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Praise for Friendgevity:

“I was blown away by this book. Dr. Jan Yager’s Friendgevity is an astoundingly provocative read on a topic that remains so important to all of us. This book is filled with information and research in a format that is relatable and resonating. She covers it all, including research and advice on the latest impact social media and technology have on friendship today. This is a book that provokes self-awareness, and at the same time provides a usable road map to understanding the questions, fears and celebration we experience around the friendships we value so much in our lives. Bravo Dr. Yager and thank you.”


—Liz Pryor, author, What Did I Do Wrong?



“Great book! In a very practical way, Dr. Jan Yager explores the benefits of having friends as well as how we can improve our relationships and the problems we encounter. Love the mini- assessments, including how well do you know your best friend. Wish I had read Chapter 8, "14 Tough Friendship Situations and How to Deal with Each One," so I would have known what to do when my best friend of years 'ghosted' me. It would have helped to know that others experience the same thing. “


—Linda Swindling, JD, CSP, author of Ask Outrageously



“Dr. Jan Yager’s latest book on friendship, Friendgevity, is a tour de force! She has packed this fast read with solid up-to-date research, tons of practical examples, and lots of easy-to-follow advice on how even one good friend can make you a happier and healthier person. When you read this book, you’ll have all the building blocks you need to initiate, nurture, and maintain the friendships that can last you a lifetime. “


—Don Gabor, author of How to Start a Conversation and Make Friends



“We all know that good friends and friendships are key ingredients to a good life, but we are now learning that they are also important to having a long life. If you want to live a long healthy successful life, I highly recommend reading Friendgevity. Based on extensive original research, sociologist, friendship coach, and Adjunct Associate Professor Dr. Jan Yager makes the strong case that friendship can impact on your longevity.”

—David Riklan, Founder - Selfgrowth.com

“Friendgevity takes a deep dive into what makes friendships work, or not. Using research and storytelling, Jan discusses how friends are necessary for survival and provides guidance for anyone looking to understand a friend relationship. From the health benefits of friends to the dark side, like bullying and frenemies, readers will find useful advice on how to get the most out of friendships and navigate the troublesome relationships.”


—Manya Chylinski and Terri Birkeland, Co-founders, Project BFF
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I coined the word friendgevity to emphasize what most of us know instinctively, what the scientific research has been telling us since as far back as 1979, and what more recent research is reconfirming. Namely, that even one close friend can extend your life. Friendgevity is meant to be a wake-up call that who our friends are, and even whether we have any friends, can determine how long we live and even the recovery rates for a heart attack or cancer, among other diseases. But it also sounds the alarm that the wrong friends can wreak havoc on your life, as you will see in Chapter 6, “Fatal Friends and Frenemies.”

It is my goal that Friendgevity will help you to make better choices about who your friends are as well as to motivate you to put more time and effort into the positive friendships you already have. Because your life just might depend on it.

One of my missions since I started writing about friendship more than four decades ago, including when it was the focus of my sociology dissertation, was to get the word out that friendship should be more than an “extra” relationship that you get around to after you have dealt with all the other more compelling relationships and demands in your life. I have been spreading the word that friends can enhance your life and even extend it and, on the other hand, that choosing the wrong friends can cause conflicts that can make you emotionally ill, physically sick, or even kill you. More recent research reinforces just how critical these ideas are, as we are learning that friends can also slow down, or even halt, the onset of dementia.

Sometimes we take our friendships for granted until there is a dramatic change in our everyday lives. Later in this chapter you will
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read a discussion about The Impact of the Pandemic on Friendship. Prior to that major event, I had a friendshifts experience when, on December 12th, 2012, my husband Fred and I arrived in Nashville, excited about starting what we thought would be our new life in that unique Southern metropolis known as Music City. I happen to remember the exact date because it was also the day of the tragic Sandy Hook Elementary School massacre which rocked the entire nation and the world, although not as much in Tennessee as in my adopted state of Connecticut, where Newtown is located.

Fred and I had lived in Connecticut for the previous 24 years, having relocated from Manhattan around 50 minutes away. We raised our two sons there, and now that they were grown, we were free to relocate for a new career opportunity, which is what we did.

During the week, Fred went to his job while I worked from home. Despite having freelance work to occupy me, I soon started feeling isolated, so I tried to make new friends. It had been 24 years since I had to create a network from scratch, and I had forgotten just how hard it could be to find kindred spirits. I did connect with an executive administrator at Fred’s job, Elizabeth Loving, and the three of us would go out to dinner or dancing at one of the popular downtown country music spots. But Elizabeth soon left for a new position in Florida, so I was back to square one.

After a few months, I befriended Linda, the wife of another executive at Fred’s new job. She was commuting from Florida to Nashville, so we only got together every couple of months for lunch. But I cherished those get-togethers. Then, after a year and a half, Fred’s job ended and we moved back to our home in Connecticut. I was relieved to return to the friends that I had left behind in my hometown and in relatively nearby New Jersey and New York City. The powerful depression and deep sadness I had been feeling in Nashville cleared up almost instantly when I could interact on a regular basis with my old friends. That Nashville experience was a firsthand reminder of the power of friendship and how we can sometimes underemphasize its value until it is missing.

