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LIST OF EXERCISES


R= Reflection exercises, P= Portable tools, C= Connection games


Chapter 3


The friendship map (R)


Chapter 4


Your relationship history (R)


Your core qualities and your hypersensitivity in relation to others (R)


Map out your skills in promoting connection (R)


Chapter 5


Micropausing (P)


Needs you often neglect with friends (R)


Chapter 6


Turn the prism (R)


The curiosity game (C)


The Google game (C)


The walkie-talkie game (C)


Listen deeply (P)


Chapter 7


A taste of vulnerability (R)


When do you feel vulnerable? (R)


Your favourite hideaways (R)


Navigate between different levels of conversation (C)


Twenty things I’m proud of (R)


Thank an important person (R)


A final farewell (C)


On the lookout for love (P)


Chapter 8


Others’ response when you’ve exposed your vulnerability (R)


Still eyebrows (C)


See, ask and give (C)


See and be seen (C)


On the lookout for vulnerability (P)


Chapter 9


Get comfortable being uncomfortable (C)


Asking without demanding (R)


Conversational aikido (P)


The brave question (P)


Turing turns (P)


Forgive and be free (R)


Extra exercises in Appendix 1


The lie-detector (C)


The dating game (C)


Search for similarities (C)


Speaker circle (C)


Checking in (C)


I can relate (C)


Thirty-six questions (C)


The hot seat (C)


Your story and my story (C)


Verbalise your feelings (R)










Preface by Bob Hansson



Bob Hansson is a publicly loved poet, author and philosopher in Sweden. With his humour and depth, he has an ability to make the difficult and abstract accessible and entertaining. He often incorporates psychological research in his lectures and has a great interest in positive psychology and things that matter most to us human beings.


One of the largest studies about human happiness began at Harvard in 1938, and is still ongoing. You will read more about this further on in the book, but when George Valliant had been head of the study for forty-five years he was asked: ‘What creates a happy life?’ Although he had an immense amount of knowledge in the field, his answer was just one single word: ‘Love!’


When thinking about love, it’s easy to think about the romantic aspect. But most of the loving relationships that you will have throughout your life will not be with someone you are sleeping with (or, for that matter, with someone you once slept with and hope to get another chance with … ). I would like to claim that most of your loving relationships are those with friends. But if friendship is the most common loving relationship, it is widely neglected in both academic and fictional publishing. Because of this, I am sure I am not the only one who has neglected my friends. So, this is a book that is needed.


May 18th, 2015. My forty-fifth birthday. I was sitting alone on a chair with a screen in my lap. I received thousands of birthday wishes on Facebook, and a few newspapers even considered my birthday to be news. I remember that the sun was shining, but also that I was lonelier than ever before in my life. And I remember that it brought me to a decision that changed my life.


There was a mid-life crisis in the background to this, and I had for some time avoided social interaction and left gatherings early because I ‘had to work’ (which, between us, actually meant ‘watch Netflix’). I was convinced that I was ‘over and out’. Too old, too boring – uninteresting in every way. My social self-esteem was low and became even lower since I never mustered the energy to challenge it. Well, almost never. A few weeks earlier, I had been in a good mood and decided to go out. I took a shower and even that felt a little new. ‘I got my life back,’ I thought, and grabbed my shaving gel. Then, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Full body. That was enough for my mood to crash down again. Loneliness does something to your gaze, you see – it makes it more harsh. The lonely eye doesn’t always create the most compassionate gaze.


I did go out that night, but I returned home pretty quickly. That’s a pattern that you may be able to relate to. At times when you need others the most, it’s the hardest to be with them.


So, a few weeks after this short night out, I was sitting on a chair and realised that I didn’t have a single person who wanted to have cake with me. I had called all the people I felt comfortable with in Malmö. Both were busy. I had become as lonely as I, in younger years, had seen my father become. He used to sit in the woods and really only brightened when speaking of his youth. It was a loneliness that I had never thought that I could fall into, but that was now devouring me. So, I made a decision – to make different choices in the future. Because two things struck me. One was that I am always pregnant with my own future self. The choices I make today create who I become tomorrow. I realised that I spent much less time with my friends now than I did five years ago. I didn’t want that trend to continue, because whatever I wanted to give the future version of myself – it surely wasn’t more loneliness. The other thing that struck me was that all the research I usually mentioned in my lectures possibly applied even to me.


The Harvard researcher Shawn Achor closely studied new students to find the main theme for success. What did the successful students have in common? He spent a whole year conducting in-depth interviews and then followed up on their accomplishments, and discovered something very astonishing: There was no main theme!


