the break room to get a sense of what was going on.” He explains, “It’s the activation energy that makes me feel exhausted.”
Exploring this, we realized that “activation energy” was code for the emotional struggle he has to go through in order to reach out to his peers.  Feeling depleted tending to his supervisees, he longs to connect with his peers. But he fears being "intrusive" or appearing "needy." The “activation energy” is the extra effort—the emotional work of battling his shame and fear—that he must achieve before contacting his peers. 
Andrew's Story: Missing Activities Means Little Contact
Andrew, an adolescent, has done the majority of his socializing opportunistically. He has made friends with the guys who are in his classes at school and in choir practice, but he rarely got together with them outside of these activities. The pandemic has been a social desert for him.
With no track record of reaching out to friends to get together or chat, he just doesn’t “feel comfortable” doing it during the pandemic. He fears that he would seem weird to his peers if he were to reach out and openly express his need for connection. So, he keeps himself locked up in his fortress of solitude, suffering alone.
What Can Men Do to Fight Loneliness?
It is important for men to realize that reaching out for social connection might mean confronting a hidden belief that we are supposed to be able to go it alone and not ask for help. 
Here are some things to keep in mind:
1. Acknowledge how the social and cultural influences that have taught us to go it alone and suffer in silence dominated our childhoods and continue to this day. 
2. Accept that we are social animals deserving of emotional support. 
3. Act with courage to champion our needs despite the fear and shame of appearing needy. Other men will most likely be glad we reached out. If they are not, we just need to move on to the next.
At a time when opportunistic socializing is not available, males in our culture are faced with a hidden opportunity to learn new ways of interacting. The shame of appearing needy is a relic of the patriarchal past that lingers in many of us. To overcome it, we must fight for our need for connection with the courage to act in the face of fear and shame. If you recognize yourself in this post and continue to struggle with this, remember there is no shame in reaching out to a therapist. 
#3) The Loneliness of the Middle-aged Man
By Helena Adeloju
 https://www.intellectualtakeout.org/blog/loneliness-middle-aged-man/
 It made for a bold headline when the Boston Globe published The Biggest Threat facing middle age men isn’t smoking or obesity. It’s loneliness.
Globe reporter Billy Baker’s article exploring how men let friendships lapse as they grow older - leading to loneliness induced health risks- struck a chord around the world, and prompted a follow-up article published just two weeks later.
He wrote specifically about his experience as a husband and father, which he described as somewhat “typical” of the male experience:
During the week, much of my waking life revolves around work. Or getting ready for work. Or driving to work. Or driving home from work. Or texting my wife to tell her I’m going to be late getting home from work.
Much of everything else revolves around my kids. I spend a lot of time asking them where their shoes are, and they spend a lot of time asking me when they can have some “dada time.” It is the world’s cutest phrase, and it makes me feel guilty every time I hear it, because they are asking it in moments when they know I cannot give it to them — when I am distracted by an e-mail on my phone or I’m dealing with the constant, boring logistics of running a home.
We can usually squeeze in an hour of “dada time” before bed — mostly wrestling or reading books — and so the real “dada time” happens on weekends. That’s my promise. “I have to go to work, but this weekend,” I tell them, “we can have ‘dada time.’ ”
Dr. Richard S. Schwartz, a Cambridge psychiatrist and author quoted in the Globe article, believes the overscheduled modern lifestyle is the main cause of current or eventual loneliness:
“When people with children become overscheduled, they don’t short change their children, they short change their friendships. “And the public health dangers of that are incredibly clear,” he said.
According to research, he said, this trend can have dire outcomes:
“...those who were more socially isolated were much more likely to die during a given period than their socially connected neighbours, even after you corrected for age, gender, and lifestyle choices like exercising and eating right. Loneliness has been linked to an increased risk of cardiovascular disease and stroke and the progression of Alzheimer’s. One study found that it can be as much of a long-term risk factor as smoking.”
Baker’s article also points to research carried out in 2015:
[A] huge study out of Brigham Young University, using data from 3.5 million people collected over 35 years, found that those who fall into the categories of loneliness, isolation, or even simply living on their own see their risk of premature death rise 26 to 32 percent.
Baker’s first article on the subject prompted him to reflect on his own situation. His second, in answer to the worldwide response from men who had let friendships fail and were on the way to or already experiencing profound loneliness, made him realise that friendship is something men in general need to work on.
His personal revelation hit the nail on the head:
My issue is not making new friends. It’s caring for the relationships I already have. I have many great friends from school and sports and work and wherever...“I’m not being a good friend. And now that I realize how important that is to my health, there’s no excuse for not doing better.”
I’m not lonely. Not yet. Maybe a bit sad that I don’t get to see my friends. But what this [article] did was force me to recognise that I was putting myself on a path where loneliness would be inevitable.
Another article on the same topic pointed out some key things for men, especially husbands and fathers, to be aware of.
One man realised that in the short term his own loneliness made life harder for the person he loved most:
I think it [not having friends] was causing a strain on my marriage because I needed friend time...
It has also been found that there are long-term effects when men fail to cultivate friendships outside the home as well as friendship with their sons:
Men who were not close to their fathers growing up were more likely to feel isolated in later life.
Add to that the fact that children mimic their parents’ habits and behaviours and one quickly realised how important good example in fostering and cultivating friendships really is.
Why not encourage the men you know to jump on the band wagon and make some positive changes regarding their friendships? They and their families will thank you for it.
For suggestions on how to get started check out these 4 ideas from psychologist Jim Schroeder to help men feel less alone.
