
 

From Social Distancing to Social Harmony 

 

 

The deep irony of ‘social distancing’ is that it is a force that is bringing people closer together. A 
common experience is that “I was never so connected with my family and friends all over the world”. 
Outside of the technology that makes it possible, what is behind this feeling of social harmony? And why 
is it important to understand? Over the last 15 years, scientists in the Human Brain & Behavior 
Laboratory at FAU’s Center for Complex Systems and Brain Sciences—the first Center of its kind in the 
Nation by the way—have used high-resolution brain imaging and sophisticated computer analysis to 
uncover basic neural mechanisms underlying social interaction.  By means of an intimate interplay 
between experiments on people interacting with each other in real time (left), sophisticated computer 
analysis of their brain signals (middle) and virtual partners controlled by the equations of Coordination 
Dynamics (right), they have identified “neuromarkers” for the diagnosis and treatment of 
neuropsychiatric disorders as well as significantly advanced our understanding of social harmony. 

Understanding how coordination occurs both within the human brain and between human brains is vital 
for a lot of reasons. Ways to enhance coordination with others can help prevent diseases like depression 
and Alzheimer’s which are often accompanied by social isolation and loneliness. Moreover, the 
breakdown of neural coordination is thought to lie at the heart of major neuropsychiatric disorders such 
as schizophrenia and autism. Solving the coordination problem in such a complex system stands to pay 
big time dividends, in terms of boosting individual and social productivity, reducing health care costs and 
alleviating human suffering. You can see how important coordination is when people are forced to 
‘socially distance’.  In the current crisis, the word “coordination” comes up all the time. It reflects how 
closely people, things and events are connected. But coordination is a bit like gravity: we take it for 
granted. Only when it breaks down does it become obvious how synergized the world is at every scale. 
Everything, it seems, depends on everything else.  When things are not coordinated, chaos reigns. 
Markets can fold. The “new” science of coordination called Coordination Dynamics has attracted 
scientists and practitioners around the world. Its birth began at FAU as a unique interdisciplinary 
initiative among a small group of scientists who continue to develop it here. 
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