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You didn’t choose this island.

Chronic illness marooned you here with a suitcase full of symptoms, an unreliable body,

and a map drawn by doctors who swear the fog is "all in your head."

But you still crave what every human craves: to belong.

Connection Rx is your unapologetically honest guide to rebuilding connection when life

has sidelined you, benched you, or shoved you into bed for months at a time. Blending

neuroscience, lived experience, and wickedly refreshing honesty, Christie Cox uncovers

the hidden architecture of loneliness—why it hits harder for people with chronic illness,

how the healthcare system chips away at your sense of identity, and why normal

connection strategies don’t work for a body that’s always negotiating its next flare.

This book isn’t about “thinking positive,” “trying harder,” or forcing yourself into social

situations that drain the last 6% of your battery.

It’s about learning a new way to connect—one that honors your capacity, protects your

nervous system, and doesn’t require a fully functioning body to participate.

Inside you’ll discover:
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Why chronic illness creates “isolation

by default,” and why it’s .not your fault

The 5 types of connection you

actually need (spoiler: not all are

people).

The neuroscience behind loneliness—

and the surprising ways it rewires

chronic pain.

How to build a Circle of Safe People

(even if you’ve been burned before).

Micro-connection practices that take

30�120 seconds but shift your entire

emotional state.

Scripts, prompts, checklists, and the

cleanse to reset your relational

bandwidth.

How to identify disconnection

triggers, relationship landmines, and

emotional energy leaks.

What to do when loved ones don’t

“get it,” ghost you, or minimize your

reality.

For every chronically ill person who’s

ever felt invisible, misunderstood, or

profoundly alone,  is the

permission slip, pep talk, and practical

framework you’ve needed.

Connection Rx

You deserve connection that fits the

body you live in—not the one the world

expects.

This is your way off the island.

Let’s rebuild your village—one meaningful

thread at a time.
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And to you, reading this now: Thank

you for not giving up on connection.

Thank you for believing you're worthy

of it. Thank you for being brave enough

to reach out, even when it's hard.

We're building something better,

together.

Christie

Christie Cox is a chronic illness

advocate, writer, and community

builder who knows firsthand the

profound impact of isolation on health.

After relocating to Texas and losing her

entire support system while navigating

complex diagnoses, she discovered

that the most dangerous symptom of

chronic illness isn't found in lab work—

it's the chronic illness and Ehlers-

Danlos patient community.

Christie helps chronically ill individuals

rebuild connections through teaching

self-advocacy skills and learning to

implement low-energy social strategies,

backed by evidence-based practices that

treat social health as essential medicine.

Connect with Christie: 

edssharenews@gmail.com

www.edsjointeffort.com

https://www.edsjointeffort.com/
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She believes that no one should have

to heal alone, and that the most

powerful prescription is often the

simplest: showing up for each other,

imperfectly and consistently.

When she's not writing or building

community, Christie can be found

hanging out in nature, researching

ways our brains and bodies make

connections with ADHD enabling her

superpowers.

Introduction: When Connection Isn't a

Given

When we relocated to Texas, I didn't know a

single soul.

No real history, no familiar faces, no network

of people who already understood the

rhythms of my life. I spent many years in a

different part of Texas, but that was 30 years

ago. In one move, I lost the ease of access to

the connections I'd spent years building—the

friends who checked in without asking, the

doctors who knew my body better than I did,

the support systems that held me together

when illness unraveled everything else.

What I didn't expect was the deep grief that

followed the moving truck being emptied out.
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Isolation isn't quiet. It's loud in the spaces where people used to stand. It hums in the

empty calendar, in the unanswered messages, in the long drives to medical

appointments that used to feel like shared burdens.

Loneliness isn't just being alone—it's being unheld, unseen, and unheard. My initial

health crisis all over again.

And when you're chronically ill, isolation hits differently. You don't lose just people; you

lose access to care, to understanding, to the kind of presence that can't be delivered

through a screen. If connection is a form of medicine, then losing it is a kind of injury. I

felt that injury every single day.



Connection Rx

Meanwhile, the world around us was being rewired by the attention economy. Everything

became optimized for scrolling, reacting, consuming—not relating. Online life promised

endless connection, but delivered more noise than nourishment. It's entirely possible now

to be surrounded by notifications and starved for intimacy. To be hyper-visible with

thousands of followers and profoundly alone.

I used to believe my biggest health battles were the ones coded into my DNA—joint

instability, autonomic chaos, pain flares that stole entire seasons of my life. But the most

dangerous symptom was the one no one warned me about: isolation.

It creeps in quietly, disguised as rest, recovery, or "just needing time to process." It

multiplies through missed events, canceled plans, ghosted group texts, and slow goodbyes

from people who don't know how to show up when you don't get better.

Real Talk: You're Not Broken If You Crave Connection

Chronic illness can make social connection feel impossible. But you're not "too much" or

"too needy"- you're human. You're worthy of connection even when you feel like you have

nothing left to give.
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Start small. Start now. Save this chapter.

Reuse it. Please share it.

You don't need to show up perfect—you

need to show up real.

How Do You Know You Should Believe

This is an Impending Crisis?

In 2023, U.S. Surgeon General Dr. Vivek

Murthy called loneliness a public health

epidemic, writing in his report that about

half of U.S. adults say they've

experienced it. He compared the

mortality impact of being socially

disconnected to smoking up to 15

cigarettes a day.

Let that sink in.

If you told your doctor you were chain-

smoking, they'd intervene immediately.

But if you say, "I haven't spoken to

anyone in three days," they might just

nod sympathetically.
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The truth is: connection used to happen by default. Now it takes effort—real effort,

intentional effort, sometimes awkward effort—to build something genuine in a culture

that rewards distraction over depth.

What I've Learned

Connection is no longer something that simply happens. It's something we have to

cultivate, protect, and practice.

This book is the story of how I learned to do precisely that—not from a place of

expertise, but from the inside of profound loneliness. It's a guide for anyone who has

felt the ache of being unseen, unsupported, or cut off from community, especially while

navigating the exhausting landscape of chronic illness.

Connection isn't a luxury. It's a prescription.

And like any good medicine, it works best when we understand how to take it—and

what to do when we've run out.

This is Connection Rx: the path back to the people we need, the presence we crave,

and the safety our bodies have been waiting for.

This book is my love letter and my megaphone. To tell you:

You are not alone. You are not too much. And you are not meant to go through this

without your people.

Because the best medicine isn't always found in a bottle.

Chapter 1� The Loneliness Diagnosis Nobody Codes For

Isolation is not just a symptom. It's a side effect of being invisible.
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When I first entered the chronic illness

maze years ago, I thought the most

challenging part would be getting a

diagnosis. I thought once my invisible

illness was "seen," it would all fall into

place.

I didn't realize that the longest-lasting

pain —it would be

the deep ache of disconnection.

wouldn't be physical

Sure, my body was falling apart. But so

was my sense of belonging.

Let's talk about the reality with a few

stats:

Over 80% of rare disease patients

experience at least one misdiagnosis

For patients with hypermobile Ehlers-

Danlos syndrome (hEDS�, the average

time to correct diagnosis is 12 to 14

years

During that time? You lose friends.

You ghost group chats. You disappear

into your own medical rabbit hole.

That's not just frustrating. That's

traumatic. One in three chronically ill

people reports symptoms of PTSD,

often linked to medical gaslighting and

systemic abandonment.

But there's no ICD code for that. No billing

code for "disconnection." No checkbox for

the hollow quiet of being unseen in your

own life.

The Biology of Being Alone

Here's what most people don't

understand: loneliness isn't just an

emotion. It's a biological stress state.

When humans lose connection, our

physiology slips into emergency mode—

the same survival state triggered by

hunger or injury. And yet, no clinician ever

takes your "social health vitals." No one

checks if you've had a meaningful

connection this week, or if your support

system has collapsed under the weight of

your illness.

They check your blood pressure. They

don't check your belonging.
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Research shows that chronic

loneliness:

Activates the body's stress systems

�HPA axis, cortisol dysregulation)

Increases inflammation markers

Heightens vigilance for social threat

Disrupts sleep and immune function

Contributes to metabolic dysfunction

Is cumulative—like chronic pain, it

becomes self-reinforcing

SOURCE� "Loneliness as a Biological

Stress State" � Frontiers in Psychiatry

�2023�

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3

389/fpsyt.2023.1134865/full

The body doesn't simply feel lonely; it

mounts a physiological stress response

to social disconnection.

