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In the 1950s, the theologian and mystic Thomas Merton wrote: 

There is no greater disaster in spiritual life than to be immersed in unreality, for life is maintained and nourished in us 

by our vital relation with realities outside and above us. When our life feeds on unreality, it must starve. 

 

Sometimes, when in the lift of my high-rise building or on a train into the city, I notice nearly all my fellow          

passengers in “full phone fixation,” locked laser-like onto their devices and their screens. It’s then I wonder what 

Merton might have made of what is arguably our most commonly shared twenty-first century behaviour. 

Some ten years after its widespread introduction, more is now being said about the role and effects of the smart 

phone, and related digital technologies, on our lives. People opt for a periodic “digital detox” as if it was some 

kind of painful ritual. Commentators raise concerns about the erosion of our privacy, security and even national 

sovereignty through the release of personal data, and tools such as facial identification, voice recognition and 

geo-location. 

 

Very sadly, we are seeing some statistical correlation between levels of digital take-up – including the near      

ubiquity of social media – and suicidality. Australia has had record high suicides during the Facebook age. And 

while there is no longitudinal and empirical data to establish direct causation of increased suicidality at this stage, 

there should be little debate that this technology is unprecedented while other potential contributing factors 

such as economic disadvantage and extreme social instability have remained around the same. At the very least, 

we need unprecedented thinking about its social footprint, and that is emerging if not mainstream. 

 

What seems less considered in this context, however, as we grapple with the digital deluge that defines our era is 

the impact of such transcendent and transformative technology on our spiritual lives, our sense of meaning and 

purpose. Simply put, what need is our digital behaviour meeting in our lives? What is driving our Internet           

immersion in existential terms? What is the human cost of being constantly connected to the digital milieu but 

increasingly disconnected “in real life”? 

 

Indeed, it’s easy to observe and assert that we are digitally distracted from daily experience, and the lived         

experience of spirituality, faith and religion. It is more difficult and controversial to suggest that there is some 

benefit gained by our unreality for either ourselves or vested interests, such as the under-scrutinised and          

irregularly regulated tech giants. For us, that benefit may be instantaneously supplied simplicity in a complex, 

confronting and sometimes unconscionable world. Based on the headlines of the day, which are generally filled 

with violence and vitriol, it is frankly easier to turn on and tune out. Trying to find higher meaning or to apply a 

faith framework to a world in apparently endless and frightening turmoil is a very hard thing compared to the 

alternative of self-selected digital distraction. 

 

 
 
 
 

Can we overcome our digital disconnection?  

https://us.macmillan.com/books/9780374513252
https://journals.lww.com/co-psychiatry/Fulltext/2019/11000/Social_media,_internet_use_and_suicide_attempts_in.12.aspx
https://mindframe.org.au/suicide/data-statistics
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We don’t seem to want to walk in the desert; we seem to want to scroll the screen. Or, more generously, we 

seem to trust the perfect world of super computers over the world of very flawed fellow humans. I’m aware of 

focus groups of young people that concluded that it’s better for a variety of reasons to receive mental health 

advice and even diagnoses from an online chat bot than from a clinician in person. This is broadly reminiscent of 

the scene in The Matrix where the character Neo is presented with a blue pill that enables a safe detachment in a 

false dimension or a red pill that enables a challenging presence in real life. 

 

Of course, our true lives, our emotions, our thoughts and our behaviours are more layered and complicated that 

Hollywood scripts, and there is no binary choice between living online and the hard work of faith and the some-

times messiness of human interaction. It is, however, undeniable that the more we’re on our phones – watching 

cat videos or pornography or whatever else scratches the distraction itch – the less we are in conversation with 

either our version of God, or our loved ones, or our neighbors, or the people who prepare food for us. It is,     

furthermore, undeniable that virtually every app – to order food, to book flights, to bank money – has the effect 

of eliminating some contact with another person. And that isolation from relationships (and the empathy and 

grace they require) just cannot logically be in the longer-term interests of a species that ultimately biologically 

relies on interdependence for its terrestrial survival. Is it any wonder Millennials report having less sex, because 

there’s no app that does that – yet. 