Apparently, it wasn’t about intelligence, not about background, not earlier grades, not about if the interviewed students were single or in a relationship. Spending that amount of time only to discover nothing was obviously an academic failure. But, around the same time, Google launched a similar project. They wanted to find out which teams were the most efficient. What did members of successful teams have in common? They continued for years. They studied hundreds of variables in 150 teams all around the world. Google is supposedly the best in the world at analysing data, but they didn’t discover a single common denominator.


You see, both Shawn Achor and Google made the same mistake. They searched for individual qualities where they should have searched for relational ones. Google finally concluded that the teams that were the most successful were better at one single thing – creating a good atmosphere in the group. In the end, Shawn at Harvard also discovered something similar – the most successful students were more active and more content with their relationships than the others.


Relationships outrank performance. Consequently, as a careerist, one should not merely make an effort on the job, but amongst one’s friends as well. If you have children, you should not only remind them of their homework but, more importantly, to not neglect their friends. At least if you want to be rational.


For me, life has had its ups and downs. That doesn’t make me unique in any way. Sometimes life is a walk in the park and sometimes we are tripping over old, dirty laundry. But looking back on my life, the happy periods have neither depended on the level of success, nor on the heat in my romantic relationships. I have been the happiest when I have had good friends – that is, friends that I really like and see often.


In a fascinating experiment, researchers had a number of people stand and look at a long staircase and guess how many steps it consisted of. Most guessed a hundred steps. Then another group of people looked at the same staircase, but they had a friend who was standing some way away. They guessed an average of seventy steps. To me, it’s quite incomprehensible that one’s view can change so radically just by having a friend nearby. Granted, guessing the number of steps isn’t an important skill in modern life, but what if our thoughts about not being able to manage a certain difficulty and therefore going home and watching TV instead, totally changed if we had a friend nearby?


So, what is your life like right now? Are you lonelier than you would like to be? Do you spend as much time as you would like with your friends? Do you spend more or less time with your friends now than you did ten years ago? If your answer is less, it is likely that you will spend even less time with them in another ten years. Is that what you want? If not, I have some good news: The only thing you need to do in order to prevent that is to read this book and do the suggested exercises. These exercises can change your everyday life, and thereby your future. Sure, you can skip them and read the book as some people read cookbooks, with a firm determination to absolutely not cook any food yourself but just read about others doing it. But for me, these exercises really made a difference.


On that chair, nine years ago, I decided to accept every social invitation, even when I didn’t feel like it. Jeez, I was pregnant with my future self. My whole future was at stake. Even if I had no desire whatsoever to meet anyone, I would walk out of the door anyway because I was working on my long-term goal: becoming less lonely, becoming more together.


It’s easy to say that you don’t live to work, but work to live. But how many times have I refrained from working to grab a beer with a friend in comparison to how many times I’ve cancelled a beer with a friend to work instead?


Furthermore, there is a myth that says that it’s harder to make new friends the older you get. A myth both my father and I have used as an excuse for our social laziness. But since I decided to prioritise friends, things started to change faster than I had expected. Just a few weeks after my decision, an acquaintance called and asked if I wanted to come along to a party. That was the starting point of what is now a profound friendship.


One month later, I met Janu for the first time. Today we see each other every week and have started giving classes together. Six months after that I met Henrik for the first time. Today we live together. Janu and Henrik are both pros at being friends and I do my best to mimic them. I do need to practise.


Since I started to prioritise friendships, I have strangely enough quadrupled my income. So perhaps the research isn’t completely off-base – even the economy is relative. Updating your friendship situation may be as important in your life as changing jobs or romantic partners, and certainly more important than buying new curtains. The fact that there are more home decor magazines than magazines about friendship is mind baffling.


I wish you luck on your journey with this book and just want to say that every page is worth your time. Reading this book was, to me, an excellent life investment. Because what the heck is the point of friends if you don’t prioritise them?










About the authors



The starting point of the friendship between us authors was when Pär found his favourite book on a friend’s couch. It turned out to belong to Daniel, who had slept on that couch the night before. Frida came into the picture a few years later, after having met Daniel at the release party of his first book, The Mindfulness and Acceptance Workbook for Stress Reduction. One Sunday morning not long after that, Frida received a message from him:


Hi Frida! For a long time, I’ve been wanting to write a book about friendship, seeing as it’s an area that provides joy and meaning in life, and protects us against mental illness and stress. Yet it seems to be an overlooked area – there are few books about its value, how to make friends, strengthen friendships, and so on. I’m looking for a fellow psychologist to write the book with and I thought of you. Would you be interested in talking more about this?