When Connection Breaks Down, The

Body Keeps Score

For people living with chronic illness,

isolation isn't a side effect—it's the air

we breathe. Between appointments,

flare-ups, and well-intentioned friends

who fade, it becomes a hidden

comorbidity that medicine doesn’t yet

measure.

We learn to triage our own loneliness. To

ration energy for texts, to scroll for proof

we're still part of something, to accept

"How are you?" as a rhetorical question.

Loneliness doesn't show up on an MRI,

but it leaves scars in cortisol, immune

function, and inflammation alike.

SOURCE� "Loneliness Matters: A

theoretical and empirical review" � NCBI

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/

PMC3874845/

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1134865/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1134865/full
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3874845/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3874845/
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Name it to Tame It

This chapter is about naming what the

system refuses to acknowledge: Loneliness

is a health crisis. And connection is the

missing prescription.

You're not imagining it. The silence after a

diagnosis is deafening. The "let me know if

you need anything" texts rarely get

followed up. The people who said they'd

show up... often don't.

So, we adapt. We hide our needs. We

become self-sufficient just enough to

survive. But that kind of survival has a cost.

And it's time to stop pretending it's

sustainable.

Social health is the missing pillar in

healthcare: physical, mental, and social

health all matter as medicine.

Chapter 2� Why Chronic Illness Breeds
Disconnection

When your world shrinks down to daily

research on your own condition and self-care

routines for survival, connection becomes

harder—and more essential.

Living with chronic illness puts you in a

different category of human experience.

Suddenly, your energy is limited. Your needs

are complex. Your ability to "show up" the

way others expect you to? Often gone.

And that changes your relationships.

You become fluent in cancellation. You learn

to read facial expressions for disbelief. You

master the art of self-editing: telling just

enough of the truth to not scare people off.
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This isn't drama. It's self-protection. And I know it firsthand. I lost my relationship with

my family of origin, including my only child at 17 years old, when they thought I was

"crazy."

Here's What Chronic Illness Actually Does to Your Social Life

It breaks the routines and schedules you once knew. Now, much more planning

becomes necessary to pace yourself properly. Friendships built on happy hour, last-

minute plans, or spontaneous energy don't survive when you need a 3-day prep

window and a post-event crash nap.

It can also rewrite your personality. You become more serious, more cautious, less

"fun." You're navigating medical trauma, grief, and exhaustion. It's hard to keep up the

usual witty banter when you're quietly wondering if your insurance will cover your next

infusion or if the migraine will take you out for another week.
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It strains your language. Try explaining dysautonomia in a group chat. Try describing MCAS

without sounding paranoid. Try saying "I'm still not better" without disappointing everyone,

including yourself.

The Filter Bubble

When you're sick, your social world gets filtered through a survival lens, and it's not fun like

reality TV, and there is no prize at the end. You ask yourself questions such as:

Can I trust this person with my vulnerability?

Will they still show up if I'm not "fun"?

Do they understand that being sick isn't a chosen identity—it's a reality?

Suddenly, old friends feel like strangers, and online zebras feel like soulmates.

You're not crazy. You're adapting to the new rules of connection.

This adaptation protects you, but it can also disconnect you from the diversity of support

you need. You might find yourself only interacting with other chronically ill patients,

avoiding social settings entirely to conserve spoons, or defaulting to social media as your

only outlet.
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While these are understandable choices,

over time, they reinforce hyper-isolation.

You're surrounded by content, but not

connection. You're informed, but not

held. You're safe—but not supported.

Trust Gets Rewired Too

When you've been dismissed by

providers, abandoned by friends, and

ghosted by people who "don't know

what to say," you stop trusting.

You doubt your instincts. You shrink your

asks. You stop sharing, even when you

desperately want connection.

But in this book, we are going to rewire

that thinking. Here's what rebuilding trust

in connection might look like:

Trusting your body's signals (not

overriding them to please others)

Trusting that not all doctors will gaslight

you

Trusting someone enough to say: "I'm

having a rough day. Could you just stay

on the phone while I cry?"

This is social health rehab. And it starts

with honesty—first with yourself, then

with others.
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Social Habits That Slowly Kill

Connection

You may not even realize it, but chronic

illness can make you adopt subtle

behaviors that push people away:

Withholding updates because you don't

want to be "that friend" again

Pretending to be OK because you're

afraid of pity

Responding with "I'm fine!" while

internally spiraling

Only reaching out when you feel good,

which becomes less and less frequent

These are coping strategies. But they

come at a cost: real connection.

And the hardest lesson we all learn

eventually: The wrong people will make

you sicker. The right people will help you

heal.

But to find the right people, you have to

stop disappearing. You don't have to

show up perfectly. But you do have to

show up imperfectly—consistently,

gently, and honestly.
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Connection Audit Exercise: 10 Questions to Ask Yourself

1. Who are the three people I feel safest reaching out to right now?

�If the answer is zero, that’s information — not failure.)

2. When was the last time I felt genuinely seen by someone?

What made that moment feel real?

3. Which interactions in my life leave me more drained than energized?

Which ones restore me?

4. What small act of connection (text, call, check-in, shared silence) feels doable for me

this week?

5. Where am I currently withdrawing out of self-protection — and is it helping or

hurting?

6. What do I need more of: support, presence, validation, or understanding?

�You can choose more than one.)

7. Which relationships in my life feel mutual — and which feel one-sided?

8. What kind of connection do I miss the most?

Touch? Conversation? Shared laughter? Quiet companionship?

9. What barriers — physical, emotional, logistical — make connection harder for me

right now?

10. If connection is medicine, what dose am I currently getting… and what dose do I

need?

Chapter 3� The Science of Social Health �And Why It's Not Woo-Woo)

Connection isn't extra. It's essential.
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There's a dangerous myth in modern

medicine: that social health is optional.

That relationships are a luxury. That

support networks are "nice" but not

necessary.

Nothing could be further from the

truth. Ask anyone on their deathbed

what meant the most to them in life.

Chances are their answers lie in their

relationships - broken or bedrocked.

According to the longest study on

human happiness conducted by

Harvard University, the single strongest

predictor of health, resilience, and joy

over a lifetime isn't income, access to

care, or career success. It's

relationships.

Not just any relationships—but deep,

trusting, stable ones. Connections that

create safety. That fosters belonging.

The study's conclusion is clear:

"Relationships are the greatest

predictor of happiness." And as it turns

out, they're also one of the most

powerful predictors of long-term

health.

SOURCE� Harvard Study of Adult

Development

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/

2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-

relationships/672753/

Social Health: A Measurable Medical

Force

Social health describes the quality of your

human relationships, your experience of

belonging, and your emotional access to

support—not your follower count.

In chronic illness care, this is often left out

of the conversation. But the clinical

impact is very real, so please pay close

attention:

Loneliness raises the risk of death by 26%

Social isolation increases heart disease

risk by 29%, stroke by 32%

Chronic loneliness activates the same

brain centers as physical pain

People with strong relationships recover

faster from illness, show reduced

inflammation, and live longer

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-relationships/672753/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-relationships/672753/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-relationships/672753/
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1433
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
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This is not new age fluff. This is

neuroscience. Public health.

Immunology.

And for the chronically ill? It needs to

be part of our new age survival

strategy.

The Body as a Social System

Your body doesn't just run on oxygen

and glucose. It runs on signals of

safety.

Dr. Stephen Porges's Polyvagal Theory

reframed how we understand this: the

vagus nerve acts like an internal

surveillance system, constantly scanning

your environment for cues of threat or

comfort. It decides whether you can rest,

digest, connect—or whether you need to

fight, flee, or freeze.

These topics are hot content now, but do

you understand their implications on your

overall well-being yet?

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25910392/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25910392/
https://heart.bmj.com/content/102/13/1009
https://heart.bmj.com/content/102/13/1009
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1364661304001433?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1364661304001433?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1364661304001433?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/3399889/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/3399889/
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When you receive warmth—eye

contact, gentle tone, physical proximity

—your nervous system recognizes

"safe." When you feel dismissed,

unheard, or alone, your vagus nerve

tightens, heart rate rises, digestion

slows, muscles brace.

The Biology of Belonging

Belonging isn't sentimental—it's

biochemical.

When we connect authentically, oxytocin

acts like an internal balm, lowering cortisol

and stabilizing blood pressure. Your brain's

mirror neurons synchronize with those of the

people you trust, aligning micro-expressions

and heartbeat rhythms. Downregulation.