 

Indeed, the likes of Uber-Eats may feed our stomachs, but it may be partly at the cost of our souls. This only gets 

more frightening as the tech industry tries to sell us the concepts of “virtual reality,” “augmented reality” and 

the “Internet of things” where household appliances become smarter than we are. It is hard to conceive a life 

beyond, a broader order of things or one’s own insignificance when God-like technology basically makes every-

thing accessible and, indeed, visible at one’s fingertips. 

 

Remedies? Sure, we can tell ourselves to turn off or limit the phones – which we won’t do for the usual range of 

“realistic” rationalisations. We can tell ourselves to practice more “conscious computing” where we bring    

greater mindfulness to our on-line time – and we might succeed if not for the billions spent on algorithms that 

enable devices to use us rather than us using them. We can rage against the corporations that control the con-

tent, but their greed and technical brilliance may keep them always out of our anger’s reach. 

Or, we can focus on alternative benefit. At least for some foreseeable future, we thankfully still have people in 

our lives. Be it close or be it casual. And we need them even as they need us for all the reasons of emotions that 

an Intel chip hasn’t yet managed to simulate. Perhaps, in making our daily interactions genuine, loving, respectful 

and present, we remind ourselves that we are valuable and valued for more than our “likes,” and that each of us 

is our own way graceful. This would constitute a revolution of small connections — and perhaps that’s just what 

we need to defeat our digital disconnection. 

Peter Shmigel is the CEO of the Australian Council of Recycling (ACOR), and the former CEO of Lifeline. He is a 

Board member with Australian Men’s Health Forum and Roses in the Ocean, a suicide prevention organisation, 

and a long-term advisor to Premiers and Ministers, and corporate and NGO leaders. 
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-04-22/uber-eats-criticised-over-conditions-on-restaurant-owners/9662814
https://twitter.com/shmigel?lang=en
http://www.acor.org.au/acor-ceo.html
https://www.hymtech.org/
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Full Men's Health Gathering program released  
 

The full program for the 2020 National Men’s Health Gathering is now available. The Gathering incorporates the 
10th Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Male Health Convention, which kicks off on Wednesday 13 May and over-
laps with the start of the 13th National Men’s Health Conference on Thursday. 
An early breakfast Dads Sector panel session features Thomas Docking, CEO Dads Group Inc, Kati Gapaillard, CEO 
The Fathering Project and Greg Aldridge, CEO EveryMan Australia. 
 

There will be more robust talk at the mid-morning panel session titled: Does Australia lead the world in men’s 
health? with contributors Dr Anthony Brown (Global Action for Men’s Health), Cristina Caperchione (Associate 
Professor, Sports and Exercise Science, UTS), Professor Gary Wittert (Freemasons Foundation Centre for Men’s 
Health, University of Adelaide) and Brendan Maher (Global Director, Mental Health and Suicide Prevention, 
Movember). 
 

Day two will be split into four streams: Health Research, Mental Health, Social Health and the continuance of the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Male Health Convention. 
Speakers include: Arne Rubinstein looking at Contemporary Rites of Passage, Sonia Terhaag (Australian Institute 
of Family Studies) presenting findings from the Ten to Men study on ‘Risk factors for suicidality among Australian 
men’, Darryl Harris (All Souls St Gabriels School) with the results of a pilot school-based young men’s program and 
Simon Santosha (Men and Family Counselling) on ‘Good practice approaches to preventing separated-instigated 
violence by newly separated men’. Darren Black, CEO of the OzHelp Foundation, will lead a session on ‘Lessons 
from working with men in rural and remote locations’ in the afternoon, following presentations from Mary             
O’ Brien, (Are You Bogged Mate?) on 'reaching the hard to reach', and Owen Catto (Regional Men’s Health         
Initiative) discussing the successful Working with Warriors program as an approach to connection with remote 
males. 
 