Helena Adeloju is editor of Family Edge. She writes from Melbourne, Australia. This article has been republished from MercatorNet under a Creative Commons license.



#4) https://www.bostonglobe.com/magazine/2017/03/09/the-biggest-threat facing-middle-age-men-isn-smoking-obesity-loneliness/k6saC9FnnHQCUbf5mJ8okL/story.html
The biggest threat facing middle-age men isn’t smoking or obesity. It’s loneliness.
As men grow older, they tend to let their friendships lapse. But there’s still time to do something about it.
By Billy Baker
LET’S START WITH THE MOMENT I realized I was already a loser, which was just after I was more or less told that I was destined to become one.
I’d been summoned to an editor’s office at the Globe Magazine with the old “We have a story we think you’d be perfect for.” This is how editors talk when they’re about to con you into doing something you don’t want to do.
Here was the pitch: We want you to write about how middle-aged men have no friends.
Excuse me? I have plenty of friends. Are you calling me a loser? You are.
The editor told me there was all sorts of evidence out there about how men, as they age, let their close friendships lapse, and that that fact can cause all sorts of problems and have a terrible impact on their health.
I told the editor I’d think about it. This is how reporters talk when they’re trying to get out of something they don’t want to do. As I walked back to my desk in the newsroom — a distance of maybe 100 yards — I quickly took stock of my life to try to prove to myself that I was not, in fact, perfect for this story.
First of all, there was my buddy Mark. We went to high school together, and I still talk to him all the time, and we hang out all the . . . Wait, how often do we actually hang out? Maybe four or five times a year?
And then there was my other best friend from high school, Rory, and . . . I genuinely could not remember the last time I’d seen him. Had it already been a year? Entirely possible.
There were all those other good friends who feel as if they’re still in my lives because we keep tabs on one another via social media, but as I ran down the list of those I’d consider real, true, lifelong friends, I realized that it had been years since I’d seen many of them, even decades for a few.
By the time I got back to my desk, I realized that I was indeed perfect for this story, not because I was unusual in any way, but because my story is very, very typical. And as I looked into what that means, I realized that in the long term, I was heading down a path that was very, very dangerous.
Vivek Murthy, the surgeon general of the United States, has said many times in recent years that the most prevalent health issue in the country is not cancer or heart disease or obesity. It is isolation.
I TURNED 40 IN MAY. I have a wife and two young boys. I moved to the suburbs a few years ago, where I own a fairly ugly home with white vinyl siding and two aging station wagons with crushed Goldfish crackers serving as floor mats. When I step on a Lego in the middle of the night on my way to the bathroom, I try to tell myself that it’s cute that I’ve turned into a sitcom dad.
During the week, much of my waking life revolves around work. Or getting ready for work. Or driving to work. Or driving home from work. Or texting my wife to tell her I’m going to be late getting home from work.
Much of everything else revolves around my kids. I spend a lot of time asking them where their shoes are, and they spend a lot of time asking me when they can have some “dada time.” It is the world’s cutest phrase, and it makes me feel guilty every time I hear it, because they are asking it in moments when they know I cannot give it to them — when I am distracted by an e-mail on my phone or I’m dealing with the constant, boring logistics of running a home.
We can usually squeeze in an hour of “dada time” before bed — mostly wrestling or reading books — and so the real “dada time” happens on weekends. That’s my promise. “I have to go to work, but this weekend,” I tell them, “we can have ‘dada time.’ ”
I love “dada time.” And I’m pretty good about squeezing in an hour of “me time” each day for exercise, which usually means getting up before dawn to go to the gym or for a run. But when everything adds up, there is no real “friend time” left. Yes, I have friends at work and at the gym, but those are accidents of proximity. I rarely see those people anywhere outside those environments, because when everything adds up, I have left almost no time for friends. I have structured myself into being a loser.
“YOU SHOULD USE THIS story suggestion as a call to do something about it.”
That’s Dr. Richard S. Schwartz, a Cambridge psychiatrist, and I had reached out to him because he and his wife, Dr. Jacqueline Olds, literally wrote the book on this topic, The Lonely American: Drifting Apart in the Twenty-First Century.
He agreed that my story was very typical. When people with children become overscheduled, they don’t shortchange their children, they shortchange their friendships. “And the public health dangers of that are incredibly clear,” he says.
Beginning in the 1980s, Schwartz says, study after study started showing that those who were more socially isolated were much more likely to die during a given period than their socially connected neighbors, even after you corrected for age, gender, and lifestyle choices like exercising and eating right. Loneliness has been linked to an increased risk of cardiovascular disease and stroke and the progression of Alzheimer’s. One study found that it can be as much of a long-term risk factor as smoking.
The research doesn’t get any rosier from there. In 2015, a huge study out of Brigham Young University, using data from 3.5 million people collected over 35 years, found that those who fall into the categories of loneliness, isolation, or even simply living on their own see their risk of premature death rise 26 to 32 percent.
Now consider that in the United States, nearly a third of people older than 65 live alone; by age 85, that has jumped to about half. Add all of this up, and you can see why the surgeon general is declaring loneliness to be a public health epidemic.
“Since my wife and I have written about loneliness and social isolation, we see a fair number of people for whom this is a big problem,” Schwartz continues. But there’s a catch. “Often they don’t come saying they’re lonely. Most people have the experience you had in your editor’s office: Admitting you’re lonely feels very much like admitting you’re a loser. Psychiatry has worked hard to de-stigmatize things like depression, and to a large part it has been successful. People are comfortable saying they’re depressed. But they’re not comfortable saying they’re lonely, because you’re the kid sitting alone in the cafeteria.”