In chronic illness, this synchronization often

goes offline. Medical gaslighting, invalidation,

or trauma can blunt vagal tone and keep the

body in threat mode.

Connection—safe, slow, and mutual—helps

restore that rhythm.

This is why "community" in chronic illness

isn't optional; it's part of the treatment plan.

A regulated nervous system isn't built solo.

Social Health Is the New Vital Sign

Let's name this clearly: connection is a vital

sign we should all start checking.

Because studies prove:

Belonging reduces inflammation

Community buffers trauma

Emotional safety regulates the nervous

system

Real relationships improve chronic illness

outcomes
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In other words: connection isn't comfort—it's medicine.

Chapter 4� Micro-Connections That Make Macro Impact

Small moments of connection can shift your entire biology. You don't need a village.

You need a few intentional micro-connections to activate your nervous system's safety

switch.

Let's zoom in on the science—and then the strategy.

The Science of Social Micro-Moments

According to social neuroscientist Dr. Julianne Holt-Lunstad, even small moments of

social interaction—like chatting with the barista or waving to a neighbor—reduce

mortality risk and improve health outcomes.
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These micro-interactions:

Activate oxytocin (the bonding hormone)

Reduce cortisol (the stress hormone)

Engage the vagus nerve, shifting you from fight-or-flight to rest-and-digest

Improve heart rate variability, a marker of resilience

In other words: tiny social sparks = big physiological wins.

SOURCE� Holt-Lunstad research on social connection and mortality

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273910450_Loneliness_and_Social_Isolation_as_Ri

sk_Factors_for_Mortality_A_Meta-Analytic_Review

What If Connection Didn't Have to Feel So Hard?

Connection can feel like just another item on a never-ending to-do list when you’re

chronically coping. When your energy is being rationed between medical appointments,

symptom management, and basic household chores, "nurture your relationships" sounds

laughable.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273910450_Loneliness_and_Social_Isolation_as_Risk_Factors_for_Mortality_A_Meta-Analytic_Review
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273910450_Loneliness_and_Social_Isolation_as_Risk_Factors_for_Mortality_A_Meta-Analytic_Review
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: You don't need

big gestures or constant contact. You

need small, sustainable, real moments of

connection that actually work within your

chronic illness life—not against it.

But here's the reframe

Micro-connections are like spoon-saving

social snacks: they give you just enough

emotional nutrition to keep going.

Practical Micro-Connection Tactics

Here's a deep dive into low-effort

connection tactics that deliver emotional

impact without zapping your last spoon.

��  Don't

underestimate the power of a simple,

"Hey, I thought of you today." Set a

recurring reminder on your phone to

send a TOY message to someone on

your Safe People List once a week.

TOY Text �Thinking of You)

Keep a "TOY Drafts" note with reusable

templates:

"Just a note to say you crossed my mind

today. No reply needed."

"You always make flare days feel less

isolating—thank you."

"Remember when we survived that

awful GI appointment together? Still

grateful for you."
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�� 

Send a short voice memo instead of

composing a long message, even with

Siri. Plus, people love hearing your voice,

its inflections, and the delightful

moments when they feel your presence

even more.  Start it with "No

need to reply" so the other person

knows it's low-pressure.

Voice Notes Over Texts: Talking is

faster (and more human) than typing.

Bonus tip:

��  is a bridge,

especially when it's weird, dark, or

painfully relatable. Start a "Meme

Thread" with a friend where no

explanations are required—just reaction-

worthy, spoonie-approved content.

The Meme Drop Humor:

�� 

 Too tired to

schedule a call? Marco Polo lets you

trade video messages on your own time.

It's like texting, but with tone,

expression, and the feeling of presence.

 Create a private "Sick Day

Diaries" thread with a friend to rant,

share updates, or cry into the void

together—no fixing, just witnessing.

Use the Marco Polo App for

Asynchronous Face Time:

Pro tip:

�� � Start a

recurring text thread with 1�2 trusted

friends and agree:

Flare Club: Text-Only Edition
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No small talk required

No pressure to respond fast

Only send what's real (pain scale updates, weird symptoms, barometric pressure crashes,

food wins, etc.)

Label the thread "Flare Club" and let it become your backstage pass to real support.

��  Music connects without conversation. Build a collaborative Spotify

playlist with a friend. Add one song a week, no explanations. Let it evolve with your mood.

Create a Shared Playlist:

�� " � Not all connection is talking. Ask someone, "Can you stay on

the phone with me while I do PT/cry/sort meds?" Neurodivergent people call this body

doubling, and it helps them stay productive. Silent presence can reduce anxiety, regulate your

nervous system, and rebuild trust in others.  Let them know upfront: "You don't have

to say anything or fix it. I just need a body double."

Just Sit With Me" Support

Pro tip:

�� Forget curated photos. Record a short, honest selfie video

to send to someone in your circle. No makeup. No filter. Just a 30-second: "This is where I'm

at today."

30�Second Raw Selfie Check-In: 

��  Make a list of people you used to feel connected to (even if they've

drifted). Each week, randomly pick one name and send them a one-line check-in. Don't

overthink it. Don't expect a reply. Just practice the art of low-stakes reconnection.

Digital Connection Jar:

���  Ask one friend: "What's something you watch/read/listen to

when you're feeling like trash?" Exchange your go-to comfort shows, YouTube channels, or

podcast episodes.

Comfort Content Exchange:

For When You're Flatlined and Fried

Even when you've got zero in the tank, there are still ways to connect:

React to someone's Instagram Story with just a heart

Repost a chronic illness quote and tag someone

Set your status to "Not OK, but don't want to talk. Just need quiet support."

Think about someone who made you feel safe—and text, "I just remembered something you

once said that helped me. Thank you."

Even an imagined connection has been shown to reduce cortisol.
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SOURCE� Social buffering research

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science

/article/pii/S0306453020300962

Chapter 5� Redefining Support

When Support Systems Fail

The people you thought would show

up didn't. I know, brutal. But you can

get through it with a lot of hard, deep

personal work. If this is you, here's

what to know.

There's a grief that comes with chronic

illness that doesn't show up on scans:

The loss of your support system.

It's the friend who went quiet after

your diagnosis. The family member

who says, "Let me know if you need

anything," but never follows up. The

partner who withdraws emotionally

when the symptoms get worse.

It hurts. Not just emotionally—but

physiologically.

Abandonment, isolation, and

invalidation aren't just feelings. They're

stressors. They heighten inflammation.

They drive dysautonomia. They feed

mental fatigue and flare cycles.

And worst of all? They make you question

your worth.

What Happens When Support

Disappears

When traditional support systems—

friends, family, doctors, coworkers—start

to fail, we tend to blame ourselves.

We internalize beliefs like:

"I'm too much."

"I've become a burden."

"I should be better by now."

"No one can help me, so why bother

trying to connect?"

That mindset is a survival adaptation. But

it also keeps us trapped in disconnection.

So, let's flip the narrative running in your

head.

Step 1� Grieve the Loss Honestly

It's OK, and necessary, to mourn what

was lost:

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306453020300962
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306453020300962
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The best friend who never texted

back

The family member who told you it

was all in your head

The doctor who dismissed your

symptoms one too many times

The church group that prayed for you

once and then never brought it up

again

This isn't being petty. It's being honest.

Disappointment is part of the chronic

illness experience—but it doesn't have

to define your whole relational future.

Step 2� Redefine What Support Can

Look Like

Support doesn't have to come in big,

obvious packages or arrive like a

casserole. Here's what real support

can look like:

A fellow patient who sends a meme at

just the right moment

A friend who doesn't need an

explanation for your cancellations

A peer who texts, "Thinking of you—

no need to reply"

A community group where venting is

allowed and fixing isn't required

You don't need dozens of people. You

need two or three who hold space

without judgment.

Step 3� Build Micro-Support Structures

If the system won't support you, you build

your own. Try these ideas for low-effort,

high-impact connection ideas:
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Start a "How are your spoons?" group

text using emojis as ratings

Use apps like Bumble for Friends to

send short video updates

Make a "connection calendar" and

schedule one check-in per week

Keep a list of "safe people" and rotate

them

Create a shared playlist or photo album

with someone you love

These aren't backup plans. They're

foundational.