This was the origin of our book The Power of Friendship. The authors are two psychologists (Daniel Ek and Frida Bern) and a public health researcher (Pär Flodin). Daniel got the idea of writing this book after a few stressful years of being self-employed as a clinical psychologist and lecturer, working many hours alone. He realised that the main cause of his stress wasn’t a heavy workload (because he wasn’t all that busy), but the fact that he hadn’t prioritised spending time with his friends. Around that time, he also founded ‘The Friendship Lab’, an initiative to spread knowledge and develop exercises and techniques to deepen relationships.


Pär started his research career as a neuroscientist at the Karolinska Institute. He is currently doing research in the field of psychiatric epidemiology and studies the causes and prevalence of mental disease in the population. A personal motive for writing this book has been his own experiences of enriching friendships, which he has prioritised over many years. For example, in his twenties he ‘friendship-married’ a close friend to honour their strong (asexual) friendship bond. The ceremony was held under blooming apple trees in front of teary-eyed parents.


For Frida, it has long been crystal clear that social connection is key to her own wellbeing, and that she has been strongly influenced by having such solid friendships throughout her life. Also, as a psychologist, in sessions with her patients, she is often struck by how indispensable close relationships can be for one’s wellbeing. The offer of co-authoring this book was well timed. It came when she was feeling quite depressed, having moved over 400 miles away from her friends in order to take a job in another part of the country. At first, the message above made her laugh (‘How the heck do you write a book about friendship?’). However, after a moment of doubt about whether or not it would be possible, she felt it was evident that this was something she wanted to try.


Even though the writing of this book paradoxically has meant that we’ve had to devote our weekends and vacations to writing rather than being with friends and close ones, we are happy that we took on the task. It has been incredibly educational, and above all it has helped us value our friendships even more. We hope to inspire you to do the same.










INTRODUCTION



Why friendship?


How many dull conversations have we had around the coffee machine? How many opportunities have we missed as we let our phones steal attention away from the friend we are with? What if we had been better at showing how important we really were to one another? What if we had been taught as children that one of the greatest impacts on how long and well we live is the extent to which we take care of our friendships? What would our lives have been like then?


Friendship – a matter of health


It was in the beginning of 2018 that we authors began to seriously consider questions such as: Why do we so often let friendships fall by the wayside when making important, life-altering decisions about where to live and work? Why do we neglect our friendships as the demands of work, romantic relationships and family life increase? Despite all the growth and joy our friends gave us, we didn’t prioritise them as much as we would have liked. As we looked around, many others seemed to be doing the same. How did this happen?


Although friendships are one of the most important aspects of life, we grow up without any formal training in how to nurture them. In primary school, we learned the names of rivers and medieval kings, but nothing about the health aspects of friendship. If there is any education offered in how to establish and maintain close relationships, it almost always refers to romantic ones. Education about love and sex is all well and good, but as traditional couple relationships become more fluid (fewer marry and more divorce than ever before), our lasting friendships become increasingly important.


The theme of friendship is also widely lacking in self-help books. In libraries and bookshops, there are as many books about love as there are about food. Yet there is barely more written about how to nurture your friendships than there is about how to take care of your toothbrush. In addition, our society clearly doesn’t support our friendships to the same extent as it does our family groupings and love lives. For example, legal institutions and regulations about mortgages and home insurance pay very little regard to friendship. We are inundated with (more or less direct) messages about the importance of getting a job, a family, and material abundance, yet it is surprisingly rare that we are ever encouraged to prioritise friendship. On the contrary, we are encouraged to move to cities that can offer jobs and education, leaving behind our social networks. Why so? We authors have only been able to speculate about this question, but we agree on the following: Given how valuable friendship is, it deserves more attention and a higher status than we tend to give it.


Social contact is increasingly considered to be a public health issue. As medical science has become better at treating and curing diseases, there has been an increased understanding of how environmental and social factors contribute to their origin. We now know that, for many of our common diseases, the social environment is as critical as the physical – like the air we breathe and the food we eat. The negative health effects of loneliness have been increasingly noticed – something that led to the UK being the first country in the world to appoint a political minister with a responsibility to lead on reducing loneliness.