Like so many that I interviewed for Friendgevity, I had found that keeping in touch with old friends via social media was not enough for
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me. I needed to be able to get together with a friend in person. In fact, it seemed that the more time I spent on Facebook reading about everyone else’s exciting trips or joyful interactions, the more depressed I began to feel. It seems I am not alone in this reaction. As reported in Science Daily, researchers at the University of Pittsburgh Schools of the Health Sciences, funded by the National Institutes of Health, found that for certain populations, such as 19- to 32-year-olds, the more time someone spent on social media, the greater the likelihood—to the tune of 1.7 times—that they would be depressed.

Although I have written three previous books on friendship that have been translated into more than 30 languages—a scholarly, selectively, annotated bibliography, Friendship, and the popular books Friendshifts and When Friendship Hurts— I knew I had to write this new book about the impact social media is having on our friendships as well as to issue a fresh wake-up call about the pluses and potential downsides of friendship. Yes, there can sometimes be a downside although, over the years, I have found that few want to publicly admit to that. This became so clear to me when I was doing the author tour for When Friendship Hurts.

Occasionally I was asked if I could bring someone with a problematical friendship on the show with me to share his or her personal experiences. Even those I interviewed who had shared with me about a harmful or disappointing friendship suddenly declared that they had only positive friendships. Yes, there seemed to be a stigma to openly admitting that a friendship had conflicts or even that a friendship had actually failed, because practically everyone wants to believe in just having a perfect long-lasting BFF (best friends forever).

I have been working on Friendgevity for more than a decade, looking at friendship in light of the more recent scientific research on friendship and longevity as well as the positive and negative impact of social media on our friendships. Hence, Friendgevity: Making and Keeping the Friends Who Enhance and Even Extend Your Life, is the result of all that primary and secondary research as well as my own soul searching about my own friends and our friendships.
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For Friendgevity, I conducted six separate 10-question surveys through Survey Monkey Audience that were answered by 873 men and women from throughout the U.S., Australia, and the United Kingdom. I also did a more extensive snowball sample whereby I asked men and women that I knew to fill out my confidential survey and invited them to forward the link to their network of acquaintances, friends, or relatives.

In that way, the snowball survey, which began with 50 questions but ended up asking 100, was completed by 178 men and women from throughout the U.S. and 18 countries around the world, including the Netherlands, the U.K., Japan, South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, Belgium, Sweden, France, Japan, Germany, Russia, India, Spain, Austria, Ireland, and Canada. In addition to the 1,051 who were surveyed —582 women and 452 men with 17 skipping the question about gender —I interviewed 50 men and women about their friendships including several pairs of friends. (See Appendix V for a detailed list of the seven surveys.)

Friendgevity also benefited from the 1,000+ previous friendship surveys and 250+ interviews dating back decades, including the original research for my previous friendship books, Friendshifts and When Friendship Hurts, my related books on work relationships, such as Productive Relationships, Who’s That Sitting at My Desk? Workship, Friendship, or Foe?, Grow Global, and Business Protocol, my other relationship books, including Single in America, 365 Daily Affirmations for Healthy and Nurturing Relationships, and 365 Daily Affirmations for Friendship, and my 1983 sociology dissertation, “Friendship Patterns Among Young Urban Single Women” [City University of New York (CUNY) Graduate Center].

In addition to exploring friendship and longevity, and the impact of social media on friendship, there was another reason I felt compelled to research and write Friendgevity. Although I certainly dealt with problematical friendships in both Friendshifts and When Friendship Hurts, the anecdotes and examples that I shared, especially in When Friendship Hurts, were mostly of the relatively familiar emotional betrayal, broken promises, or drifting- apart types.
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But over the years I have learned that, unfortunately, horrific friendship situations do happen.

They are antithetical to friendgevity, in which friendship increases one’s life expectancy, since they can cause a friend’s death. This type of situation became all too real for me in January 2017 when my husband’s 25-year-old great-nephew, Billy “Webb” Yager, was tragically killed when Webb’s friend crashed his car into a tree. Webb, a passenger in the back seat, was killed instantly. What had started out as a fun evening for three friends ended with one friend dead, another sustaining non-life-threatening injuries, and the driver eventually being sentenced to 6 to 12 years in prison for second degree vehicular manslaughter because he was driving under the influence and speeding, among other unlawful acts.

Since I returned to college teaching in 2014, I have been teaching victimology, the scientific study of victims, especially victims of crime, as well as criminology and penology, the study of criminal behavior and of prisons, introductory sociology, race and ethnicity, and international victimology, at John Jay College of Criminal Justice, one of the senior colleges at the City University of New York (CUNY). In addition to my extended family’s personal tragedy described above, I have researched and learned about numerous other negative friendship-related situations. Like that of Julio Briones, a New Jersey man who, when he was 19, went to the movies with his friend. His friend’s friends soon showed up, and Julio found himself swept up in their criminal activities.