I’m not that kid. I’m gregarious. I have family around me all the time, or I’m around “friends” at work or elsewhere. I comment on their Facebook posts. They comment on mine. My wife and I also have other couples we like and see often. It’s easy to fall into the trap of believing that’s good enough — and for many men it is, at least until their spouse gets the friends in the divorce.
I’m hesitant to say I’m lonely, though I’m clearly a textbook case of the silent majority of middle-aged men who won’t admit they’re starved for friendship, even if all signs point to the contrary. Now that I’ve been forced to recognize it, the question is what to do about it. Like really do about it. Because the tricks I’ve been using clearly do not work. I’ve been on “guy dates” with people I like — maybe I met them through my kids or on an assignment or whatever — but all too often those are one and done. It’s not that we don’t hit it off. We’ll go have that beer, and we’ll spend that beer talking about how we’re overscheduled and never get to hang with our friends, vaguely making plans to do something again, though we both know it’s probably not going to happen — certainly not the grand “Let’s hike the Appalachian Trail” ideas that start getting thrown out after the third beer. It’s a polite way of kicking the ball down the road, but never into the goal. I like you. You like me. Is that enough? Does that make us friends?
IN FEBRUARY AT A CONFERENCE in Boston, a researcher from Britain’s University of Oxford presented study results that most guys understand intuitively: Men need an activity together to make and keep a bond. Women can maintain friendships over the phone. My wife is capable of having long phone talks with her sister in Virginia or her friend Casey (whom she sees in person almost every day), and I kind of look at it with amazement. I hate the phone. My guy friends seem to share my feelings, because our phone conversations seem to naturally last about five minutes before someone says, “All right, I’ll catch up with you later.” Dudes aren’t going to maintain a bromance that way, or even over a once-in-a-blue-moon beer. We need to go through something together. That’s why, studies have shown, men tend to make their deepest friends through periods of intense engagement, like school or military service or sports. That’s how many of us are comfortable.
When I was talking to Richard Schwartz, the psychiatrist told me something that had me staring off into the distance and nodding my head. Researchers have noticed a trend in photographs taken of people interacting. When female friends are talking to each other, they do it face to face. But guys stand side by side, looking out at the world together.
But in the middle years of life, those side-by-side opportunities to get together are exactly the sort of things that fall off. When you have a gap in your schedule, you feel bad running off with the fellas and leaving your partner alone to look for the shoes. And the guys I’d like to spend time with are all locked in the exact same bind as me. Planning anything takes great initiative, and if you have to take initiative every time you see someone, it’s easy to just let it disappear.
That’s why Schwartz and others say the best way for men to forge and maintain friendships is through built-in regularity — something that is always on the schedule. This worked well for me over the past year (however unintentionally) with a college buddy named Matt. We signed up to run last April’s Boston Marathon together, and even though he lives in Chicago, we were in regular contact about our training, his trip to Boston, etc., and our relationship became stronger than ever, even though our best and deepest conversation occurred during the four-plus hours it took us to get from Hopkinton to Boston, side by side. We repeated the process with the Chicago Marathon in October, this time in less than four hours (thank God for the flat Midwest), but we haven’t had much contact since then, because we’re no longer going through anything together. I texted him to congratulate him after the Cubs won the World Series. He did the same for me after the Patriots won the Super Bowl. But I can’t remember the last time I talked to Matt since. We have no further plans. That would take initiative.
WHENEVER THE POWERBALL or Mega Millions gets over $100 million, I’ll buy a ticket. My wife thinks I’m nuts, that I’m just wasting our money. I tell her she’s missing the point. I know I’m not going to win, but in that time between when I buy the ticket and the TV news trucks do not show up outside my home, my fantasy brain answers a question for me: What would I really do if I didn’t have to do all this other stuff?
For a while, this was an escape fantasy that involved loading my family into an old Volkswagen bus, hitting the road, and setting off to look for America. That ended when I actually managed to save up enough money to buy an old Volkswagen bus, an endeavor that did not lead to a tour of this country’s national parks but of its auto repair shops. The bus is gone. And so is the escape fantasy. I’m very happy in my life. If I need someone to confide in, I have my wife. All the pieces are here, except one — the guys. I’d like to think they’re also missing me and are just locked into this same prison of commitments. But I don’t want to wait until we’re all retired and can reconnect on a golf course. It feels silly to wait that long, and thanks to this stupid story, I know it’s quite dangerous. So I’m ready to steal a simple concept that doesn’t require lottery money.
A few years ago, shortly after I’d moved from the city to Cape Ann on the North Shore, I took a kayaking class run out of a shop in Essex. At some point, the man who owned the place, an older guy named Ozzy, said something in passing about how he couldn’t do something because he had “Wednesday night.” Slightly confused, I asked him what he was talking about, and he explained an idea to me that was so simple and profound that I resolved one day to steal it . . . when I got older. I think it’s time to admit I’m there.
“Wednesday night,” Ozzy explained, was a pact he and his buddies had made many years before, a standing order that on Wednesday nights, if they were in town, they would get together and do something, anything.
Everything about the idea seemed quaint and profound — the name that was a lack of a name (such a guy move); the placement in the middle of the week; the fact that they’d continued it for so long. But most of all, it was the acknowledgment from male friends that they needed their male friends, for no other reason than they just did.