Efforts to counteract loneliness are needed for people of all ages and, when put into play early, they reduce the risk of loneliness in the elderly. ‘Habits formed at an early age give long-term results – effects that we often don’t notice until we are older,’ says Julianne Holt-Lunstad, professor of psychology at Brigham Young University. We will discuss her research further in Chapter 1. She wishes to see more preventive measures and has, among other things, suggested specific guidelines for social contact, similar to our guidelines for diet, exercise and sleep. Lisa Berkman, professor of epidemiology at the University of California, who in 1979 published the first solid evidence of the connection between social relationships and health, shares this opinion. She advises us to contemplate what we can do as early in life as possible, as that can help us create and maintain the type of relationships we want and can benefit from in the long run. We authors agree and our ambition with this book is to help you do just that.


An impossible and urgent project


While writing, we’ve had a recurring feeling that we’ve taken on an almost impossible task. To write a handbook on how to deepen friendship is no less pretentious than writing a manual on how to live a good life. Do we suffer from hubris? Who do we think we are? Admittedly, all three of us enjoy close friendships (and we are truly thankful for and proud of the social lives that we have been lucky enough to establish), but we can hardly give ourselves the title of friendship experts (especially not before we started writing this book). Just like many others, we have neglected our friendships while entering new romantic relationships, only to feel lonely and confused when they have ended. Throughout the years, we have struggled with illnesses, self-improvement projects and endless to-do lists. One of the most important sources that we have repeatedly come back to in order to replenish our energy has been our friends. Nevertheless, we have of course faced the same difficulties as anyone else, and we don’t have any miracle cures to get rid of them.


There are, however, a lot of experts in relationship psychology, whose valuable knowledge and experience don’t always reach the general public. There are strategies that are more helpful than others. Our ambition has been to map out and introduce them, so that they can hopefully be of help to you and many others.



Content and layout



The first two chapters of the book are the most theoretical. In the very first, we discuss how indispensable people are to each other, and go through a few studies that describe the connection between good social relationships and mental and physical health. In Chapter 2, we dive deep into the nature of friendship and focus on the characteristics of close friendships. If you are already eager to get started with the exercises and contact-promoting skills, you can go straight to Chapter 3 and continue on from there.


In Chapter 3, we guide you to reflect on your friendships: What is your current situation, how would you like it to be, and what would you like to develop? There are also useful tips and inspiration for those who wish to find new friends or find it hard to make room for social interaction in everyday life. The following chapter is about how good friendships can be made or deepened. Many of the methods described in the book may initially feel a little unusual and formal. Changing social habits and developing new relational skills are often life-long processes of ‘trial and error’. So be patient and lenient with yourself! Just like practising other skills, it takes commitment, and you will need to try and test the new. The more dedicated you are, the more you will benefit from this book. Our advice is therefore to really practise the methods and explore the exercises as much as you can.


The exercises come in three different categories: Reflection exercises, connection games, and portable tools. The reflection exercises can mostly be done on your own and often require some kind of writing tool. Connection games are done with one or several friends. The portable tools are keys to use ‘in the field’, in the interactions of your everyday life. It can be beneficial to read the book together with a friend. Why not offer it as a gift to a friend you wish to deepen your relationship with?


This book focuses on friendships between adults, and how these relationships may be deepened by being truly present in meetings. Of course, the feeling of warmth, security and friendship can emerge in many different ways and with more beings than just other adults. For instance, we can feel a strong sense of connection when we roll around on the floor with our dog, cuddle with a small child, or even when we look at that ancient tree outside our bedroom window. Without diminishing your relationship with your dog or the neighbour’s playful toddler, we have chosen to limit this book to friendships between adults. A topic that is certainly broad enough.


Theoretical pillars


The book is largely based on modern psychology and especially on methods within the framework of behavioural therapy. One of these is acceptance and commitment therapy, or ACT. An important part of ACT is increasing our psychological flexibility. It is strengthened when we develop different approaches that help us see our thoughts and feelings for what they are (conceptions and changeable conditions, rather than absolute truths) and simultaneously move us towards what we value as important in our lives. The opposite is psychological rigidity, which is when we get stuck in judgemental thoughts about ourselves or others, hold on to strategies that don’t work, and do things that feel good in the moment but that, long term, lead us away from the life that we wish to lead. Studies show that the greater our psychological flexibility is, the higher we rate our quality of life.