There are also afternoon presentations by Terry Cornick, (Mr Perfect), Catherine Dell’Aquila (Western Bulldogs, 
Sons of the West Program) and Cristina Caperchione (The Hat Trick Men’s program) to illustrate the use of men’s 
love of sport to improve male health. 
 

The day two program will finish with a panel discussion titled ‘How men and men’s health are changing, from    
cradle to grave,’ with guests Jeremy McVean (The Fatherhood), Darren Black (OzHelp) and Jack Jones (program   
director, the Banksia Project). 
Key themes up for exploration on Day 3 are stories of best practice from health professionals delivering male-
friendly programs and services; male suicide prevention (what’s working to keep men at risk alive?); tackling   vio-
lence from the perspective of male victims and male perpetrators and working with priority populations of men. 
Hear from: 

• Andrew King (Relationships Australia NSW) ‘Working with men as victims using a gendered DV lens’ 

• Deborah Mulligan (University of South Queensland), ‘Finding solutions to address the silent statistics around 
older men and suicide ideation’ 

• Jessica Law (Department of Veteran Affairs), ‘Engaging with veterans – key learnings from the MHPE pro-
gram’ 

• Ken Clearwater (Male Survivors Aotearoa New Zealand), ‘Working with men who have been sexually abused’ 

• Tess Bartlett, (Monash University), ‘Just friends and family: the importance of informal support for imprisoned 

primary care fathers pre and post release in Victoria’                                                                        ……. Cont Page 5 
 
 

https://www.menshealthgathering.org.au/gathering-program
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• Rebecca McGowan (Prick ‘N A Pint), ‘Pub-based men’s health program’ 

• Madeleine Gearside (Carers NSW) ‘Supporting male carers’ health and wellbeing in the workplace’ 

• Sam Parker, (Grab Life by the Balls) ‘Building a proactive men’s mental health movement’ 

DOWNLOAD THE FULL PROGRAM 

The Gathering, celebrating its 25th-year anniversary, will bring together leaders in men’s health from across     
Australia and New Zealand in one of the biggest events in the men’s health sector for 2020. Taking place this year 
at Rydges in Melbourne, the Gathering will also celebrate the winner of the Men’s Health Awards, which are   
presented by conference hosts, the Australian Men’s Health Forum. 
 

The Awards celebrate the work being done to improve the lives of men and boys, through the efforts of            
individuals and organisations and a mix of voluntary and funded initiatives, which place a focus on the social   
determinants of men’s health. Last year, the awards were announced during Men’s Health Week in June and 
drew a wide-range of nominations from across nation, with Awards made in each state and territory. Similarly, 
local awards will be announced ahead of the Gathering in 2020 and a new categories of  National Awards will be 
presented on Thursday, 14 May at the conference dinner. 
FIND OUT MORE 
Read: Everything you need to know about the 2020 National Men's Health Gathering (AMHF)  
Read: Leaders in men’s health headline 2020 National Men’s Health Gathering (AMHF)  
Read: 2020 Men's Health Award winners announced at Gathering (AMHF) 
Read: Gathering to explore the themes that matter most (AMHF)  
 

Special Thanks to Kim Trengove Communications Manager AMHF 

SPECIAL OFFER TO ALL EMALE READERS 

Early bird tickets for the 2020 Men’s Health Gathering ended last Friday 
but emale readers can access the Early Bird Rate if they use this link  

https://www.menshealthgathering.org.au/2020-national-mens-health-gathering/emale-rego 

 This link will give access to Early Bird Rate for your Registration 

until 11:59pm AEDT on Monday 30 March.  