The rest, as they say, is history—an unfortunate history that ended up landing Julio in prison with an initial sentence of 39 years. He was eventually able to get his sentence for robbery, carjacking, and weapons possession reduced to 12 years. He was released after serving 10 years and has been a model citizen, businessman, husband, and father ever since.

For me, those are only two of the dramatic situations that are cautionary tales about just how pivotal friendship choices are. You will read about many others in Friendgevity.

Some of you may be familiar with the research that is telling us how much friendship really matters. For others, this information may
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be eye-opening. Friendship is the subject of interdisciplinary research, with studies being carried out in the fields of medicine, neuroscience, neurology, psychology, anthropology, and sociology. Philosophers as far back as Plato and Aristotle have waxed eloquently on this relationship as, later on, did essayists Michel de Montaigne and Ralph Waldo Emerson. More recently, friendship has become the focus of cutting-edge studies in laboratories and universities around the world.

I salute the epic work of research psychologists Julianne Holt- Lunstad, Timothy B. Smith, and J. Bradley Layton. In their study, “Social Relationships and Mortality Risk: A Meta-Analytic Review,” published in 2010 in PLOS Medicine, they share the results of their analysis of 148 studies “that provided quantitative data regarding individuals’ mortality as a function of social relationships” representing 308,849 male and female participants who were followed, on average, for 7.5 years. Their conclusion: there was a “50% increased likelihood of survival for participants with stronger social relationships.”

In their conclusion to the study, the authors remind us of the groundbreaking 1945 study by Dr. René Spitz, published in the Psychoanalytic Study of the Child, which helped to explain that the high rate of infant mortality in orphanages was due to lack of adequate human contact. Dr. Spitz’s association between those two factors, which we take for granted now but was revolutionary at the time, transformed the way orphanages cared for infants. With the implementation of greater physical and emotional contact between caregivers and infants, the infant mortality rate dramatically declined. Holt-Lunstad, Smith, and Layton assert that the indisputable conclusion from their voluminous research should dramatically increase public awareness of the importance of social relationships to longevity. They suggest adding inadequate social relationships to the list of risk factors for mortality that doctors use to caution their patients. As they state in their article’s conclusion, “The magnitude of this effect is comparable with quitting smoking and it exceeds many well-known risk factors for mortality (e.g. obesity, physical

inactivity).”
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There needs to be heightened public awareness about the dramatic negative impact that inadequate social relationships have on longevity and, conversely, the indisputable positive effect that having even one positive friendship can have. As people age, and the chance that they will be alone—due to the death of a spouse, divorce, or even the death or relocation of friends or family members—increases, the need for a strong social network, and knowing how to create one if other long- standing relationships have ended or are unreachable, is even more important.

Most everyone knows that obesity, smoking, and inactivity can kill you. But so can loneliness, which, fortunately, is completely preventable or reversible.

Facebook Makes Friend a Verb

A secondary theme to this new book is the impact of social media on friendship. It is hard to believe Facebook has only been with us for 14 years. Launched in 2004 by Mark Zuckerberg and his Harvard College roommates and classmates to college students, becoming available to the public in 2006, the site’s impact was to turn the noun friend into a verb, “to friend.”

As for the concept of friendship, which in my research I had always divided into three categories—best, close, and casual—friend now became a generic term for anyone that you connected with through Facebook. There had been other social media sites that helped friends, family, and even coworkers to connect, or even new friendships to form, like Myspace, founded in 2003. But it is Facebook that has made a difference in a big way, to the tune of more than two billion subscribers worldwide today. On Facebook, it’s not unusual for users to have hundreds or even thousands of “Facebook friends,” which I call FBFs.

A key question I explore in this book is whether Facebook or any other social media site like Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, Pinterest, or LinkedIn have actually changed the original concept of friendship in a positive, negative, or any meaningful way. For example, if someone has 500 friends on Facebook, why might he or she still be lonely? Is sitting in front of the computer screen connecting to Facebook friends
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(FBFs) near and far as fulfilling as spending time in person with people you care about and who care about you? As noted before, some studies show that spending an inordinately large amount of time on Facebook can contribute to feelings of loneliness or depression.

The Impact of the Pandemic on Friendship

STARTING IN MARCH 2020 in the United States, and even earlier in other parts of the world especially China and Europe, a new infectious disease called COVD-19 impacted everyday life causing businesses to shut down, families to “shelter in place,” and hundreds of thousands of deaths. As unemployment rates rose, and businesses closed, downsized, or changed how they did their business, largely moving to online, the pandemic influenced friendship as well.

For some, the pandemic, and its aftermath, caused a close friendship to dissolve to the point of almost ending. For others, the way they went about their friendship, especially when it was impossible to visit in person, dramatically changed. For many, instead of the pandemic ending friendships, it was the catalyst to forming new ones. The way that friends communicated changed as they resorted to videoconferencing via such services as Zoom, on their computers or their mobile phones.

