HOW CREATING COMMUNITY CAN ENRICH—EVEN PROLONG—YOUR LIF"

n the early 1960s, a small town in Pennsylvania
became the focus of attention for scores of med-
ical researchers. The community of Roseto
appeared unremarkable in every way except one:
Its inhabitants were among the healthiest people in the
United States. The rate at which they died of heart dis-
ease was significantly lower than the national average, and
they exhibited greater resistance to peptic ulcers and
senility than other Americans.

tions,” says Dr. Stewart Wolf in a booklet summarizing:
the study that he directed. “There was a remarkable cohe{
siveness and sense of unconditional support within the
community. Family ties were very strong.”
Developments since the initial study underscored this
conclusion. As young Rosetans began to marry outsid
the clan, move away from the town’s traditions, and sevet
emotional and physical ties with the community, th
healthy edge Roseto held over neighboring towns bega:

When researchers searched
for clues to the Rosetans’ health
and longevity among the usual
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to lessen until, by the mid-1970s
its mortality rates had climbe
as high as the national average.

array of factors, they came up
empty-handed. The folks in Roseto smoked as much,
exercised as little, and faced the same stressful situations
as other Americans. The residents of this closely knit
Italian-American community practiced no better health
habits than their neighbors. So why were they so healthy?

The answer surprised the researchers. After exten-
sive testing, they learned that the Rosetans’ remarkable
health was linked to their strong sense of community
and camaraderie. The town was not so ordinary after all.
“More than that of any other town we studied, Roseto’s
social structure reflected old-world values and tradi-

hile you cannot, and for many reasons wo d
not want to, recreate the patriarchal, rell
gion-bound, old-world traditions
helped keep Rosetans healthy, you can dis-
cern the positive qualities of social interaction that cor
tributed to their health and take steps to nourish thes
qualities in various areas of your life.

An important reason to seek functional or consciou
community, even protocommunity, is that it can
you healthier in many respects. The Roseto findings af
far from unique. Contemporary medical psycholo"
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ﬁ"o]ogical literature overflows with studies that
the life-prolonging, even life-saving qualities of
sonal support. For example:
. Dean Ornish, a California specialist in coronary
sease, developed a treatment program with sup-
groups that surprised even him and his colleagues
its positive results: Chest pains diminished or went
entirely, severe blockages in coronary arteries
sed, and patients became more energetic. In Ornish’s
which was partially funded by the National Insti-
of Health, patients lived together for a week in a
at, then met two evenings every week for four hours,
‘At first,” Ornish writes in Dr. Dean Ornish’s Program
eversing Heart Disejase, “I viewed our support groups
[y as a way to motivate patients to stay on the other
s of the program that I considered most important:
iet, exercise, stress management training, stopping
ng, and so on. Over time, I began to realize that
up support itself was one of the most powerful
ventions, as it addressed what I am beginning to
is a more fundamental cause of why we feel
and, in turn, why we get illnesses like heart dis-
e perception of isolation.
short, anything that promotes a sense of isola-
s to chronic stress and, often, to illnesses like
disease. Conversely, anything that leads to real inti-
d feelings of connection can be healing in the
of the word: to bring together, to make whole.

The University of Michigan’s Dr. James House and

al relationships and poor health. “It’s the 10 to
of people who say they have nobody with
can share their private feelings, or who have
with others less than once a week, who are

fact, House reports, the people with the
ties have significantly higher death rates—
300 percent for men, 50 percent to 150 per-
en—than their counterparts who are more
rated in terms of marital and family status,

at St. Luke’s-Roosevelt Hospital and
sity in New York City revealed that, for
t disease, living alone is a major inde-
or comparable to such factors as pre-
ind heart rhythm disturbances. The

Anything that leads to real intimacy and feelings of connection
can be heuling in the real sense of the word.

data indicate that heart attack patients living alone are
twice as likely as others to suffer another hefan attack,
and more likely to die of an attack, within six rr_xonths.

“What's particularly significant is the magnitude of
the effect,” said clinical psychologist Nan Case, co-author
of the study. “We know that emotions and [social] inte-
gration have an effect, but we never knew it could come
close to the physiological factors in heart disease.”

* A team of Stanford Medical School psychiatrists,
led by Dr. David Spiegel, found that metastatic breast
cancer patients who joined support groups lived nearly
twice as long as those receiving only medical care.

+ At Ohio State University, psychologist Janice
Kiecolt-Glaser and her colleagues discovered, in com-
paring thirty-eight married women with thirty-eight sep-
arated or divorced women, that the married women had
better immune functions than the unmarried women.