Step 4� Seek Peer-Led Circles

Sometimes, the most powerful support

comes from people who are walking a similar

path. Peer connection isn't a pity party. It's

co-regulation. It's science.

Studies show that peer support increases:

Treatment compliance

Mental resilience

Health outcomes

Sense of agency

SOURCE� Peer support effectiveness

research

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC100

38377/

Step 5� Stop "Shoulding" On Yourself

You may never get an apology from the

people who disappeared. You may never get

the kind of care you imagined you'd receive.

That's painful. But it also frees you up to stop

waiting for the ideal and start building what

works.

Letting go of old expectations creates space

for unexpected support.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10038377/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10038377/
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Sometimes, strangers can become lifelines. Sometimes, internet friends become

chosen family. Sometimes, the people who weren't there before can't be—but that

doesn't mean no one ever will be.

See the Appendix for scripts on setting boundaries and more.

Chapter 6� Becoming Someone's Lifeline

No one survives chronic illness alone—but most of us tried to. Many of us learned early

that asking for help could mean being dismissed, doubted, or pitied. So, we became

quiet experts in suffering silently.

But silence has side effects. And one of them is forgetting that we still have something

to give.
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Peer mentorship—or as I like to call it, mutual scaffolding—is how we start remembering.

It's not about rescuing anyone; it's about recognizing ourselves in another person's story

and offering the map we wished we had.

The Power of the Shared Lens

There's a certain kind of validation only another patient can give. When someone says, "I

believe you," without requiring lab results, your nervous system exhales.

That's medicine.

Research comparing patient and clinician experiences finds that peer-based empathy fills a

gap even the most compassionate providers can't bridge. In peer support, there's a

transfer of safety—two nervous systems exhaling at the same time.

SOURCE� Emotional disclosure and social buffering research

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23607429/

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23607429/
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From Isolation to Interdependence

Mentorship isn't about expertise. It's

about presence. It's saying, "I'll sit in the

dark with you until you find the light

switch."

You don't need perfect health to offer

hope. Sometimes the most credible

guide is the one still climbing.

What Reciprocity Looks Like

Healthy support isn't a one-way drain;

it's a loop. When you mentor another

patient, you engage the part of your

brain that recognizes purpose—the

antidote to helplessness.

You learn new coping tricks, rediscover

meaning, and remind yourself that your

story isn't wasted.

Successful peer-mentorship programs

use three principles:

�� Safety: create predictable

communication boundaries and check-

ins

�� Reciprocity: both mentor and mentee

share and learn

�� Reflection: regular debriefs to identify

emotional load and prevent burnout
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The goal isn't to fix someone else's life—

it's to accompany them through the

wilderness so neither of you gets lost.

Becoming the Lifeline You Once

Needed

Maybe you'll never get the apology you

deserve from the system that dismissed

you. But you can become the proof that

care still exists. When you hold space for

another patient's fear without flinching,

you undo a tiny piece of the harm that

medicine—and isolation—have done.

Being someone's lifeline doesn't mean

you carry their weight; it means you

remind them that they can still float.

Chapter 7� Building Connection in a
Hyperconnected World

We live in a world where you can be

messaged 24/7, tagged in five group

chats, added to two new forums, and still

feel completely alone.
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For chronically ill individuals, the contradiction is even sharper. On one hand, you're

expected to stay connected—to advocate, to update, to explain. On the other hand,

every ping can feel like an assault on your already depleted energy reserves.

True connection nourishes. Performative connection drains.

The Spoon Tax of Constant Availability

Every notification is a micro-withdrawal from your mental, emotional, and physical bank

account. For those with chronic illness, that cost is higher.

Even answering a well-meaning text can spark:

Decision fatigue ("How should I respond?")

Emotional labor ("Will they get mad if I cancel again?")

Physiological stress (cue the heart rate spike)

Your nervous system isn't designed to be "on" at all times—and it certainly doesn't heal

when you're tethered to a device.

Boundaries ARE Connection

Boundaries don't push people away. They pull the right ones closer.

When you say, "I care about you, and I want to respond when I can give you my full

attention," you're modeling respect for yourself and your relationship.

The people who belong in your life will not only respect that—they'll appreciate the

clarity.
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10 Strategies to
Disconnect with Intention

�� 

 Treat it like medicine. Start with

one hour a day.

Prescribe Yourself "Do Not Disturb"

Hours:

�� 

 Friday, write down who fueled you

and who drained you. Adjust accordingly.

Try a Weekly "Connection Cleanse"

Every

�� �

Silence chats or people that make you

feel overwhelmed.

Mute Guilt, Not Just Notifications

�� 

 Example: "Thanks for

reaching out! I'm resting and will reply

when I'm able."

Use Auto-Replies That Set

Expectations:

�� 

Choose 1�2 times a week you do respond.

Outside those times? Rest.

Design Connection Office Hours:

�� � If

it doesn't feel mutual, don't initiate it.

Practice the "Two-Way Energy" Rule

�� 

� Replace 15 minutes of

scrolling with a slow chat or voice memo.

Make Space for Meaningful

Connections Only

��  On Fridays, mute

or unfollow people/pages that didn't

make your week better.

Start "Fri-yay Filters":

��  Join

private groups that honor slowness and

real support.

Curate Your Connection Spaces:

��� 

Once a month: send thanks, write a card,

make one call, unfollow one obligation.

Create a Connection Reboot Ritual:
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When Disconnection Is Healing

Disconnection isn't about vanishing—

it's about choosing what nourishes

your system. You're designing a better

loop. A rhythm that honors your body's

need for downtime, your brain's need

for quiet, and your heart's need for

genuine connection—not constant

obligation.

Chapter 8� Your Connection Rx
Protocol

Social connection is not optional. It's

basic survival. But for those of us

navigating complex chronic illnesses,

the standard advice to "join a support

group" or "just call a friend" can feel as

unrealistic as joining a triathlon.

We need an energy-conscious menu

of options—because some days, all

you can do is send a heart emoji.

This chapter is your prescription for

connection, adapted for the low-

energy, high-empathy, over-it-but-still-

hopeful crowd.

You're not lazy. You're exhausted. And

you're not anti-social. You're traumatized.

Let's meet that with tools that match

reality.
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The Six Zones of Connection

�Adapted from the U.S. Chamber of

Connection -

Watch their video on the Six Points of

Connection:

https://www.chamberofconnection.org/)

https://member.chamberofconnection.org/th

e-six-points-of-connection

You don't have to start with people. There

are six ways to feel connected:

�� Self

Write a "Note to Future Me" when you're

having a better day

Re-read old journals to remind yourself how

far you've come

Record a short voice memo answering:

"What do I need today?"

�� Nature

Sit in a patch of sun, open a window

Name five things you see in the natural world

Adopt a houseplant. Name it something like

"Kevin."

�� Creativity

Try a 5-minute craft or coloring book page

Write a simple, silly poem about your day

Doodle a comic of your last flare-up

�� Spirituality

Light a candle for someone else

Repeat a grounding phrase aloud

Try a mantra meditation while lying down

�� Play

Scroll memes or play a silly phone game with

a friend

Have a "Meme Drop Day"—exchange your

best

Text a pun to someone who will appreciate it

https://www.chamberofconnection.org/)
https://member.chamberofconnection.org/the-six-points-of-connection
https://member.chamberofconnection.org/the-six-points-of-connection
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�� People

Comment on someone's IG story

Send a 3-word text ("Thinking of you")

Respond with just a sticker. It still counts.

Want to build a daily habit of connecting? Use this list as a challenge or make it a fun

bingo board with these ideas:
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The Daily Dose Challenge: 30 Low-Energy Connection Prompts

�� Text a heart emoji to someone

�� Comment on someone's photo or reel

�� Reply to a story with a heart

�� Email someone a funny article

�� Join an online event (camera off if needed)

�� Send a friend a 5-minute voice memo

�� Schedule a Zoom nap session (mics off!�

�� Tag someone in a meme

�� Reconnect with someone you haven't talked to in months

��� Ask someone to be your accountability buddy

��� Post in a chronic illness forum

��� Reach out to a neighbor digitally

��� Request a check-in using the spoon emoji

��� Share a "Good News Only" update

��� Plan a connection rest day

��� Sign up for peer mentoring
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��� Play a mobile game with a friend

��� Share a nostalgic memory in a text

��� Drop off a book at someone's door

��� Ask for a 2-minute pep talk

��� Join a livestream event passively

��� DM someone your favorite recipe

��� Compliment someone online

��� Send someone a photo that made you

smile

��� Invite a friend to do nothing on FaceTime

��� Write a short note and mail it

��� Read a quote aloud to someone

��� Host a themed Zoom: PJ party, low-

spoons hangout

��� Try one new thing from this book

��� Tell someone about it

Chapter 9� Building the Connective
Club

No one heals in isolation—not truly. But

for years, we've been taught to treat

connection as an optional add-on, a soft

skill, a hobby for the well enough. The

chronically ill know better: connection is

infrastructure.
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When you've spent years being misdiagnosed, dismissed, or too tired to explain, you

learn the quiet power of shared understanding. One conversation with another patient

can undo a decade of medical gaslighting.