Based on interviews related to the pandemic, here are some real life stories that reflect pandemic-related friendship phenomena. Following those stories, I will share some additional insights I have about friendship and the pandemic that you might find useful.

The pandemic highlighted disparities in friends

Malika Bowling considers herself an incredibly lucky woman, and rightly so. She is happily married, her husband’s doing well enough in his job that she is able to do all the activities she loves to do including blogging (Roamilicious), traveling (pandemic permitting!), and working as a marketing consultant. She works hard but she does not have to worry about money, especially since she and her husband have saved enough that they could deal with a rainy day or two.

Unfortunately, the situation is quite different for Malika’s formerly close friend Lola (not her real name). They met six years ago after Lola moved from a country in Central America to be with her then husband. Lola became part of Malika’s circle of friends in Atlanta. They had lots of fun together as they went together to wine tasting parties, going on hikes, having tea, and taking yoga classes.
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Fast forward a few years, Lola divorced her husband and her managerial job has become uncertain. She is living paycheck to pay check as she faces having to lay off her staff and her job might even end unexpectedly.

The way the pandemic unraveled their friendship was that Lola called Malika a month ago and they did not have a good connection. It seems that Lola was sharing about her economic plight and her despair but Malika did not get to hear much of what she was saying. What was supposed to be a call from a caring friend (Malika) to her upset friend (Lola) turned into an interaction that unraveled their friendship, at least for now. As Malika explains, “A simple check-in conversation resulted in a nasty text exchange as she felt I wasn’t sympathetic to her plight.” Malika adds, “On the defensive, my savings have come from sacrifice and a lack of lusting after shiny new toys.”

Recently Lola sent Malika a message through Facebook asking her how she was doing. Malika replied that she was okay but she did not pursue the friendship further.

Malika has advice from this experience, even if she is not yet able to take it herself. She says, “If you have issues with somebody, let them know. If you feel like it’s salvageable, talk it out.”

Developing a friendship routine

To deal with the pandemic, especially for those who were single and living alone, developing friendship routines, particularly during the “sheltering in place” or lockdown days, weeks, and even months, became a necessity. Whether it was calling a friend on a particular day and time, or setting up a movie night or a game night with friends throughout the U.S. and even internationally, what used to be more casual became a routine for many. Based on my interviews related to friendship and the pandemic, as well as my observations, a return to the telephone as the preferred way of communicate, in addition to social media posts, texts, or e-mails, plus videoconferencing via Zoom, or using FaceTime on the iPhone, had to replace in-person meetings. Friends with romantic partners or
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spouses as well as family members living at home reported regularly checking in on their single friends in a much more concerted way than they might have been doing prior to the pandemic. Rather than seeing those new routines as a burden, the more regular communication with friends, even those nearby with whom in-person get together were temporarily put on hold, were a welcome antidote to the reported isolation from working from home, if at all, and the restrictions on in- person get togethers.

Finding a new family of friends because of the pandemic

Dana Humphrey is a 37-year-old life coach and “death doula,” which is someone who helps with the process of dying, much like a midwife assists with a birth. She lives in Rockaway Beach, Queens, New York. On March 14th, 2020, she flew to Guatemala to attend a leadership retreat, the day before they closed the border to Americans and Canadians because of the pandemic. She went to the retreat only to find that it was not going to take place. She, and 11 other attendees from around the world —from other parts of the U.S., the UK, Belgium, Spain, Australia, Israel, and Mexico —all found themselves stuck in Guatemala unable to return home because of the pandemic.

They decided to all go to a small town of 500 where they rented a house together. For the next three months, until travel opened up again, they lived, ate, worked, and developed friendships together. Not only did Dana, who grew up in California, outside of San Francisco, develop new friends during her Guatemala pandemic adventure, but it caused her to re-evaluate her old ones. “There’s a kind of before and after. I think of the motto, ‘Make new friends, but keep the old,’ and some of the old ones, it’s okay to let them go. She continues, “I’m actually really am happy spending time by myself. She’s not searching for more friends right now in the way she might have been before. “I have this beautiful net of friends that I know

really have my back. I’m not in need of other friendships.”

Only a few months before the pandemic and sheltering in place rules were put in place, James Ryan relocated from Manhattan to Albany with just his dog to start a new business, Time For Homes,
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a national non-profit concerned with eliminating chronic homelessness. “I was able to make a few local friends before the lockdown,” James explains. He is now living with a partner he met at a board game café before the pandemic. They decided to quarantine together. But their only contact with friends since the lockdown is having “socially distant dinners with a neighbor in our building.”

Friendship Rules That the Pandemic Changed or Emphasized

There are some who find themselves eager to give their friends advice whenever they have a problem that needs to be solved. Whether it’s by phone, text, e-mail, or videoconferencing, these friends —and you may be one of them —find it easier to give opinions than to just listen.