I tried to reach Ozzy, but he takes the winters off to go skiing in California and the number I had was disconnected. When I tried to get an e-mail address from a mutual friend, I was told he didn’t do e-mail. This guy seems like he has some things figured out. So, Ozzy, I’m stealing Wednesday night.
Obviously, it’s not going to work every time, but experts say that even the act of trying to increase your friendships can benefit your health, so consider this the beginning of that. I’m OK with admitting I’m a little lonely. Doesn’t make me a loser. Doesn’t make you a loser.
Fellas, what are you doing this Wednesday? And the one after that? And the one after that? Consider it a standing invitation. Let’s do something together.

Globe reporter Billy Baker can be reached at billy.baker@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter @billy_baker.

#5) The Terrible Price of Our Epidemic of Male Loneliness
Billy Baker’s Viral Boston Globe Article Raises Tough Questions About Manhood

Mark Greene

Billy Baker’s arguably courageous article about male loneliness for the Boston Globe is the story of the American everyman. It’s titled The biggest threat facing middle-age men isn’t smoking or obesity. It’s loneliness. Baker describes men as cut off from friendships by the rigid over scheduled demands of the American dream; the demands of work and family, car pools and commutes. And the guys with these problems? We’re the lucky ones. The ones who have work and families and houses and a mortgage.
Many, but not all of us, are likely white and middle class. And yet, with all the attendant advantages, we are, as Baker says, “starved for friendship.” Baker describes his own limited social life as being made up of “friends at work and at the gym,” friends, who he calls, “accidents of proximity.”
Baker writes, “I rarely see those people anywhere outside those environments, because when everything adds up, I have left almost no time for friends. I have structured myself into being a loser.” Mark that word, “loser.” We’ll be coming back to it.
Baker writes of the dangerous health risks of social isolation and what factors might be responsible:
“Dr. Richard S. Schwartz, a Cambridge psychiatrist…and his wife, Dr. Jacqueline Olds, literally wrote the book on this topic, The Lonely American: Drifting Apart in the Twenty-First Century.
He agreed that my story was very typical. When people with children become overscheduled, they don’t shortchange their children, they shortchange their friendships. “And the public health dangers of that are incredibly clear,” he says.
…Loneliness has been linked to an increased risk of cardiovascular disease and stroke and the progression of Alzheimer’s. One study found that it can be as much of a long-term risk factor as smoking.”
A 2010 AARP study shows that 1 in 3 Americans, age 45 plus, are chronically lonely. And those numbers are up from 1 in 5 just ten years earlier. That’s 44 million men and women, at risk, right now, today. And long term chronic loneliness indeed is equal to smoking as factor for early mortality but the story here isn’t just one of health risks.
Our American epidemic of loneliness is degrading our collective social contract which relies on healthy diverse connected communities to bridge across a vast range of social, religious, racial and political tensions. People trapped in isolation cannot access community. Community falters without human beings who can engage those around them. It is a chicken or the egg story, but either way neither the chicken or the egg are long for this world.
If we’re going to have a positive impact on the large percentage of men confronting chronic loneliness, (and by extension the concurrent isolation of women) we have to begin by acknowledging that the causes for this epidemic go much deeper than chronic over scheduling. Yes, men with busy family lives are likely being scheduled out of friendship time but let’s deconstruct that for a moment, shall we?
I would suggest that many men accept being scheduled out of our friendships because its really not that big of a loss for us anyway. I mean, lets face it, our friendships are only half way there anyway, feint shadows of the joyous, ecstatic friendships of our youth, so we let them go. Which speaks not to the challenges of schedules and family life but to the collective inability of millions of men to form vibrant meaningful friendships; friendships we are willing to fight for and maintain.
Why do many men fail to create friendships they will fight for? Good question.
I’m glad you asked. The simple fact is we are trained from as young an age as age four to convince those around us, and eventually ourselves, that we don’t need friendships. Groundbreaking studies by Judy Chu (When Boys Become Boys) and Niobe Way (Deep Secrets) document the process by which boys are convinced to abandon their close friendships in order to better conform to the expectations of our masculine culture of emotional toughness. To learn more about Way’s study, read Why Do We Murder the Beautiful Friendships of Boys?
Or watch Judy Chu and myself discuss her study on just how early in life boys are trained out of emotional connection:
Following a fairly common assumption, Baker writes that, unlike women, men seem to require a shared activity to connect:
IN FEBRUARY AT A CONFERENCE in Boston, a researcher from Britain’s University of Oxford presented study results that most guys understand intuitively: Men need an activity together to make and keep a bond. Women can maintain friendships over the phone…Dudes aren’t going to maintain a bromance that way, or even over a once-in-a-blue-moon beer. We need to go through something together. That’s why, studies have shown, men tend to make their deepest friends through periods of intense engagement, like school or military service or sports. That’s how many of us are comfortable.
Baker seems to be saying that we need to accommodate men’s stoic activity-based comfort zones because men are simply unable to connect in the more emotionally authentic ways that women seem to. But when Baker says “that’s how many of us are comfortable” what he is failing to acknowledge is that men have been systematically trained out of their natural capacity to connect emotionally, something it should be noted, they have no problem doing as young boys. This is the “women do emotions but men don’t do emotions” moment.
Everyone does emotions. The question isn’t if, its how. Or in the case of millions of American men, how hidden?