That's what the Connective Club—and this whole Connection Rx project—is really

about: rebuilding the health of our collective nervous system, one relationship at a time.

The Medicine We Give Each Other

We're done waiting for systems to save us. Connection is the medicine we can

prescribe ourselves—and to each other—right now.

Research shows that consistent social connection acts as a "health maintenance plan"

rather than a one-time intervention. Just as physical therapy retrains muscles, relational

therapy retrains the autonomic nervous system.

Practices like structured peer check-ins, group journaling, or "gratitude circles" change,

rewire, and maintain neuroplasticity—the brain's ability to adapt to safety and calm.

This ongoing "relational conditioning" lowers allostatic load (the cumulative wear of

stress) and strengthens long-term resilience.

Social health isn't a campaign. It's a culture shift.

When you gather people around a shared story—of illness, caregiving, advocacy, or

healing—you create something bigger than diagnosis codes. You create belonging that

outlives symptoms.
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The Club as a Model for Change

The Connective Club isn't a social

group; it's a prototype for a new kind of

care. It proves that healing isn't only

individual; it's relational. Every member

who reaches out, teaches, listens, or

shares a resource becomes part of a

living library of collective intelligence.

If you’re ready to take these ideas off the

page and into your daily life, you’re invited

to join  by

subscribing (for free) to my Substack

community, :

.

It’s a space designed for people living with

chronic illness, hypermobility, and the

invisible weight of being medically

complex — a place where connection

isn’t an afterthought but a lifeline. The

tone is unmistakably “ZU”: witty, raw,

validating, a little rebellious, and always

rooted in lived experience. Each week

you’ll receive stories, tools, science-

backed insights, micro-connection

challenges, and behind-the-scenes

glimpses into what it actually takes to

build a life inside a chronically

unpredictable body. You’ll also get access

to community discussion threads, early

resources, and invitations to challenges,

workshops, and Connection Rx–themed

events. And if you email me at

 with “Join the

Connective Club” in the subject line, you

can receive a 

 as a welcome to the Connective

Club.

The Connective Club

Zebras Underground

https://zebrasunderground.substack.com

edssharenews@gmail.com

free 3-month subscriber

upgrade

https://zebrasunderground.substack.com/
mailto:edssharenews@gmail.com
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Joining is one of the easiest ways to

get connected to like-minded people in

real time — low-energy, high-impact,

and always in the spirit of sass and

science.

If you want to go deeper, a Mentorship

Matching Program is getting started to

help newbies into the world of EDS by

a few seasoned volunteers. If you are

interested in being a mentee or

mentor- complete the form here:

. When we get enough matches, you

will be notified.

https://forms.gle/xUtTMMVmk1JnRZcy

6

What the Future Could Look Like

Imagine a future where social health is

measured at every annual checkup.

Where insurance reimburses for

community-building programs. Where

patients and providers train together in

empathy literacy. Where connection

isn't an afterthought, but a metric of

healing.

The rebuilt village looks like this:

Community care navigators alongside

doctors

Digital libraries co-written by patients and

clinicians

Peer mentorship pipelines supported by

grants

Local "Connection Clinics" where

belonging is part of the treatment plan

It's not utopia. It's a blueprint—and we're

already drafting it together.

https://forms.gle/xUtTMMVmk1JnRZcy6
https://forms.gle/xUtTMMVmk1JnRZcy6
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Building Our Collective Resilience

Resilience isn't ruggedness. It's the

flexibility to bend without breaking—and

that flexibility comes from one another.

We lend nervous systems the way we

lend spoons: a reserve of calm passed

hand to hand until it becomes

community muscle memory.

To sustain long-term connection, build

routines of reflection and renewal. Create

monthly "social checkups"—a brief self-audit

of how supported, safe, and seen you've felt.

Note the people and spaces that refuel you,

and prune the things that drain you.

Connection maintenance isn't selfish; it's

stewardship.

The New Prescription

So, here's your final Connection Rx:

Take one dose of courage. Say yes to small

invitations again.

Add daily micro-contact. Five minutes

counts.

Refill your hope through community. When

you're low, borrow someone else's.

Avoid isolation toxicity. It's the silent

inflammation no lab can test for.

You are part of a vast, invisible connective

tissue—a web of patients, caregivers,

providers, and advocates repairing what

medicine forgot to treat: the fracture of

disconnection.

This is how we fight back—together. Not

with force, but with presence. Not with

perfection, but with persistence.
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Connection is not an extra. It's the cure we create together.

Conclusion: The Path Forward

When I moved to Texas and lost my entire support system, I didn't know I was entering

the loneliness epidemic that now affects half of all Americans. I just knew I hurt in ways

that no MRI could capture.

I spent months trying to be strong enough, independent enough, healed enough to

deserve connection. That's what chronic illness teaches us: that we have to earn our

place at the table by not being "too much."

But here's what I've learned through research, lived experience, and the countless

patients who've shared their stories with me:

We don't heal and then connect. We connect to heal.
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Connection isn't a reward for getting better. It's the mechanism through which getting

better becomes possible.

Your nervous system needs signals of safety to downregulate. Your immune system needs

the buffer of belonging to reduce inflammation. Your brain needs the mirror of another

person's understanding to make sense of your own experience.

This isn't poetry. It's physiology.

What Changes Now

If you take nothing else from this book, take this:

Isolation is not your fault, but reconnection is your power.

You don't need to fix your whole life. You need to send one text. Join one group. Show up

imperfectly to one conversation. Light one candle. Name one safe person.

The research is clear: even micro-connections—a wave, a meme, a three-word text—

activate your biology toward healing. Your body recognizes care at a cellular level.
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For the Days You Can't

On the days when even texting feels

impossible, remember:

You can still think about someone who

made you feel safe

You can still listen to a voice note from a

friend

You can tell yourself silently that you are

going to get through this

You can still exist in a Zoom room with

your camera off

You can still be loved without performing

wellness

Connection doesn't require your best

self. It requires your authentic self.

The Prescription You Write

This book isn't the end of your isolation

story—it's the beginning of your

reconnection one.
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Your Connection Rx might look like:

One peer mentor relationship

A weekly text thread with two safe

people

Monthly social health check-ins

Boundaries around who gets your

energy

Permission to rest from performative

connection

A community that sees you, even on bad

days

Write your own prescription. Adjust the

dosage as needed. Refill when you're

ready.

But please—don't go another week

believing that loneliness is just something

you have to live with.

It's not.

You deserve to be held by your people,

even when—especially when—you can't

hold yourself up.
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This Is Your Invitation

To the chronically ill, the isolated, the exhausted, the ones who've been dismissed too

many times:

I see you. This community sees you. And we're building something different—where

connection isn't conditional on your productivity, your pain level, or your ability to show

up perfectly.

Welcome to Connection Rx. Welcome to your people. Welcome home.

APPENDICES & RESOURCES

Appendix A� Conversation Scripts

When words feel impossible, use these scripts as scaffolding. You can rewrite them,

shorten them, or text them exactly as-is—what matters is the reach.

If you want to reach out but don't know how: "Hey, I've been thinking of you. No need to

respond if you're low on energy—just wanted you to know I'm still here."

If you're in a flare and need support: "I'm in a rough patch. I don't need advice, just some

presence. Could we talk for a few minutes or text later this week?"

If you're checking on someone you love who's ill: "I don't want to overwhelm you—what's the

easiest way for me to check in that helps, not hurts?"

If you're declining an invitation without guilt: "I really want to come, but my body says not

today. Please keep inviting me—it still makes me feel included."

If you're trying to reestablish a friendship that drifted: "I know I've been quieter lately—my

health's been unpredictable. I miss you and would love to reconnect, even in small ways."