Stop yourself! More than ever, your friends, especially those who are living alone and not even going out of their apartments or homes for work, need a sounding board. They need someone to listen, and listen attentively, and with compassion and empathy. They do not need instant suggestions which may not even be the right ones.

Is it possible to get a little burnt out on empathy during the pandemic when every day the death toll may be rising and news about an effective vaccine is still in the future? Empathy, ideally, should know no limits. If your friend needs your empathy and you are feeling burned out by their demands, give them what they need and want, and then get yourself replenished by someone else, whether that is another friend, a romantic partner, or a family member. It is like an empathy tree with the strong trunk of the tree, you, being the one who gives out empathy and all the branches from that tree leading to those who need the empathy. You could be the trunk but also be one of the branches simultaneously.

For some, the consistency of setting up a routine of talking at a specific time every day during the pandemic is comfortable for them. For others, that would be too much of a commitment or too confining a strategy.

What has been working for me is to call my friends, especially my single ones, when I’m sitting in the parking lot while my husband
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is in a store purchasing essentials for us. I know how fortunate I am to have my husband’s company since we are both able to work from home for now. The ways that single people avoid isolation, like going out to events or parties, the pandemic made impossible for months. So, staying in touch by phone, text, or videoconferencing became for so many their lifeline.

One of my single friends, who lost her husband to COVID-19, ventured into New York City to have lunch with a friend as they dined outside and were social distancing. But another widowed friend has been too worried about getting COVID due to her underlying asthma to venture out of her house since March, except to walk her dog. She stays in touch through videoconferencing and we talk regularly on the phone.

For some, however, like Nance L. Schick, the pandemic has not altered the way she communicates with her best friend. They have lived far apart for many of the nearly forty years they have been friends. Nance is in Manhattan, and her best friend is currently in California. They initially met when they were eleven and both living in Kentucky. Wendi moves many times after they met, but they have always kept in touch with letters, phone calls, and visits. When they were in in the same city in their teens and 20s, they were together several times per week and even lived together briefly. Yet they have often talked about the fact that even if they lived closer to each other now, they would probably get together in person infrequently. Nance, who is 51, explains: “We laugh about it now because there’s no one in our lives that we spend that kind of time with. We’re both professional women and we are very busy and independent.” Regular phone calls keep them connected, through the pandemic and in non- pandemic times.

For long distance friendships, like Nance and her best friend Wendi, staying in touch by phone, texts, e-mails, and even posts on Facebook had already become second nature to them. The pandemic has just been a continuation of those modes of communication. Since the pandemic, if one or both friends found themselves alone and isolated, there might have been an increase in the frequency of the communications. In-person visits had always been only on an

[image: ]

occasional basis for so many friends. In those cases, the pandemic did not dramatically change a particular friendship or even a view of friendship.

But for others, the pandemic of 2020 forced them to sort out their friendships and even their family networks and relationships. Who is there for you? Who can weather the storms of the kind of disparity in circumstances that led Malika and Lola to wind down their friendship? Who can even find that despite the unexpected demands on time, relationships, work, and routines caused by the pandemic that it might even be possible to make new friends like Dana Humphrey’s new family of 12 from her forced three month sojourn in Guatemala or James Ryan’s new friends and partner that he met in his new hometown of Albany, New York.

For some, the pandemic forced taking a definite stand about what their limitations were in certain friendships. For example, Ed Rule, a career management consultant who is “single with grandkids” is working from home in Melbourne, Australia. He found that the pandemic compelled him to take a break for a few days from certain friends that he had developed through work who went on and on for more than an hour on the telephone about their problems. “The controlled distancing I spoke of is at the professional friendship level.”

Mary Potter Kenyon, co-author of Mary & Me: A Lasting Link Through Ink, continues to write letters to her friend Mary, but they “resorted to Zoom meetings or the phone a few times.” Mary Potter Kenyon, a widow who lives with her 17-year-old daughter, has found that the pandemic has heightened her sense of aloneness. In August 2020, five months after she began working from home on March 18, Mary shared about what she misses most: “I sure miss the hugs and personal conversations with friends,” she explains. A sentiment that so many throughout the world would share!

In Chapter 1, “Friendship, Dementia, and Longevity: Research Findings and Reflections,” one of the core themes of this book is addressed, namely, the way that friendship research is confirming for
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us that friendship can affect our longevity and even our ability to withstand pain.
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Chapter 1
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Friendship, Longevity, and Dementia
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Research Findings and Reflections

If you want to live longer, have at least one close friend. I would also add, as you will see in this chapter, ensure it is a positive friend, not someone with whom you have a lot of conflict.

Friends Extend Your Life


To put it in simple terms, having friends = friendgevity.