For American men, the social mechanism many have come to call the Man Box is the dominant frame for enforcing and performing masculinity. Charlie Glickman writes eloquently about it in his article titled Escape the “Act Like a Man” Box. According to Glickman and others, the Man Box is a set of rigid expectations that define what a “real man” is. Rule #1 of the Man Box? Real men don’t show their emotions, other than perhaps anger and excitement. The rules go on, but for our purposes, we’ll focus on the deep seated prohibition against emotional expression by men.
Why does our culture of male emotional toughness prohibit men’s emotional expression? The short answer is because, ridiculously, we have gendered emotionally centered capacities like empathy, care giving and nurturing as feminine. And, of course, due to the lower status of the feminine in our culture, exhibiting feminine capacities is a step down for men. Which is a shame, because relational intelligence and capacity for emotional expression are nothing short of interpersonal superpowers.
Relationship building capacities hold the key to creating rich rewarding personal and professional lives for us and for our children. Furthermore, call it relational intelligence, social emotional learning, or emotional capacities, by any name, growing these capacities across our population is crucial to ending America’s epidemic of isolation.
Dr. Saliha Bava has this to say. “Many boys and men are trained out of “being” in the world and are trained into relying instead on “doing” as their primary mode of connection. They cease being in relationship with their comfort and discomfort, with the spoken and unspoken, with their intuition and their emotions.”
Ultimately, our culture of male emotional toughness weans boys and men off of the intuitive capacities for emotional connection they are born with. Many boys never have the opportunity to explore and grow these relational capacities at all, taught from birth instead to “man up” and “be a man” elevating toughness and assertiveness over connection and empathy. Which leaves millions of men with only emotionally guarded ways of forming friendships. They simply lack the relational capacities to connect emotionally.
What’s more, this suppression of emotional expression has been so completely normalized that we American men think it perfectly natural to feel emotionally isolated in relationship to each other; that we can simply fulfill our need for human connection via the weekly softball game.
But activity based solutions can feel pale and empty. Even after decades of growing up in America’s masculine culture of emotional suppression, men still understand intuitively that meaning and purpose reside in our wholly distinctive authentic selves, not in the conformist version of ourselves we present to the world. But these are realizations that often take place internally, if at all. Unspoken and unacknowledged. So men drink ten beers just so they can break out and declare “I love you, man,” just to get it said.
“Find your passion.” An advertising mantra in a world where men are taught to hide exactly that.
For human beings, meaningful relationships are created and maintained through shared emotional expression.
Happiness, anger, joy, fear, sadness and all the rest are created in the shared relational space between us and in response to each other. It is through our emotional back and forth in relationship with others that we signal and grow what is distinctive about us. For men, what should be one of the central mechanisms by which we process life’s joys and challenges, has instead become a carefully curated presentation wherein we hide our challenges and perform self reliance 24/7.
Bava, notes: “Based on the rules of doing, men are not allowed to declare that they’re coming together for each other’s company. They can’t just say, I like you, I want to spend time with you, because in that moment, they are not simply saying I like you, they are also declaring they want to be seen and needed.”
This is something men can not offer even a hint of; that we want to be loved in friendships. It runs counter to a lifetime of scripts about what a real man is.
Which brings me back to Baker’s interesting frame for his over scheduled life. He writes, “I have structured myself into being a loser,” acknowledging that in our culture of male emotional toughness, failing to have friendships makes you just that. It’s remarkable that Baker is stating this simply and clearly and we’re all nodding our heads in agreement. Magically, in the upside down world of American manhood, we are expected to have friendships without needing or wanting them.
The result? A culture of lonely men who are studiously pretending they are not lonely. For American men, the dance around offering and accepting friendship, is fraught with shaming, homophobia, transactionalism, and fear of rejection. For American men, seeking real and lasting friendship is a minefield of cultural prohibitions.
The end result for men is higher rates of violence, drug abuse, unemployment, alcoholism, divorce, and suicide. Men are lashing out, unable to manage the challenges of unemployment or aging, unable to resource themselves via real and vibrant friendships in their lives because they are trapped in a model of manhood that does not allow them to ask for help.
One powerful solution? Start early, teaching our children, boys and girls alike, how to grow their relational intelligence, the emotional capacities that will insure they are able to form the lasting authentic friendships and relationships crucial to successful personal and professional lives.
We need a national dialogue about growing social connection for men and women, about how to grow all our relational capacities to create more vibrant connected communities and more fully engaged lives. Starting with our children is the easiest way forward. Programs that teach social emotional learning are gaining support, because, sadly, we will do for our children, things we sometimes will not do for ourselves.
But here’s a funny thing. When you work to grow your children’s relational intelligence, yours grows too.
In closing his article, Baker writes about the first and most important step in escaping the trap of male loneliness. It’s to simply and openly admit that we as men want and need real friends. He writes about a man he knows who’s ongoing Wednesday Night men’s get together “was the acknowledgment from male friends that they needed their male friends, for no other reason than they just did.”
Furthermore, Baker writes, “I’m OK with admitting I’m a little lonely. Doesn’t make me a loser. Doesn’t make you a loser.” In our world, Baker’s is a courageous declaration of a clearly defined emotional need. In a perfect world, it wouldn’t be courageous at all. It would be a commonplace, healthy and normal course correction for men and women alike.
And that’s the world we need to get busy creating.
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Why It's Harder for Men to Challenge the Stigma of Loneliness
Making friendships a priority can create important connections
By Debbie Reslock
Sharing in an interview that he never told anyone because he felt ashamed, the former Surgeon General Vivek Murthy spoke of his youthful loneliness. He believed at the time that admitting how he felt was like admitting he wasn’t worth being loved.