Connection starts in sentences like these. They lower defenses, clarify needs, and normalize

the uneven tempo of relationships in chronic illness.



Connection Rx

Page 49

Christie Cox

Appendix B� Journal Prompts for

Deeper Reflection

Writing is connection turned inward.

These prompts invite reflection, truth,

and small rewrites of your story's

emotional narrative.

�� What does "safe connection" feel like

in my body?

�� Who has seen me clearly—and what

did it feel like?

�� When do I isolate as protection?

�� What kind of support energizes me

most?

�� How can I practice receiving without

guilt?

�� Which boundaries need

reinforcement, and which can soften?

�� What could my version of community

look like now?

�� How might I offer comfort without

depletion?

�� What does healing through

relationship mean to me?

��� What story about being "too much"

am I ready to release?

Appendix C� Top 20 Practical

Connection Strategies

When energy is limited, these tactics

help you stay tethered to humanity:

�� DIGITAL COMMUNITIES

Facebook Groups (search diagnosis-

specific: "EDS Warriors," "POTS Support")

Subreddits: r/ChronicIllness, r/EDS,

r/POTS

Discord Servers with real-time moderated

chat

Mighty Networks / HealthUnlocked

platforms

�� LOW�ENERGY SOCIAL MEDIA

ENGAGEMENT

Instagram Stories & Polls for micro-

interactions

TikTok chronic illness creators

(duet/comment)

Twitter/X hashtags: #ChronicIllness,

#Spoonie, #ZebraLife

�� PEN PAL & BUDDY SYSTEMS

Spoonie Pen Pals or Chronic Love Club

for letter/email buddies

Accountability partners for med tracking

or self-care goals

�� VIRTUAL MEETUPS & CO�REGULATION

SPACES

Zoom Support Groups �Dysautonomia

International, EDS Society)

Body Doubling Sessions—rest together

or work quietly

Online Book Clubs / Craftalongs adapted

for low energy
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�� ASYNCHRONOUS MESSAGING

Marco Polo App or FaceTime for video

messages on your schedule

Voxer or WhatsApp for voice check-

ins

�� MICRO�ACTS OF OUTREACH

Reply to comments with "me too" or "I

get it"

Create your own daily journaling

hashtag

�� HYBRID REAL�WORLD TACTICS

Window or porch friend dates

(outdoor/masked for

immunocompromised)

Shared journals by mail—pass a

notebook back and forth

�� JOIN PATIENT PROJECTS

Collaborative advocacy: surveys, co-

authored blog posts

Video campaigns: #DisabilityPride,

#CripTheVote

Patient-led podcasts & zines

(contribute without high spoons)

�� START A CHRONIC ILLNESS TEXT

CHAIN

Small group �5�7 people) for check-ins,

venting, wins

Use WhatsApp, Signal, or GroupMe

Optional prompts: "Today my pain was..."

"One thing that made me smile..."

�� HOST A 15�MINUTE ZOOM "SIT & SIP"

Gather for tea/coffee, exist together, no

talking required

Use a soft timer or Calm background

music

Recurring calendar invite for easy drop-

ins

��� CREATE OR JOIN A STORY CIRCLE
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Monthly Zoom where people share real

stories without judgment

Structure: Welcome �2 min) → Stories

�5 min each) → Closing breath

"Thank you for sharing," only—no fixing

��� BUILD A PRIVATE INSTAGRAM

COMMUNITY

Finsta just for chronic illness

connections

Safe space for symptom diaries, mood

check-ins, and coping memes

Add a "vent" Highlights folder

��� HOST VIRTUAL GAME NIGHT

Custom Chronic Illness Bingo via

BingoBaker.com

Jackbox Games via Zoom

Skribbl.io (draw & guess)

��� START A "NOTES OF KINDNESS" CHAIN

Google Form for names/addresses

Round-robin or random assignment for

sending cards

Use Postable.com for digital cards if writing is

hard

��� JOIN A "SPOONIE ZOOM ROOM"

Virtual coworking/resting space

Shared themes: "Flare-Up Lounge,"

"Hydration Station"

Find existing ones or create your own with

Calendly

��� LAUNCH PEER MENTOR MATCH�UP

Google Form intake: diagnosis, experience

level, communication style

Match experienced patients with newer ones

Provide a guide: listen more than fix, ask

before advising

��� SET UP MICRO "SPOONIE SCHOLARSHIP"

FUND

Ko-Fi, BuyMeACoffee, or Venmo for small

�$10�25� mutual aid

Google Form for simple requests

Crowdsource donations in support groups

��� CREATE LOW�ENERGY PODCAST CLUB
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Pick accessible podcasts ("Invisible Not Broken," "Sick")

WhatsApp, Discord, or Substack for asynchronous discussion

Post summary � 1 reflection question

Respond via voice notes or emojis

��� ORGANIZE "PILLOW FORT MOVIE NIGHT"

Free platforms: Tubi, YouTube, PlutoTV

Teleparty �Netflix Party) or Watch2Gether

Text thread or Zoom for commentary

��� START COLLABORATIVE GOOGLE DOC� "THINGS THAT HELP"

Categories: Flare Tips, Medical Gaslighting Comebacks, Cheap Comfort Items

Share with edit access in patient groups

Let it grow like a community diary
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Appendix D� Social Health Resource Index

KEY STUDIES & REPORTS

U.S. Surgeon General �2023�. Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation

https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/loneliness

Holt-Lunstad, J. et al. �2015�. Loneliness and Social Isolation as Risk Factors for Mortality.

Perspectives on Psychological Science. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25910392/

Porges, S. �2011�. The Polyvagal Theory: Neurophysiological Foundations of Emotions,

Attachment, Communication, and Self-Regulation.

Killam, K. �2024�. The Art and Science of Connection: Why Social Health is the Missing Key

to Living Longer, Healthier, and Happier.

Valtorta, N. K. et al. �2016�. Loneliness and social isolation as risk factors for coronary heart

disease and stroke. https://heart.bmj.com/content/102/13/1009

House, J. S., Landis, K. R., & Umberson, D. �1988�. Social relationships and health.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/3399889/

https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/loneliness
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25910392/
https://heart.bmj.com/content/102/13/1009
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/3399889/
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Eisenberger, N. I., & Lieberman, M. D.

�2004�. Why rejection hurts: A common

neural alarm system for physical and

social pain.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/

303168389_Why_rejection_hurts_a_comm

on_neural_alarm_systemfor_physical_and_

social_pain

Frontiers in Psychiatry �2023�. Loneliness

as a chronic stressor.

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.338

9/fpsyt.2023.1134865/full

NCBI �2014�. Loneliness matters: A

theoretical and empirical review.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles

/PMC3874845/

SCAN �2024�. Social homeostasis and

loneliness.

https://academic.oup.com/scan/article/19/

1/nsae005/7591599

Harvard Study of Adult Development �

The Atlantic �2023�.

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archiv

e/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-

relationships/672753/

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303168389_Why_rejection_hurts_a_common_neural_alarm_systemfor_physical_and_social_pain
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303168389_Why_rejection_hurts_a_common_neural_alarm_systemfor_physical_and_social_pain
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303168389_Why_rejection_hurts_a_common_neural_alarm_systemfor_physical_and_social_pain
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303168389_Why_rejection_hurts_a_common_neural_alarm_systemfor_physical_and_social_pain
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1134865/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1134865/full
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3874845/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3874845/
https://academic.oup.com/scan/article/19/1/nsae005/7591599
https://academic.oup.com/scan/article/19/1/nsae005/7591599
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-relationships/672753/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-relationships/672753/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-relationships/672753/
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Social buffering and emotional disclosure

research.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/2360742

9/

Peer support effectiveness research.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC

10038377/

Social buffering and cortisol reduction.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/a

rticle/pii/S0306453020300962

PEER & PATIENT SUPPORT NETWORKS

Dysautonomia International

https://www.dysautonomiainternational.or

g

The Ehlers-Danlos Society

https://www.ehlers-danlos.com

Inspire � Online health communities

https://www.inspire.com

Patients Rising � Patient advocacy

https://www.patientsrising.org

Chronic Pain Partners

https://www.chronicpainpartners.com

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23607429/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23607429/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10038377/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10038377/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306453020300962
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306453020300962
https://www.dysautonomiainternational.org/
https://www.dysautonomiainternational.org/
https://www.ehlers-danlos.com/
https://www.inspire.com/
https://www.patientsrising.org/
https://www.chronicpainpartners.com/