Since the late 1970s, because of the results of the Lisa Berkman and Leonard Syme groundbreaking study of 6,928 randomly- selected adults in Alameda County, California, published in the February 1979 issue of the American Journal of Epidemiology, we have known that friendship, or having a marriage partner, can extend your life. Conversely, lacking friendship or other social or community ties, may mean you could die sooner. What made the results of the Berkman/Syme 1979 study so pivotal was that it highlighted a factor in longevity that everyone could do something about—making sure you were either married or had at least one close friend. The study showed that regardless of such personal habits as smoking, drinking, obesity, inactivity, income level, or even the use of preventive health services, having one close friend or a significant other prolonged your life.
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But the groundbreaking Berkman/Syme study combined significant others/married partners with friends. The longitudinal study conducted by Lynne C. Giles, et al., “Effect of Social Networks on 10 Year Survival in Very Old Australians: The Australian Longitudinal Study of Aging,” was especially important because it isolated friends from spouses or children, as few studies before had done. Instead of looking at more generic “social ties” or “social relationships,” it looked specifically at friendship’s impact on longevity. As noted in the introductory quote to this chapter, “it is friends, rather than children or relatives, which confer most benefit to survival in later life” (emphasis mine).

Since the benefit of friendship to longevity is one of the central themes of this book, here is a sample of some of the key interdisciplinary global research studies, drawn from epidemiology, sociology, psychology, neuroscience, and medicine. It begins with the 1979 Berkman and Syme study that is credited with stimulating modern-day research in the area of friends, health, and longevity. (You will find full citations in the Bibliography at the back of Friendgevity.)


	1979 – Lisa F. Berkman and Leonard S. Syme, “Social Network, Host Resistance and Mortality: A Nine-Year Follow-Up Study of Alameda County Residents.” Published in the American Journal of Epidemiology.

	1987 – James S. House, “Social Support and Social Structure.” Published in the Sociological Forum.


	2004 – Shelden Cohen, “Social Relationships and Health.” Published in the American Psychologist and Lynne C. Giles, et al., “Effect of Social Networks on 10 Year Survival in Very Old Australians: The Australian Longitudinal Study of Aging.” Published in the Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health.2

	2005 – Edith Guilley, et al, “Association Between Social Relationships and Survival of Swiss Octogenarians: A Five-Year Prospective, Population-Based Study.” Published in Aging Clinical and Experimental Research.
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	2010 – Julianne Holt-Lundstad, Timothy B. Smith, and J. Bradley Layton, “Social Relationships and Mortality Risk: A Meta- Analytic Review.” Published in PLOS Medicine.


	2012 – Carla M. Perissinotto, et al., “Loneliness in Older Persons: A Predictor of Functional Decline and Death.” Published in the Archives of Internal Medicine.

	2016 – Claire Yang, et. al., “Social Relationships and Physiological Determinants of Longevity Across the Human Life Span.” Published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America.




Do not Argue Constantly with Your Friends If You Want to Live Longer



The key to life extension when it comes to friends goes a little deeper than just having them. According to a study of 10,000 men and women between the ages of 36 and 52 conducted by researchers at the University of Copenhagen in Denmark, an occasional argument with a friend is okay. But if you argue all the time, it could actually shorten your life.

Constant arguing with a partner or children was also a heightened risk factor for increasing the chances of dying. As Bahar Gholipour reports in her article about the study in Live Science, “People who had reported frequent conflict with someone in their social circle had two to three times higher risk of dying during the study period” when compared to those who did not get into such continual conflicts.


Friendship Can Help Reduce the 10th Leading Cause of Death: Suicide



According to the nonprofit resource Suicide Awareness Voices of Education (SAVE), in 2014 in the United States there were 42,773 suicide deaths. Add to that the more than 38,000 deaths from automobile accidents and the more than 12,000 homicides (with an estimated 45% caused by friends or acquaintances), and you can see the staggering number of potentially preventable deaths.
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In many of those situations, especially suicide, there is often a connection to friendship, including how having one or more positive friends might have reduced depression, a leading cause of suicide.

I am not saying that social media is a cause of suicide, or that it is directly linked to suicide. But if suicide is related to depression, and the evidence is now telling us that spending too much time on social media can increase depression, then perhaps you and those you care about who are experiencing depression might want to reduce the amount of time you spend on social media and increase the time you spend with people face to face or even on the phone, as well as getting professional help, if needed.

Mai-Ly N. Steers and her colleagues at the University of Houston researched the connection between Facebook and depression in their journal article, “Seeing Everyone Else’s Highlight Reels: How Facebook Usage Is Linked to Depressive Symptoms.” They posited that it was the tendency to make “social comparisons”—seeing other people as happier, living more fun lives, having better relationships— that exacerbated symptoms in those already depressed or who were heading in that direction.

Friendship Lowers the Risk of Dementia

There is even more news about friendship and its impact on health and especially aging- related health issues, such as dementia, that we should take to heart. Namely, research in the last decade has discovered that friendship lowers your risk of getting dementia, one of the most feared physical and mental changes related to aging. Previously we thought dementia was pretty much a question of heredity with some physical conditions, like obesity, being added risk factors. But it was supposedly something that you just had to accept as a condition you might get. Who would have thought that having a friend could lower your risk of getting dementia, a disease that not only robs the mind of some or all of its memories, but a disease that can eventually kill you?