That stigma, still so firmly attached for most of us, has made it easier to disclose our depression or anxiety than to admit to being lonely. Maybe because it feels like the most wretched character flaw if no one wants to be your friend.
But loneliness is not a reflection of worth. It’s a state of mind with feelings of emptiness and being separate from others. There’s no single cause or fix. Yet the strategies that can help — sharing feelings and spending time with others — can be the hardest to access when you already feel cut off.
Men and Loneliness: What Society Says
Both genders are just as likely to suffer from this perception of social isolation, but it often can be harder to find the way out of the chasm if you were discouraged from expressing any vulnerability growing up. And if alleviating loneliness relies on asking for help, men are likely at a disadvantage.
“Society’s expectations are often that men shouldn’t speak about their needs,” said Dr. Jaqueline Olds, consultant in psychiatry at the MGH/McLean Adult Psychiatry Residency Training Program and associate professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School. “They’re supposed to be strong and silent.”
Boomer men are making progress, though slowly. “Our belief system about men has been changing in the last 20 years, but the data still shows that men don’t seek out help like women,” said Geoffrey Greif, a professor at the University of Maryland School of Social Work. “There’s still the feeling that a man should be able to handle any problems on his own.”
Making Friends and Keeping Them
Both men and women need connections, of course, although their approach can be widely different. Women’s friendships are often described as face-to-face, while men’s tend to be shoulder-to-shoulder. Author and baby boom blogger, Brent Green said that guys spending time together aren't necessarily sharing feelings, though.
But men who learned to be stoic at an early age may find it harder if they feel alone. “I think men may be unclear on how to go about making friends,” Greif said. “It’s something we don’t teach boys growing up. I was raised to pursue a woman for a date, but I was never taught to pursue a man to be a friend.”
And it doesn’t get easier when men get married and have a family. “They often feel they don’t have the option to keep up with their friendships,” Olds said. “They’re expected to work hard, be productive and spend time with their family. That doesn’t always leave time for friends.”
Being Connected: A Fading Value
“People used to value being connected. We knew we couldn’t survive without it, but now our values have shifted to being individual and independent,” Olds said. “There’s a cultural feeling that we should be able to take care of ourselves and not be needy. Even if we enjoy being with other people it shouldn’t look like we need the connection.”
As our lifespans are nearly doubling, will we be ready with supportive relationships to help navigate the journey? According to Tamara Sims, director of the Sightlines Project at Stanford University’s Center on Longevity and their recently released report, we have some work to do.
Analyzing data on financial security, healthy living and social engagement, they looked at what will be needed to live long and well. Responses from 1995 and 2012 were compared on interpersonal connections with friends, family and neighbors, work, religious and community participation, and volunteering. One unsettling discovery was that boomers aged 55 to 64 were significantly less socially engaged than the same age group was in 1995.
And for both men and women aged 45 to 74, there was a decline in friend support. As we get older, though, we’re going to need more support, not less. Sims said that what has become clear is that we need to focus on social engagement as clearly as we have on our healthy living and financial security components.
6 Ways Men Can Improve Social Connections
Even if you have friends, you may have to relearn how to make new ones. Couples split, people move, and one of the sadder consequences of growing older is that loss will be an inevitable part. Yet as we grow older, we want genuine friends. “Friendships in our 20s were often based just on having fun together, but today they’re tested with life’s heartaches,” said Green.
ADVERTISEMENT
If you're a man struggling with loneliness or would like to have more friends to share in life, here are six suggestions to get started:
Make it a priority  “We need to establish social connection habits in the same way we have for being healthy or financially secure,” said Amy Yotopoulos, director of the mind division at the Stanford Center on Longevity. “Start by making friendships a priority, not just when you have the time.”
Broaden your horizons  “Diversify your social portfolio like your financial one. If your wife plans all the social activities, what will you do if something happens to her? Start taking an active part,” said Yotopoulos.
Don’t give off the wrong signal  “You may be portraying yourself as the ideal man — busy and working out at the gym,” said Olds. “But you may also be sending the signal that you’re not available or don’t have time for friends.”
Use technology  “We need to intentionally leverage technology,” said Sims. One of its biggest advantages is the ability to provide interactions when we can’t leave the house or when we live in places that are more isolated.
See this as a learning opportunity  Learn how to take the first step, Greif said. You can’t wait for the answers to come to you. Men are more comfortable doing things together, so choose something you enjoy and then ask a man to join you, even if it’s watching a sport on television.
Get outside help  If you’re still struggling, therapy can jump start the process. “Learning that talking can help is a good start. Then you can take that knowledge and go out to talk to others,” Olds said.
Fighting Loneliness With Friendships
We know that loneliness and isolation is not just a blow to our self-esteem, but can actually kill us, increasing our risk of death and mimicking the same health effects of smoking 15 cigarettes a day.
“We can’t manufacture friends, but we can manufacture the opportunity to make friends,” said Greif. It takes work, Yotopoulos reminds us in her TED Talk on the subject, although people often believe social connections just occur naturally.
But we need them. And don’t hide behind the self-perceived shame of not having any.
“Loneliness is actually a normal human response. It’s like being hungry,” Yotopoulos said. “It means you need to do something. It’s not that something’s wrong with you, but there’s something you haven’t taken care of.”
Men may have to fight harder to get through the stigma of feeling alone. C.S. Lewis once said true friendship is born when we can say to another: “What! You too? I thought I was the only one.” Remember that. Because you’re never the only one. And that’s the profound joy of connection.