Connection Rx

Page 56

Christie Cox

U.S. Chamber of Connection https://www.chamberofconnection.org

Greater Good Science Center � Connection resources https://greatergood.berkeley.edu

DIGITAL TOOLS & APPS

Marco Polo � Asynchronous video messaging. Available on iOS and Android app stores

Bumble BFF � Friend-finding app Available on iOS and Android app stores

Wisdo � Peer support platform https://www.wisdo.com

7 Cups � Online peer support https://www.7cups.com

BOOKS & FURTHER READING 

The Art and Science of Connection by Kasley Killam

https://www.kasleykillam.com/social-health-book

Digital Minimalism by Cal Newport https://www.calnewport.com/books/digital-

minimalism/

The Body Keeps the Score by Bessel van der Kolk

Daring Greatly by Brené Brown

MORE HELPFUL ARTICLES & RESOURCES

Harvard Health: 3 Ways to Create Community and Counter Loneliness

https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/3-ways-to-create-community-and-counter-

loneliness-202303082900

https://www.chamberofconnection.org/
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/
https://www.wisdo.com/
https://www.7cups.com/
https://www.kasleykillam.com/social-health-book
https://www.calnewport.com/books/digital-minimalism/
https://www.calnewport.com/books/digital-minimalism/
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/3-ways-to-create-community-and-counter-loneliness-202303082900
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/3-ways-to-create-community-and-counter-loneliness-202303082900
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Harvard Public Health: Surviving the Loneliness Epidemic

https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/survive-the-loneliness-epidemic-by-

working-your-social-muscles/

Harvard Public Health: UK Experiments with Social Prescribing

https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/uk-experiments-with-social-prescribing-

as-mental-health-crisis-grows/

Greater Good Science Center: Who Are the Most Lonely Americans?

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/who_are_the_most_lonely_americans

Greater Good Science Center: Why Is Loneliness So Bad for Your Health?

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/why_is_loneliness_so_bad_for_your_health

Greater Good Science Center: Social Connection Definition

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/topic/social_connection/definition

Aeon: Acting as an Ancient Tool of Connection https://aeon.co/essays/acting-is-an-

ancient-tool-of-connection-we-can-all-play-with

Neurodivergent Insights: Wired for Connection

https://neurodivergentinsights.com/wired-for-connection/

Research on technology and social media effectiveness on loneliness

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9641519/

Real Simple: We're All Becoming Homebodies https://www.realsimple.com/health-

effects-americans-spending-more-time-at-home-8727414

SELF Magazine: Doing Nothing With Your Favorite People

https://www.self.com/story/benefits-doing-nothing-with-loved-ones

https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/survive-the-loneliness-epidemic-by-working-your-social-muscles/
https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/survive-the-loneliness-epidemic-by-working-your-social-muscles/
https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/uk-experiments-with-social-prescribing-as-mental-health-crisis-grows/
https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/uk-experiments-with-social-prescribing-as-mental-health-crisis-grows/
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/who_are_the_most_lonely_americans
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/why_is_loneliness_so_bad_for_your_health
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/topic/social_connection/definition
https://aeon.co/essays/acting-is-an-ancient-tool-of-connection-we-can-all-play-with
https://aeon.co/essays/acting-is-an-ancient-tool-of-connection-we-can-all-play-with
https://neurodivergentinsights.com/wired-for-connection/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9641519/
https://www.realsimple.com/health-effects-americans-spending-more-time-at-home-8727414
https://www.realsimple.com/health-effects-americans-spending-more-time-at-home-8727414
https://www.self.com/story/benefits-doing-nothing-with-loved-ones
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CBS News: Americans Time at Home Post-COVID

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/americans-time-at-home-covid-pandemic/

CBS News: Loneliness Surgeon General Epidemic

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/loneliness-surgeon-general-epidemic-covid/

CBS News: Anti-Social Alone Hurt Health https://www.cbsnews.com/news/anti-social-

alone-hurt-health/

Psychology Today: 4 Ways to Optimize Your Social Health

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/social-health/202406/4-ways-to-optimize-

your-social-health

Highly Sensitive Refuge: Deeper More Meaningful Friendships

https://highlysensitiverefuge.com/deeper-more-meaningful-friendships/

AARP� Economic Impact of Social Isolation https://www.aarp.org/pri/topics/social-

leisure/relationships/

TED Talk: Kasley Killam � Why Social Health is Key to Happiness and Longevity

https://www.ted.com/talks/kasley_killam_why_social_health_is_key_to_happiness_and_lon

gevity?language=en

YouTube: Social Health Discussion https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LpSDuDIaBGk

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/americans-time-at-home-covid-pandemic/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/loneliness-surgeon-general-epidemic-covid/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/anti-social-alone-hurt-health/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/anti-social-alone-hurt-health/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/social-health/202406/4-ways-to-optimize-your-social-health
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/social-health/202406/4-ways-to-optimize-your-social-health
https://highlysensitiverefuge.com/deeper-more-meaningful-friendships/
https://www.aarp.org/pri/topics/social-leisure/relationships/
https://www.aarp.org/pri/topics/social-leisure/relationships/
https://www.ted.com/talks/kasley_killam_why_social_health_is_key_to_happiness_and_longevity?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/kasley_killam_why_social_health_is_key_to_happiness_and_longevity?language=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LpSDuDIaBGk
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Appendix E� Ethics, Privacy & Equity in Connection Work

Key principles: consent • confidentiality • power awareness • accessibility • cultural

competence • compassion

Connection work comes with responsibility—especially for those who mentor,

moderate communities, or provide advocacy support.

�� CONSENT COMES FIRST Before offering advice or resources, ask: "Would you like me to

share what helped me, or do you just want to vent?" Consent transforms care from intrusive

to empowering.

�� PROTECT CONFIDENTIALITY Treat shared experiences as confidential unless given explicit

permission to share them.

�� MIND THE POWER DYNAMIC Chronic illness doesn't erase privilege. A mentor may have

more access, stability, or recognition—name it and stay humble.

�� PRIORITIZE ACCESSIBILITY Check that platforms, meeting times, and resources are

physically, financially, and cognitively accessible. Connection that excludes disabled

participants isn't connection—it's curation.

�� PRACTICE CULTURAL COMPETENCE Social health is intersectional. Illness, gender, race, and

identity shape access to care and belonging. Learn continuously. Listen more than you teach.

�� GUARD AGAINST COMPASSION FATIGUE Even healers need healing. Build in rest and

rotation. Sustainability is the ethics of endurance.

CONNECTION RX � COMPLETE LINK DIRECTORY

All URLs are organized by topic for easy reference and copying

FOUNDATIONAL RESEARCH � LONELINESS & SOCIAL ISOLATION

U.S. Surgeon General �2023� � Our Epidemic of Loneliness and Isolation

https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/loneliness

U.S. Surgeon General Advisory PDF �Full Report)

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf

https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/loneliness
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/surgeon-general-social-connection-advisory.pdf
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Holt-Lunstad et al. �2015� � Loneliness and Mortality Meta-Analysis

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25910392/

Holt-Lunstad � Social Isolation as Risk Factor for Mortality �Full Study)

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273910450_Loneliness_and_Social_Isolation_a

s_Risk_Factors_for_Mortality_A_Meta-Analytic_Review

Valtorta et al. �2016� � Social Isolation and Cardiovascular Disease

https://heart.bmj.com/content/102/13/1009

NCBI �2014� � Loneliness Matters: Theoretical and Empirical Review

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3874845/

Frontiers in Psychiatry �2023� � Loneliness as a Chronic Stressor

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1134865/full

SCAN �2024� � Social Homeostasis and Loneliness

https://academic.oup.com/scan/article/19/1/nsae005/7591599

NEUROSCIENCE & PAIN RESEARCH

Eisenberger & Lieberman �2004� � Physical and Social Pain Share Neural Pathways

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303168389_Why_rejection_hurts_a_common_n

eural_alarm_systemfor_physical_and_social_pain

Social Pain and Physical Pain Research �NCBI�

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3056146/

Social Buffering and Cortisol Reduction

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306453020300962

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25910392/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273910450_Loneliness_and_Social_Isolation_as_Risk_Factors_for_Mortality_A_Meta-Analytic_Review
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273910450_Loneliness_and_Social_Isolation_as_Risk_Factors_for_Mortality_A_Meta-Analytic_Review
https://heart.bmj.com/content/102/13/1009
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3874845/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.1134865/full
https://academic.oup.com/scan/article/19/1/nsae005/7591599
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303168389_Why_rejection_hurts_a_common_neural_alarm_systemfor_physical_and_social_pain
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303168389_Why_rejection_hurts_a_common_neural_alarm_systemfor_physical_and_social_pain
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3056146/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306453020300962


Connection Rx

Page 61

Christie Cox

Emotional Disclosure and Social Buffering Research

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23607429/

SOCIAL HEALTH & RELATIONSHIPS

Harvard Study of Adult Development � Relationships and Happiness �The Atlantic)

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-

relationships/672753/

House, Landis & Umberson �1988� � Social Relationships and Health

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/3399889/

Peer Support Effectiveness Research �NCBI�

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10038377/

GREATER GOOD SCIENCE CENTER ARTICLES

Who Are the Most Lonely Americans?