The field of therapy that has inspired us the most is functional analytic psychotherapy, or FAP. This method was founded in the 1990s by the psychologists Mavis Tsai and Robert Kohlenberg, who wanted to seize the healing power of authentic, interpersonal interactions. Their colleague Jonathan Kanter is head of the Center for the Science of Social Connection (CSSC) at the University of Washington. His research, compiled articles and books within the field are a great source of inspiration for us. We have also been very inspired by Mavis Tsai’s later initiative that she calls ACL-groups. The acronym ACL stands for awareness, courage and love, and many professionals within the field of FAP use these three words to summarise behaviours that seem to be crucial for creating close bonds. In Chapter 2, you will find an initial introduction to the science behind these concepts.


Many of the models, exercises and games in this book come from the movement authentic relating. It emerged at the end of the 1990s in San Francisco and gathered together people who wanted to create more meaningful and authentic encounters and relationships. The movement has grown steadily and spread to several continents. There is no pivotal person or organisation; instead, the games and exercises are co-created and continuously developed by the users.


Lastly, we have gathered inspiration from the conflict management method non-violent communication (NVC, also referred to as the giraffe language, after the giraffe who has the biggest heart of all land-living animals). The founder of NVC is Marshall Rosenberg, psychologist and conflict mediator, who in the early 1960s started teaching the conversation method to reduce conflict and create more peace and understanding in relationships and in society. Courses and longer educational programmes are now available to the general public in many countries, and many books have been written on the subject. If you are interested in learning more about NVC there is a lot of free material available online.1


New strategies – not new rules


An important starting point for both ACT and FAP is that everything that we humans do, all our behaviours, meet some kind of need and are a consequence of our earlier learning. Both methods also emphasise the significance of the context. Just like a single word in this book wouldn’t mean anything to you if it were torn from its context, our behaviours need a context to be understandable and meaningful.


Many books give a somewhat simplified view of people, for instance by categorising us into different personality colours or advocating rules like ‘Be honest!’ Simple explanations such as these have a strong attractive force on us, since reality, especially when it comes to relationships, is so dynamic and complex. However, there are several risks with this, for example that we cultivate psychological rigidity rather than flexibility. Someone who reads a book that advocates being honest may start to blurt out all their ‘truths’ to their partner and their boss, without a delicate awareness of the context in which they follow this advice. We would rather strengthen your ability to be flexible and adjust your strategies in accordance with what’s happening here and now.


Although we in this book express how connection can be deepened, we want to make it clear that the exercises and advice must be valued in relation to their actual results in different situations. For example, what would be the result of you honestly expressing your feelings as opposed to politely discussing something that feels tediously boring? With that said, it’s time for the first chapter: A matter of life and death.










CHAPTER 1



A matter of life and death


Our time on this Earth is limited and we never know when it’s going to end. Are you living your life as you would like? Take a minute to think about the following:




If you continue living your life just as you are doing now, what could you wish to have done differently upon facing your death?





It’s a big question and it can stir up emotions. Perhaps you want to rush forward. We suggest you see what happens if you don’t do that, but instead stop and contemplate.


So, did you think of something that feels genuine to you? Maybe you would wish that you had spent less time working and more time pursuing a passion in life? Or that you had spent more time with your family and friends? Not having prioritised relationships was one of the most common regrets of people on their deathbeds, according to an article from 2009 that was widely spread on the internet and then became a book titled The Top Five Regrets of the Dying. It was written by the Australian nurse Bronnie Ware, who cared for and interviewed hundreds of people in their final stages of life. She found that many didn’t realise until their last few weeks, when it was too late, that they had let valuable friendships slip through their fingers.


Many of us take for granted that friends are important and good. When we asked around in our communities about why, we received many different answers:




[image: image] Friends provide a sense of meaning and context.


[image: image] A close friend can listen and support you.


[image: image] With close friends you can be yourself and don’t need to perform.


[image: image] Friends can help you move to a new flat, babysit and other practical stuff.


[image: image] You can have fun with friends – just laugh, goof around and let loose.


[image: image] A network of friends can help you with contacts that open up new opportunities.


[image: image] Friends broaden your horizons, give you new perspectives and break up your regular thought patterns.


[image: image] Life is less predictable with friends.


[image: image] Close friends can give you honest answers and see through your bullshit.


[image: image] You feel less lonely with friends.





One might say there is no need for scientific evidence to prove that friends both facilitate and enrich our lives. But as a matter of fact, there is an abundance of studies that both confirm our intuition, and go further. In this chapter, we will go through an overview of the compiled research that proves that friends are more than just good, friends are vital!


Do friends make us happier?


Daniel Kahneman is a psychologist and researcher in decision making, and plays a pivotal role in the field of behavioural economics. Perhaps he is most well known for his book Thinking, Fast and Slow. In a study from 2004, he asked what makes us the happiest in our daily lives, and found that the majority of the almost one thousand working women who participated in the study were happiest while spending time with their near and dear ones. They felt the least happy while working or commuting to or from work.