Debbie Reslock is a freelance writer who specializes in aging issues and the 55+ market. As a former caregiver, she's also an advocate for aging-in-place whenever possible and person-centered long term care when it isn't. She's on the board of directors for the Colorado Culture Change Coalition and lives in Evergreen, Colo. Read More
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The Uncomfortable Truth about Male Loneliness
One third of men regularly feel lonely. We explore the challenges of modern male friendships
BY JOSH GLANCY

A few years ago, four of my male friends and I spontaneously organised a trip to the Peak District. None of us is exactly Bear Grylls, but we packed some hiking boots, emptied Sainsbury’s and committed to 48 hours in the relative wilderness of Derbyshire. I can’t quite remember how we came up with idea, but we obviously felt that spending a weekend in a lonely, rural cottage would be an important thing to do.
Something fascinating happened on that trip, though the schedule was pretty mundane. We spent most of the time drinking and gently humiliating each other, as you might expect. There was a failed attempt to cook a beef Wellington and an extremely ill-judged hike that ended with an unfortunate trespassing incident. But that wasn’t the extent of things.
Though we had all been good friends since university, we had never been away together. It was liberating to leave London and deposit ourselves on a misty, northern moor. As five men sitting around a fireplace in the middle of nowhere, we somehow felt freer. Embarrassing concerns and old grudges were released from ancient resting places. We were able to examine our souls.
I stayed up all night with one mate, discussing how we felt a little trapped by our lives, which had become prematurely constrained. I wanted to be a writer and foreign correspondent but found myself chained to an editorial desk job. He had spent several years working in finance but yearned to do something more fulfilling. It was one of those rare conversations I’ve had that permanently impressed itself upon my consciousness. I’ll never forget its power – nor the extraordinary impact that being away with a group of close male friends can have, creating an atmosphere that was at once fairly savage and deeply comfortable.
This trip, I realised a few months later, was the antithesis of loneliness. By then, though, I’d moved to New York, having obtained the coveted correspondent role. My life swung violently from one pole to the other – London, surrounded very old friends, to Manhattan, surrounded by strangers. I was single and almost friendless. For the first time in my life, I was truly lonely.
So lonely that I began to crave the perfunctory smile of the waitress at my local diner. Each morning, I would look forward to the familiar nod of a corner shop owner who sold me the New York Times. I also developed some strange habits. Long, nocturnal walks through the city and strange, pornographic meanderings on my laptop. At times, I took masochistic pleasure in feeling so isolated, letting the city wash over my sense of self, feeling like an extra in an Edward Hopper painting. But mostly it was just miserable.
My expectations of New York – the people I’d meet, the conversations I’d have – were enormous. So much of the city’s televisual myth revolves around friendships: Girls, Seinfeld, Sex and the City and, of course, Friends. But where was my devoted group of hilarious, dysfunctional pals to help me out of second gear?
Human Needs
Loneliness is often compared to hunger. It's a lack of emotional sustenance, the physical pleasure of being in the company of someone who cares about you. But urban isolation is its own type of starvation, and New York is perhaps the loneliest place to be lonely. I’d walk through SoHo or the East Village on a Saturday morning, marvelling at how busy and engaged everyone seemed to be. How did they all seem to know each other? Why didn’t they want to know me?
Loneliness feels a lot like depression, though the two are not the same
My apartment in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, overlooks the city’s shimmering panorama. It is one of the world’s most thrilling views – unless you are feeling lonely. Then the lights mock you, each twinkle a symbol of people connecting with one another; drinking, laughing, kissing. Everyone except me.
Loneliness also feels a lot like depression, though the two are not the same. One study by the University of California, San Francisco, found that the majority of those who report feeling lonely are not clinically depressed, though there are overlaps. As for me, I had no chemical or pathological reason to be unhappy during those six months in New York. I was like a computer that had been unplugged from the internet. I just needed to reconnect. I needed friends.
This sensation diminished over time. I found a girlfriend, and I made enough friends to get by. I'm happy again. But the experience got me interested in the subject of loneliness, so I began to read and write about it. I read Olivia Laing’s The Lonely City and Sebastian Junger’s Tribe. I delved into Karl Ove Knausgaard’s My Struggle, through which a wide seam of loneliness and disconnection runs. I quickly realised I wasn’t alone. Millions of others were as lonely as I had been – many of them in the largest, most thrilling cities in the world, struggling with lives of outward success and inner desperation.
I also realised there was an element of my predicament that had been quite specifically male. Loneliness isn’t gendered, but men in particular tend to struggle to express deep feelings and form meaningful connections. Many of us find it easier to talk about football or politics than to admit to suffering from a low sex drive or feeling undervalued at work. We don't know who to tell these things, or how to say them. This is why some men flock obsessively to secular evangelists such as Joe Rogan, Jordan Peterson and Sam Harris, who fill the fraternal vacuum with rigorous examinations of the male psyche and spread their gospel through podcasts and YouTube.
The Boys’ Club
Men aren’t good at talking to each other, or asking for help. This may be a cliché, but it's true. Personally, I would rather walk around lost for half an hour than risk looking incompetent by asking for directions. Every girlfriend I’ve had has found this baffling. I need Peak District levels of comfort and familiarity to open up to another man. The majority of my friends are female, because I generally find the company of women to be more relaxed and engaging. But to help me negotiate my darkest, most brutal emotions, real-life male company is essential. WhatsApp threads just don’t cut it, no matter how witty the banter.