Don’t miss out on this great opportunity  

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/amhf/pages/822/attachments/original/1582846278/GatheringProgram.pdf?1582846278
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/amhf/pages/822/attachments/original/1582846278/GatheringProgram.pdf?1582846278
https://www.amhf.org.au/everything_you_need_to_know_about_the_2020_national_men_s_health_gathering
https://www.amhf.org.au/leaders_in_men_s_health_headline_2020_national_men_s_health_gathering
https://www.amhf.org.au/2020_men_s_health_award_winners_announced_at_gathering
https://www.amhf.org.au/gathering_to_explore_themes_that_matter_most
https://www.menshealthgathering.org.au/2020-national-mens-health-gathering/emale-rego
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Feeling isolated? You're not alone. Here's why 1 in 4 of us is lonely 

Humans are social creatures. Our need to connect with others is deeply hardwired (and goes right back to when 
we'd hang out in groups so we could survive). Times have changed, but not being connected to others can still 
take a tremendous toll on our relationships, health, wellbeing, and our survival. So when one in four Australians 
reports feeling lonely at least one day a week, it's something we need to pay attention to. 

• One in four Australians reported feeling lonely each week, the 2018 Australian Loneliness Report revealed. 

• One in two sometimes or always feel alone and 30 per cent of people say they don't belong to a friendship 
group, the report found. 

• One in 10 Australians currently lack social support, a recent Relationships Australia study found.  

• Earlier studies found that somewhere between 17 and 60 per cent of Australians say they are lonely. 
The issue is so pervasive, and its effects are so damaging, that experts warn of a "loneliness epidemic" that could 
be our next public health crisis. 
 
What's driving our loneliness? 
Chronic loneliness is on the rise in Australia, says Dr Michelle Lim from Swinburne University of Technology and 
the scientific chair of the Australian Coalition to End Loneliness. Many of us — including young people who     
appear popular and connected — lack strong meaningful relationships to enrich our lives and protect our        
physical and mental health, and wellbeing. "We've got to get out of that stereotype that it's only elderly people 
that are lonely," says Elisabeth Shaw, CEO of Relationships Australia NSW. "It's the under-65 people who've lost 
their partner. It's the single parent. It's the youth. Looking at some of those sort of areas makes us understand 
with more depth and texture what loneliness is really about." Some Australians are lonely because they're social-
ly isolated — disconnected from social support because of geography, a mobility issue or a life circumstance 
(although it's possible to be socially isolated and not lonely). Others experience loneliness because the relation-
ships we do have don't meet our needs, or leave us feeling unsupported and disconnected. 
 

1. How we work 
As a nation, we're experiencing major economic and social changes that can contribute to increased social isola-
tion, says Alan Woodward, Lifeline's executive director of research and strategy. 
One major driver of social isolation in Australia is changes to the way we work. Dr Lim says we now tend to live 
much further from our workplaces. In the past, "many of us would work in a community and live in a community, 
but now people are willing to travel", Dr Lim says. "If I'm living in Hawthorn but working somewhere that, with 
traffic, is an hour away, that's two hours of driving time every day. Those kinds of factors do influence our ability 
to connect." Mr Woodward says people are increasingly moving to pursue economic opportunities, whether in-
terstate or overseas. "The rise of different ways of working including the fly-in fly-out models mean that people 
are less likely to remain in place for employment," Mr Woodward says. 
 

https://psychweek.org.au/loneliness-study/
https://psychweek.org.au/loneliness-study/
https://psychweek.org.au/loneliness-study/
https://www.relationships.org.au/media/media-releases/Media-Release-RA-loneliness-research-Sept-2018
https://www.relationships.org.au/what-we-do/research/An-epidemic-of-loneliness-2001-2017
https://www.lifeline.org.au/get-help/topics/loneliness-isolation
https://www.relationships.org.au/media/media-releases/Media-Release-RA-loneliness-research-Sept-2018
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-09-21/loneliness-getting-worse-and-has-health-risks-study-shows/10289274
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Feeling isolated? You're not alone. Here's why 1 in 4 of us is lonely 