Kahneman’s study design was simple. He asked the participants to describe what they had done and experienced the day before – how much time they had spent doing various activities, and what emotions they experienced while doing them. A justified objection to this method is that people tend to have a somewhat distorted memory of what actually made them happy in a particular moment. In order to circumvent that, the psychology researcher Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (the man who came up with the concept of flow – the sense of complete presence that can be experienced while being completely absorbed by an activity) let the participants of his study report their experiences in real time. He and his colleagues equipped eight hundred grade school students with a wristwatch that randomly throughout the day asked them, then and there, to report their emotional state and what they were doing. The results were published in 2003 and, hardly surprisingly, the authors reported a similar conclusion as Kahneman – socialising with friends was by far the strongest variable for happiness. Eating food and watching TV were much less auspicious and the students were the least happy while doing their homework.


That we are happy while spending time with friends may sound obvious, but what roles do friends and friendships play when it comes to our long-term wellbeing? One way to approach this question is to investigate how the happiest people live their lives. In the study ‘Very happy people’ from 2002, Martin Seligman, a foreground figure in the research field of positive psychology, interviewed two hundred students and found that what distinguished the happiest ones was that they had particularly satisfactory relationships. They also spent more time with other people in general.




OUR FRIENDS’ FRIENDS’ FRIENDS AFFECT US


In 2009 an acclaimed book, Connected, was published, compiling research on how we are affected by our social networks. The authors, Nicholas Christakis, professor of sociology at Harvard, and James Fowler, professor of medical genetics at the University of California, presented evidence that our friends’ friends’ friends – people we have never met and that we don’t share a single strand of DNA with – have a surprisingly high impact on our lives. Several of the studies they referred to are based on the Framingham Heart Study, where thousands of people in the city of Framingham, Massachusetts, have been monitored since 1948, with data collected about their physical and mental wellbeing. One of the discoveries was that overweight people had more overweight people in their networks than others, even though they weren’t related or even knew about each other. Consequently, the phenomenon couldn’t quite be explained by them sharing a hereditary predisposition or by them being directly influenced by each other’s diets and exercise habits. Neither could the findings be explained by their socioeconomic status. When overweight people died, new people who were also overweight joined the networks. Christakis describes it as the networks living their own lives and having their own structures.


In another analysis, the researchers wanted to study whether or not ‘happiness’ could spread throughout social networks in a similar way, and it surely could. When a ‘happy’ person (according to the scale used in the study), came into someone else’s network, the chances of the latter person reporting happiness increased. Christakis refers to this as ‘network transmission’ and claims that we are affected by people as far as three steps away from us, even though we’ve never even met them. The ‘network transmission’ applies to a wide variety of things, ranging from how happy we are, to how much weight we gain and lose, and to how we make love. If a person in our network, three steps away from us, starts going to the gym, the probability increases that we too will start going to the gym. Hence you can say that our friends and our friends’ friends and our friends’ friends’ friends contribute to shaping who we are – we are interconnected.





Do friends make us healthier?


In the comprehensive ‘Harvard study of adult development’, researchers have followed hundreds of men in the Boston area since the 1930s. The study is still ongoing and is one of the longest conducted studies ever performed. From all the collected data (brain scans, blood samples, questionnaires, and interviews with the men and those close to them), the researchers have been able to conclude that close relationships seem to affect our physical wellbeing more than wealth, levels of cholesterol, work or social status. In 2015, the head of the research study, Robert Waldinger, summed up the results in a TEDx-talk: ‘When we took a look at everything we knew about the men when they were around fifty years old, it wasn’t their cholesterol levels that predicted how they would age – it was how satisfied they were in their relationships. The men that were the happiest in their relationships in their fifties were those who were the healthiest when they were eighty.’


Several other studies point in the same direction. The Canadian author and psychologist Susan Pinker has, in her book The Village Effect, summarised research about what causes residents in some regions to live much longer than residents in similar neighbouring regions. She reports that what matters is both the number of people that you interact with and how close your relationships with them are. These close relationships refer to relationships characterised by a high level of trust. How do you measure that? For example, the answer to the question ‘How many people do you feel comfortable asking to help you move?’ can reflect the extent to which you surround yourself with people you trust. Pinker states that the more confiding relationships people have, and the more people they interact with in everyday life, the higher the probability that they will live a long life.
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