
HEALTH

   One is more than the loneliest number—
        it’s potentially the unhealthiest. Time 

           to embrace a pack mentality. 
           By Jamie He rge nra d e r 

Group On!

Remember day care? Okay, probably not. How about science fairs? Carpools? Your grade-
school soccer team? Chances are, most kid activities you can recall have one thing in common—
groups. For good reason: “We are a social species,” says psychologist Tristen Inagaki, Ph.D., a 
professor at the University of Pittsburgh. “We have evolved to rely on, to need, other people.” 

And not just for basic survival. Romantic relationships aside, having a few supportive pals 
boosts happiness, and new research in the field of emotional synchrony (a.k.a. our social and 
emotional ties to each other) shows hanging in larger packs—whether it’s a 20-person cycling 
class or a thousands-strong concert—is clutch to mental and physical wellness. We’re talking 
slashed risks for anxiety, heart disease, even cancer. Group hugs, coming right up. 
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HEALTH

C’mon, Get Happy
Now, let’s be clear: Standing 
in a bathroom line at Six Flags 
on a Saturday in July ain’t 
going to score you anything 
beyond annoyance. “The real 
benefits happen when people 
feel a sense of connectedness 
to, or support from, others,” 
says Laura Richman, Ph.D., 
an assistant professor of 
psychology and neuroscience 
at Duke University. The 
perks are even bigger when a 
crowd—be it 1,000, or 10,000 
people—is pulled together by 
a common purpose (beyond, 
you know, having to pee).

Just the act of sharing 
an experience lights up 
a so-called mirroring system 
in the brain that fosters 
feelings of empathy. Those 
then signal your mind that 
you’re with others who 
“get you,” and voilà: Stress 
levels can fall while “happy 
hormones” such as dopamine 
may rise. The process works 
with friends and strangers; 

hitting a busy movie theater 
solo, for example, still yields 
a boost. As the room LOLs 
together, each person’s joy can 
be amplified by that mirroring 
e!ect (this, by the way, is why 
some TV sitcoms have laugh 
tracks—learn something new 
every day, don’t ya?).  

Even somber gatherings 
can deliver health boons. 
One new study of ovarian 
cancer patients found that 
those who joined support 
groups lived nearly a year 
and a half longer than those 
who didn’t. Spending time 
together lowered the women’s 
stress levels and calmed their 
sympathetic nervous systems, 
which, in turn, slowed tumor 
growth. (In otherwise healthy 
people, having less long-term 
stress cuts risks for a slew of 
health conditions, including 
diabetes, depression, cancer, 
and obesity.) 

Find Your Tribe
In theory, getting with the gang 
is easy. In practice, you could 

face subconscious social 
roadblocks. “We have built a 
culture that says we must stand 
on our own two feet,” says Amy 
Banks, M.D., a psychiatrist at 
the Jean Baker Miller Training 
Institute in Wellesley, 
Massachusetts. Personal goals 
and success reign, and more 
people are spending more 
time alone; about one in four 
now live on their own, per the 
U.S. Census Bureau.

But being in a group 
doesn’t mean you have to 
give up your sense of self. 
Simply find one to suit your 
mentality and motivation 
level. Fearless extroverts 
can throw themselves into 
any en masse activity (see 
“Hive Minds,” at right). 
Horde-averse introverts 
may be more comfortable 
grabbing a friend and signing 
up for a smaller, low-key 
club (think: a dozen-member 
cooking class). Still too 
much? Head online. As 
long as you’re engaged in a 
virtual community—you 
post frequently, reply to 
others, and are respectful—
you’ll put yourself in a 
position to reap the benefits 
of social interaction, says 
psychologist Karen 
North, Ph.D., a professor 
at the University of 
Southern California.

In all cases, show up as 
often as possible. One-o! 
crowds like plays and 
festivals can momentarily 
slay stress. But committing 
to a group venture once a 
month—or, even better, 
once a week—might give 
your well-being and your 
happiness a permanent lift. 
As they always say: Strength 
in numbers.  

GOOD ADVICE FOR BAD HANGS
Packed subways. Teeming airports. Public swimming pools. We wouldn’t wish 
’em on anyone. If you find yourself stuck in one, use these tips to keep your cool.

SEE AND SAY
Mentally describe 

a nearby object (e.g.,
 a sign) in detail to 

distract your mind from 
the mayhem. 

AIR GRIEVANCES
Inhale through your 

nose for a count 
of four, then exhale 
for a count of four. 
Nerves, soothed. 

THIRD-EYE UNWIND
The spot between your 

brows is a stress-
zapping acupressure 
point. Press it gently 

for 10 seconds. 

HIVE MINDS
No need to get all BFF—
or even talk to a soul—to 

score group rewards. 

SPORTS FANS
First o!, studies show 

they’re less likely to su!er 
from depression. And those 

who cheer at live games 
(or from a sports bar stool) 
thrive on a tight feeling of 

community. 

VOLUNTEERS
As few as 100 volunteer 
hours a year can lead to 

better health, per research. 
Giving to others activates 
the brain’s pleasure center 
and quashes stress levels.

BELIEVERS
Research shows 

frequenting religious 
services or ceremonies can 

augment your immune 
system and increase your 
feeling of social support. 

STUDENTS
Taking a class, whether 

yoga or pottery, connects 
you to people learning the 
same skill. Social support 

means lower stress.
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