2. How we live 
"Our family size and family connections have changed," says Mr Woodward. For one thing, many more of us are 
living alone. Figures shows one quarter of private dwellings in Australia have only one person living in them. 
Over the last couple of decades, the proportion of the population aged 15 years and over living alone has I  
ncreased from 9 per cent to 12 per cent, ABS data reveals. The Australian Loneliness Report in 2018 found an 
even higher percentage of respondents 17% were living alone. Dr Lim says this increase in people living alone and 
a fall in our marriage rate have both contributed to an increase in social isolation. "And of course we are a rela-
tively large country, and sometimes we find ourselves living far away from loved ones," Dr Woodward adds. 
 

3. How we age 
We're also living in an ageing society that doesn't always facilitate social connection for older Australians.  
"We're moving toward a situation where over one quarter of the population will be over 65," Mr Woodward 
says. "We have insufficient aged care facilities that actually promote community and social wellbeing," adds Dr 
Lim. Dr Lim says international research suggests loneliness tends to be highest in young people (ages 16-25). 
Young Australians also report higher levels of loneliness, more depression symptoms and more social interaction 
anxiety, the Australian Lonely Survey found. Young people, despite typically being surrounded by schoolmates 
and acquaintances, don't always connect with others in the way they may appear to on their social media         
accounts, Mr Woodward says. In that age group "you have emerging mental illness as well, with high rates of 
anxiety and depression", Dr Lim says. It's also a stage of life marked by transitions — whether moving for work, 
building identities, or starting full-time employment and of course finishing school. On the other end of the     
spectrum, "you have the older people, who experience loss of health, loss of mobility, loss of finances", Dr Lim 
says. While older Australians in that study were less lonely than younger groups, "the moment you hit illness, or 
your partner dies, or maybe there's a lot of health, you cant get out of the house, it may be a completely        
different game", Dr Lim says.  
 

4. Socially excluded groups may be more at risk 
Individuals with mental health issues can also be more vulnerable to social isolation and loneliness — especially if 
their condition, such as anxiety or depression, by its nature makes them less able to engage socially, says Mr 
Woodward. Members of excluded groups or minorities — such as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders, recent 
migrants or the LGBTI community — may also be at higher risk of loneliness. There is an increased risk for       
loneliness "wherever there are elements of social exclusion in our society, where people because of their back-
ground — whether it be their gender identity or sexual orientation or the nature of their work or ethnic back-
ground — wherever there are forces to exclude them socially", says Mr Woodward. Meanwhile, young LGBTI 
people are five times more likely to attempt suicide in their lifetime compared to straight people, and gay men 
have fewer close friends than straight people or gay women, studies out of the US have found. 
 

5. Life transitions can trigger loneliness 
Major life transitions such as a major move, a relationship breakdown or the birth of a new child can also "have a 
flow-on effect in terms of a person's social connections" and subsequently lead to social isolation, says Mr Wood-
ward. That includes those who have recently lost a loved one and those who are lonely due to divorce and sepa-
ration, Red Cross Australia found in a 2017 survey. Job loss can also cause loneliness. For both males and females, 
being employed was consistently associated with lower rates of loneliness, Relationships Australia found. Men in 
particular who are unemployed or on income support benefits were very lonely.  
 
Single parents are very susceptible to loneliness. For both males and females from the younger cohort, single 
parents reported the highest level of social isolation — 38 per cent for males and 18 per cent for women. 
And Relationships Australia's research found the highest rates of social isolation for women were observed in 
the 25-29-year-old group — coinciding with the average age of becoming a first-time mother in Australia. 
 
What to do if you feel lonely 
Whether it's finding a new social club or sporting group to join, starting a conversation with neighbours or simply 
telling a trusted person about your feelings without shame or fear — there are several steps you can take to feel 
less lonely.  

https://www.redcross.org.au/news-and-media/media-centre/media-releases/help-end-loneliness-this-christmas