Recent research confirms this. A 2017 study at the University of Oxford showed that men bond better through face-to-face contact and activities, whereas women find it much easier to hold onto an emotional connection through phone conversations. Our social structures function differently, too. According to a study in the journal Plos One, male friendships are more likely to flourish in groups, whereas women favour one-to-one interactions.
“What determined whether [friendships] survived with girls was whether they made the effort to talk more to each other on the phone,” said Robin Dunbar, who led the Oxford study. “What held up [male] friendships was doing stuff together – going to a football match, going to the pub for a drink, playing five-a-side. They had to make the effort. It was a very striking sex difference.”
The conundrum I faced last year was how to make new male friends, a task that seems to get more difficult with age. I’ve only made two close male friends since leaving university, now almost 10 years ago. There have been plenty of mates, colleagues, drinking companions and holiday bromances, but no one I would call up if my life was falling apart. As men enter their forties, the situation often gets worse. Many become siloed by family life, moving to the suburbs, socialising in couples, maintaining a solid professional network but unable to access the kind of raw male companionship they need. And many men are far more reliant on their partners for emotional support than they’d like to admit. “You really have to work to keep it all going,” says one forty-something friend, who sees his mates less and less often since they all started families. “A Christmas drink or annual reunion is fun, but it isn’t enough. Getting people to commit when they’re dealing with young kids is a nightmare, though.”
How do you make male friends in your thirties and forties? How do you create those bonding experiences? It’s surprisingly hard. You may meet people at work, or perhaps through a sports team. But, all too often, you come up against a barrier. When I was first in New York, I’d quite often come across guys I liked – we’d even go for a few beers. But then what? The second man date feels a bit odd. It's just not clear what comes next.
Isolated Community
Some of the causes of modern loneliness relate to the extent to which we have strayed from our tribal, evolutionary roots. Technology is one culprit, of course. You know the theory: by linking us all together, social media has somehow managed to drive us further apart. In a study of adults aged between 19 and 32, those who reported spending more than two hours a day on social media were twice as likely to describe feeling “left out” or isolated. Our digital ties can feel like the real thing, but they often turn out to be weak and unsatisfying – ghostly imitations of human contact.
One of the biggest hurdles to building modern friendships is time, an increasingly rare commodity
Hyper-urbanisation and the decay of traditional communities is another. So many of us are now "bowling alone", as US political scientist Robert D Putnam put it in his book about the decline of civic life. More and more people are taking up bowling, he pointed out, but fewer and fewer are doing so in organised teams and leagues.
I grew up in a close Jewish community in north London. As a child, I knew the names of at least half the people on my street. My grandparents lived six doors down, and my cousins were on the next road. I often found this gossipy, village-style life claustrophobic at the time, but I’d trade it in a moment for the anonymity of my last four apartment blocks. I haven’t had a meaningful conversation with a neighbour in a decade. I wouldn't know where to leave a set of spare keys.
One of the biggest hurdles to building modern friendships is time, an increasingly rare commodity. Friendships need time like a plant needs water. A recent study published in the Journal of Social and Personal Relationships estimated that, on average, it takes about 90 hours of time with someone before you consider them a real friend, and 200 to become “close”.
But it’s a matter of quality, not just quantity. Friendships require deep time – the nights when you’re in the mood for five drinks, not one, or the wide-open Sundays when you feel like concocting a flamboyant roast dinner, rather than just catching up over a burger. One bender is worth 100 quick halves after work.
Friend Requests
Some men are working to find solutions to these issues. I’m ambivalent about Canadian psychologist Jordan Peterson’s politics, but the fact that he and many like him have become so popular is a sign that men are yearning for an emotional and profound conversation. I recently came across the Evryman Project, founded by Dan Doty, a film-maker and nature guide who observed in his work that men were desperate to find a way to reconnect with each other. The project leads men’s trips into the wilderness of the Berkshires, say, or Yellowstone National Park; there, they meditate and hike, but their most important task is to sit in a circle and bare their souls. “The simple act of explicitly getting together with the intention of opening up, to share all the stuff you don't normally share, is incredibly powerful,” says Doty. “It doesn't have to be much more complicated than that.”
Most of Evryman’s participants are between 26 and 42, the period when men leave behind their adolescent circles and strike out alone into an unforgiving world. Doty’s goal is to get men in social situations to go straight for the emotional kill. He uses the following equation: vulnerability x time = depth of connection. By amplifying their vulnerability levels, Doty believes that he can reduce the amount of time it takes for men to form real friendships. “We could go to the bar and talk about baseball, then maybe open up a little bit,” he says. “Or – in order for this to benefit me, so I can enjoy my life and be healthy – we could just cut the shit: this is who I am. We could create bonds that mean something, just go right there.”
We need to put close friendships at the centre of our life plans, to work towards them strategically
I’ve attended a couple of Evryman group sessions in New York and, while I find them fascinating, I’m too weighed down by British cynicism to engage fully. I want my friendships to be organic, rather than forged in the New Age microwave oven of organised wilderness bonding.
In an ideal world, Doty acknowledges, his organisation wouldn’t need to fill the friendship and connectivity gap in people’s lives. But in this world, for many men, projects such as Evryman are increasingly essential. For me, the lesson of my own experience of loneliness is that we need to put close friendships at the centre of our life plans – to work towards them strategically, wholeheartedly and relentlessly, in the same way one might work towards a marriage or a career. I believe that every one of us needs a cottage somewhere, up on a misty moor, filled with people we trust. Otherwise, we'll all end up bowling alone.