Several studies suggest that it is not the number of
personal contacts that affects people’s health, but the
degree to which people perceive that they have someone
they can turn to. Social networks do not always feel like

community. Unhappy marriages, alcoholic families, and-
other dysfunctional relationships can actually damage a |

person’s health. Psychologists at the University of Wash-
ington concluded that even supportive actions and words
do not necessarily translate into perceived support. “It
all depends on whether your social support comes from
someone you believe truly loves, values, and respects
you,” concluded one of the researchers, Dr. Gregory
Pierce.

Psychologist Robert Ornstein and physician David
Sobel believe that human beings evolved as social ani-
mals, and that our brains are programmed to connect us
with others in order to improve our chances of survival.
When the brain detects signals of isolation or emotion-
al imbalance, it transmits these signals to other parts of
the body. The way you interact with family members,
co-workers, and others in your social sphere is translat-
ed by brain mechanisms into changes in hormone levels
and in neurotransmitters.

“People need people,” the researchers conclude in
The Healing Brain. “Not only for the practical benefits
which derive from group life, but for our very health and
survival. Somehow interaction with the larger social
world of others draws our attention outside of ourselves,
enlarges our focus, enhances our ability to cope, and
seems to make the brain reactions more stable and the
person less vulnerable to disease.”

Reprinted with permission from Creating Co

mmuni
Anywhere (G P. Putnam’s Sons, 1993 ). Y
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Note: Before you read this article about medical care, let me
wam you that I am not q doctor. [ did, however, study first
aid when I was in the Boy Scouts. We scouts used to meet
in the Methodist church basement and apply tourniquets to
each other, and we got really good at it. We once applied a
tourniquet to Randy Lape that was so elaborate he couldn’t
move any part of his body, and he probably would have lain
there until he starved to death if the choir hadn’t shown up
for rehearsal. T Just thought you should be aware of this
before you read this article, assuming you still want to.

ou should get a thorough physical examination at
least twice a year, unless you have to pay for it
personally, in which case you should get one every

eight years or whenever you think something is
really wrong with you, whichever comes first.

old copy of National Geographic. Doctors like to haye Nation.
al Geographic in their waiting rooms, because it feminds |

patients that in many primitive countries peop|

here in the U.S.A. Many patients feel so much better after
reading it for a couple of hours that they don't eyep need

to see the doctor. They just pay their bills and (eaye,

€ are pot "“
fortunate enough to have the kind of medical care ye have

)

But if you still feel sick, the medical personnel will order

you to undress and put on a garment that gives your secret
bodily parts a high degree of visibility. Then they'll
blood out of your arm and make you go into a
and urinate into a glass container. While you're in
medical personnel will hide, giggling,
when you emerge you have to parade
flashing in every direction, looking for

take some
bathroom
there, the
in a closet, so that
around, bodily parts

You can usually tell when
really wrong with you, because
when you haven't been drinking
yourself merely by calling your
sincere, sick voice, that you w
If you have faked illnesses in
let your employer know that

Retch frequently, and say something like “I'm really sick
this time. Really. (Pause here for a retch. ) Honestly."

If your symptoms don't 90 away, you should ca(| your
doctor’s office. Notice I say “doctor’s office,” not “doctor.”
Under American Medical Association rules, doctors are not
allowed to talk to patients over the telephone, because this
would be unethical.

So when you call the doctor
medical personnel wearing a wh
make an appointment for you to
later. If you are really sick, and
the medical personnel may agre
your behalf, and your doctor ma
store and order you a little bottl
But if you are really really sick,
store, too sick to walk, too sic
may want you to come to his
the waiting room.

Assuming you can get to the doct
dying, your first job is to find a good se
is close to the tropical-fish tank and
from patients with visible fungus. Then

you feel really lousy even
- Sometimes you can cure
employer and saying, in a
on’t be coming in to work.
the past, you should subtly
you really are sick this time.

s office, you wil| talk to 3
ite outfit, whose job is to
come in roughly six weeks
you are a regular patient,
e to talk to the doctor op
Y agree to phone the drug-
e of pills that costs $34.38.
too sick to go tq the drug-
k to even move, the doctor
office right away and sit in

or's office Withoyt
at, ideally one that

as far as Possibla
you should reaq an

somebody to give the

l l container to. None of this has anything to do
something is Da VE BaA RRY with curing you, Why on earth would they want

your blood and yri
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S finisheq Prodding you, either he-
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