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/who_are_the_most_lonely_americans

Why Is Loneliness So Bad for Your Health?

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/why_is_loneliness_so_bad_for_your_health

Social Connection Definition and Resources

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/topic/social_connection/definition

HARVARD PUBLIC HEALTH RESOURCES

3 Ways to Create Community and Counter Loneliness

https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/3-ways-to-create-community-and-counter-

loneliness-202303082900

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23607429/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-relationships/672753/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/01/harvard-happiness-study-relationships/672753/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/3399889/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10038377/
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/who_are_the_most_lonely_americans
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/why_is_loneliness_so_bad_for_your_health
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/topic/social_connection/definition
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/3-ways-to-create-community-and-counter-loneliness-202303082900
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/3-ways-to-create-community-and-counter-loneliness-202303082900


Connection Rx

Page 62

Christie Cox

Surviving the Loneliness Epidemic by Working Your Social Muscles

https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/survive-the-loneliness-epidemic-by-

working-your-social-muscles/

UK Experiments with Social Prescribing as Mental Health Crisis Grows

https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/uk-experiments-with-social-prescribing-

as-mental-health-crisis-grows/

PSYCHOLOGY TODAY & SOCIAL HEALTH BLOG

4 Ways to Optimize Your Social Health �Kasley Killam)

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/social-health/202406/4-ways-to-optimize-

your-social-health

RESEARCH ON CONNECTION & NEURODIVERGENCE

Wired for Connection � Neurodivergent Insights

https://neurodivergentinsights.com/wired-for-connection/

Acting as an Ancient Tool of Connection �Aeon Essay) https://aeon.co/essays/acting-is-

an-ancient-tool-of-connection-we-can-all-play-with

TECHNOLOGY & SOCIAL MEDIA RESEARCH

Research on Technology and Social Media Effectiveness on Loneliness �NCBI�

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9641519/

NEWS & MEDIA ARTICLES

CBS News � Americans Time at Home Post-COVID

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/americans-time-at-home-covid-pandemic/

https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/survive-the-loneliness-epidemic-by-working-your-social-muscles/
https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/survive-the-loneliness-epidemic-by-working-your-social-muscles/
https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/uk-experiments-with-social-prescribing-as-mental-health-crisis-grows/
https://harvardpublichealth.org/mental-health/uk-experiments-with-social-prescribing-as-mental-health-crisis-grows/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/social-health/202406/4-ways-to-optimize-your-social-health
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/social-health/202406/4-ways-to-optimize-your-social-health
https://neurodivergentinsights.com/wired-for-connection/
https://aeon.co/essays/acting-is-an-ancient-tool-of-connection-we-can-all-play-with
https://aeon.co/essays/acting-is-an-ancient-tool-of-connection-we-can-all-play-with
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9641519/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/americans-time-at-home-covid-pandemic/
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CBS News � Loneliness Surgeon General Epidemic

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/loneliness-surgeon-general-epidemic-covid/

CBS News � Anti-Social Alone Hurt Health https://www.cbsnews.com/news/anti-social-

alone-hurt-health/

Real Simple � We're All Becoming Homebodies https://www.realsimple.com/health-

effects-americans-spending-more-time-at-home-8727414

SELF Magazine � Doing Nothing With Your Favorite People

https://www.self.com/story/benefits-doing-nothing-with-loved-ones

Highly Sensitive Refuge � Deeper More Meaningful Friendships

https://highlysensitiverefuge.com/deeper-more-meaningful-friendships/

VIDEO & MULTIMEDIA RESOURCES

TED Talk � Kasley Killam: Why Social Health is Key to Happiness and Longevity

https://www.ted.com/talks/kasley_killam_why_social_health_is_key_to_happiness_and_lon

gevity?language=en

YouTube � Social Health Discussion https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LpSDuDIaBGk

PATIENT SUPPORT ORGANIZATIONS

EDS Awareness https://www.chronicpainpartners.com/

Dysautonomia International https://www.dysautonomiainternational.org

The Ehlers-Danlos Society https://www.ehlers-danlos.com

Inspire � Online Health Communities https://www.inspire.com

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/loneliness-surgeon-general-epidemic-covid/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/anti-social-alone-hurt-health/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/anti-social-alone-hurt-health/
https://www.realsimple.com/health-effects-americans-spending-more-time-at-home-8727414
https://www.realsimple.com/health-effects-americans-spending-more-time-at-home-8727414
https://www.self.com/story/benefits-doing-nothing-with-loved-ones
https://highlysensitiverefuge.com/deeper-more-meaningful-friendships/
https://www.ted.com/talks/kasley_killam_why_social_health_is_key_to_happiness_and_longevity?language=en
https://www.ted.com/talks/kasley_killam_why_social_health_is_key_to_happiness_and_longevity?language=en
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LpSDuDIaBGk
https://www.chronicpainpartners.com/
https://www.dysautonomiainternational.org/
https://www.ehlers-danlos.com/
https://www.inspire.com/
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Patients Rising � Patient Advocacy https://www.patientsrising.org

U.S. Chamber of Connection https://www.chamberofconnection.org

AARP � Economic Impact of Social Isolation https://www.aarp.org/pri/topics/social-

leisure/relationships/

BOOKS & AUTHORS

The Art and Science of Connection by Kasley Killam (website)

https://www.kasleykillam.com/social-health-book

Digital Minimalism by Cal Newport https://www.calnewport.com/books/digital-

minimalism/

TOOLS & APPS (available in app stores)

Marco Polo � Asynchronous video messaging app Available on iOS and Android app

stores

Bumble BFF � Friend-finding app Available on iOS and Android app stores

Wisdo � Peer support platform https://www.wisdo.com

7 Cups � Online peer support https://www.7cups.com

https://www.patientsrising.org/
https://www.chamberofconnection.org/
https://www.aarp.org/pri/topics/social-leisure/relationships/
https://www.aarp.org/pri/topics/social-leisure/relationships/
https://www.kasleykillam.com/social-health-book
https://www.calnewport.com/books/digital-minimalism/
https://www.calnewport.com/books/digital-minimalism/
https://www.wisdo.com/
https://www.7cups.com/
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ONLINE TOOLS FOR CONNECTION ACTIVITIES

BingoBaker.com � Create custom bingo cards �Used for Chronic Illness Bingo game

nights)

Teleparty (formerly Netflix Party) � Watch movies together remotely �Browser extension

for synchronized viewing)

Watch2Gether � Watch videos together �Free platform for synchronized viewing)

Postable.com � Send digital greeting cards �For Notes of Kindness exchanges)



Connection Rx

Connection Rx is a prescription for the one thing chronic illness

quietly steals first: connection. In a world that rewards

independence, people living with complex, invisible conditions

are pushed into isolation—physically, emotionally, and socially.

This book offers a clear antidote. Blending lived experience

with the science of social health, Connection Rx reveals how

loneliness impacts the body, why our relationships shape our

healing, and how small, intentional moments of connection can

restore a sense of belonging. With practical tools, gentle

strategies, and a grounded path forward, this is your guide to

rebuilding a life supported by real people, real community, and

real care. Connection isn’t a luxury. It’s medicine.

Connection Rx is your lifeline from the isolation created by

chronic illness, revealing how loneliness impacts health and

identity. Christie Cox combines neuroscience and personal

experience to offer practical strategies for authentic

connection, empowering you to rebuild your social world on

your own terms. Embrace a new way to relate that honors your

unique journey, allowing you to forge meaningful bonds without

the pressure of traditional expectations.