The idea that having at least one friend could lower your risk of getting dementia seems like an oversimplification of a very complex
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area of medicine and neuroscience. Yet this research- supported concept empowers all of us because now there is something we can do to lower our risk of dementia.

A study by Bryan D. James, Robert S. Wilson, Lisa L. Barnes, and David A. Bennett, as reported in 2011 in the Journal of the International Neurological Society (JINS), followed 1,138 men and women with a mean age of 79.6 for up to 12 years. to explore the relationship between social activity with cognitive decline. Their findings are quite startling. Just a one-point increase in someone’s social activity score led to a 47% decrease in the rate of decline of cognitive functioning. If someone was deemed “frequently socially active,” their rate of decline was reduced by an astounding 70%. The scientists conclude: “These results confirm that more socially active older adults experience less cognitive decline in old age.”

But it is also important to note that in a study by Jan Holwerda Tjalling, et al, at the Amsterdam Study of the Elderly (AMSTEL), as reported by Science Daily on December 10, 2011 from the British Medical Journal, it was “feeling lonely” that was associated with an elevated risk of dementia in the senior years. The report makes a clear distinction between being/living alone and feeling alone. They point out that, “. . . it is not the objective situation, but, rather the perceived absence of social attachments that increased the risk of cognitive decline.”

Only you can decide how many people, and what type of people, it will take to help you to avoid feeling lonely. Just like Durkheim’s discovery at the end of the 19th century that suicide rates were lower among those who were married, these new studies find that you are less likely to develop dementia if you are socially connected. For those who are single and living alone, especially for those who are suddenly single, avoiding the “feeling lonely” that contributes to dementia might require more socializing with friends or even considering getting a roommate. The data from the Amsterdam Study of the Elderly (AMSTEL) is very strong in this regard: “. . . those who lived alone or who were no longer married were between 70% and 80% more likely to develop dementia than those who lived with others or who were married.”
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Good Friends Reduce Our Stress Level

In “Friends with Benefits: Being Highly Social Cuts Dementia Risk by 70%,” Maia Szalavitz refers to a study by Bryan James which points out the relationship between a lowered stress level and a reduction in the risk of dementia. Says James: “Socializing relieves stress, and there’s a huge connection between stress and problems with the brain as we get older.”

An intriguing Japanese study of rats, reported on in 2005 by Rachel Adelson on the American Psychological Association (APA) website, found that the presence of another rat lowered the measurable stress levels of the first rat. But what was especially interesting is that there were even better stress-lowering benefits if the second rat had not been through what the first rat had experienced. Extrapolating this study’s findings to human beings, Jim Winslow of the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) is quoted as saying: “It’s best to get reinforcement from someone who’s not in the same lifeboat after you’ve gone over the side.”

These findings should be kept in mind by those seeking out support groups so they can be around individuals going through similar experiences to them. Those groups may be very helpful, but leaning on the shoulder of someone who is not in the same or a similar situation seems to have its benefits as well.

Laughing with a Friend Improves Your Ability to Withstand Pain There’s a fascinating finding from the anthropology and primate studies of Oxford University anthropologist and psychologist Robin Dunbar (explored in more detail in Chapter 2, “The Impact of Social Media on Friendship”). As reported by Maria Konnikova in “The Limits of Friendship,” published in The New Yorker, Dunbar found that laughter helped his subjects keep their hands in ice water or hold an uncomfortable chair position much longer than they were able to before. Their laughter was the result of a face-to-face experience, which is why we all must seriously consider the downside of a

preponderance of computer-based connections.
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What does being able to better withstand pain have to do with longevity? As we age, most of us will be exposed to more and more types of pain, both physical and emotional. According to the research, having friends should help us to better endure both types of pain.

Pick the Right Friends if You Want to Live a Longer and Healthier Life

In Chapter 6, “Frenemies and Fatal Friends,” I discuss how the wrong friends can put you in harm’s way, such as in the potentially lethal combination of being the passenger in the car of a friend who is drinking and driving, texting and driving, or just being a careless driver. Another example is being assaulted or even the worst possible situation, being permanently maimed or killed by a friend. Exactly how many friends kill friends is hard to determine since in cases where the relationship between victim and offender is known, most statistics lump friends/acquaintances into one category.

A Friend Can Make You Feel Emotionally Upset or Physically Ill Far less dramatic than being physically assaulted or killed by a friend or former friend, but still worth noting, is the way some friends can make you physically or emotionally ill, which can adversely impact the quality of your life as well as your longevity. Just as positive or good friends can lower your stress level, negative friends can make you sick. Of the 73 men and women in my snowball confidential international friendship survey who answered the question “Have you ever had a friendship that made you physically or

emotionally ill?” nearly four in ten (39.73%) wrote yes.

Interestingly, there was a distinct gender disparity in the answer to this question: 55% of those who answered yes were women, but only 21.21% of the men had that experience.

For the women, here are the ways their friends caused physical or emotional problems:



	What happened

	Four friends let their other friend down




	
	Led to a nervous breakdown
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	Headaches, stress, tightness in my neck




	
	anxiety




	
	Led to mental illness & substance abuse in teens and 20s




	
	Made me physically and emotionally ill




	
	anger




	
	Lost weight




	
	Depression, knocked self- esteem




	
	Depression and sadness





For men, here are the ways they stipulated a friend had emotionally or physically made them ill:



	What happened

	anger




	
	Emotionally draining




	
	Stress, distress





––––––––
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Loneliness Increases Your Chance of Functional Decline or Dying

John Cacioppo, a neuroscientist who is credited with creating a new subdiscipline known as social neuroscience, has been quoted as saying that “Chronic loneliness increases the odds of an early death by 20 percent.” Physician and gerontologist Carla M. Perissinotto and her team conducted a 6-year longitudinal study with a nationally representative sample of 1,604 people with a mean age of 70.9 years. This cohort study was part of the Health and Retirement Study. In addition to a greater likelihood of dying, the researchers found four measures of functional decline, which was determined by interviews with family members, including an increased difficulty in climbing
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STAIRS; A DECLINE IN walking; an increased difficulty in upper extremity tasks; and difficulty in ADL (activities of daily living) functions, including bathing, dressing, transferring, using the toilet, and eating. Their conclusion: “Loneliness was associated with [an] increased risk of death over the 6-year follow-up period (22.8% versus 14.2%) . . .” and “Loneliness was associated with all measures of functional decline...” (Unfortunately the research does not specifically address friendship although it does define loneliness as the “subjective feeling of isolation, not belong, or lacking companionship.” Research and self- reports affirm that having at least one positive friend contributes feeling connected, belonging, and having companionship.

“Weak Ties” Can Help Your Health as Well

As Jennifer Breheny Wallace points out in her Washington Post article, “Even Casual Ties to Others Can Better Your Health,” the benefits of friendship are not bestowed only by the so- called “strong” ties which we associate with close or best friends. Sheldon Cohen, professor of psychology and director of the Laboratory for the Study of Stress, Immunity, and Disease at Carnegie Mellon University, did a study of 4,000 people ages 52 to 94 on lung function, a good predictor of longevity. He assessed lung function at the beginning of the study and four years later. The results were that social connections—“weak ties,” or what tend to be thought of or categorized as casual friends —had as much of a positive effect on lung function as “strong ties” such as spouses or children.


Friends Can Improve the Survival Rate after a Cancer Diagnosis



As discussed in their scholarly article, published in the Journal of Clinical Oncology, “Social Networks, Social Support, and Survival After Breast Cancer Diagnosis,” researchers Candyce H. Kroenke, et. al. analyzed 2,835 women from the Nurses’ Health Study who had been diagnosed with stages 1 to 4 breast cancer between 1992 and 2002. (The total sample of the Nurses’ Health Study (NHS) was 121,700 American female nurses.) In 2004, out of the 2,835 research
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sample, , 224 had passed away; 107 related to breast cancer. Based on several social support assessments at different points in time, the researchers determined that “women who were social isolated before diagnosis had a subsequent 66% increased risk of all-cause mortality...and a two-fold increased risk of breast cancer mortality...compared with women who were socially integrated.” (Please note, however, that this study grouped contact with close friends, close relatives, and children into one category that they labeled “sociability.” Using the Berkman-Syme Social Networks Index (SNI), they grouped the respondents into four categories: social isolated; moderately isolated; moderately integrated; and socially integrated.

A Supportive Network Decreases the Chance of Dying in the First Six Months Following a Heart Attack

Lisa F. Berkman, Ph.D. et. al. studied 195 men and women who were hospitalized for acute myocardial infarction (a heart attack) between 1982 and 1988. Reporting in 1992 in the Annals of Internal Medicine on the results of their analysis of mortality during the first 6 months after the heart attack, the researchers concluded: “Patients who had no one on whom to rely for emotional support also had twice the risk for death compared with those who had two or more sources of support....”

Other studies confirm the positive impact of social support after a heart attack, such as the study of 887 patients reported on in 1999 by Nancy Frasure-Smith, Ph.D. et. al, “Social Support, Depression, and Mortality During the First Year After Myocardial Infarction,” Frasure-Smith et. al. concluded: “We observed that as previously reported, depressed patients were at significantly increased risk of post-MI mortality. However, this was not true for those who perceived very high levels of social support. Not only were depressed individuals with high support at baseline not at increased risk for cardiac mortality, but also their depression symptoms were more likely to improve than those of the depressed with low to moderate support.”

[image: ]

The 2014 study by Emily M. Bucholz, et. al. also looked at the health, depression, and quality of life one year after a heart attack on 3,432 patients under the age of 55. Bucholz et. al.’s conclusions were consistent with other studies about the impact of social networks after a heart attack; a year after the heart attack, those patients —male and female — who were categorized as having a low perceived social support (LPSS) “had a worse health status and more depressive symptoms.”

Social isolation and loneliness are risk factors for stroke, coronary heart disease, and high blood pressure
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