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INTRODUCTION


Making friends is hard. In fact, I think it is one of the hardest things to do—especially nowadays. Unlike finding a romantic relationship or even a casual hookup, which are at the tip of our fingers with dating apps, finding friends requires putting yourself out there without a date or a plan. There’s no definitive end goal in friendships like there is in a romantic relationship. Maybe you meet a few interesting people at a bar or a party, but then you have to deal with the follow-through. Maybe they seemed funny at first, but you later realize that they are terribly boring. Maybe you are too adventurous? Maybe the two of you do click, but then they go their way and you yours. What if you are all in, but they are all out?


Friend-finding is like fishing. Casting out the line and, several reels and hooks in, waiting for a bite. It can be tiring. And let’s not forget about those days when you don’t catch anything at all. How frustrating!


These days we all seem to be casting wide nets hoping to catch fish—excuse me—find friends. Every day we’re tallying and logging Snaps, Friends, and Insta likes, but then what? Who is actually looking up from their device and saying to themselves, “I am going to DM this person because I want to get to know them better”? Sure, this may happen every now and then, but we all know that sliding into DMs is more of a hookup thing than a friend-finding move. We are a society glued to our screens and our virtual friends, because it is far easier to get to “know” someone without really getting to know someone. I too am a culprit of this. On Facebook, I recently started following this girl who lives in my neighborhood and went to my high school. I think her brother even dated a relative of mine. I digress. Her feed comes up frequently. I know her name, her husband’s name, her child’s name, and even where she lives. Full disclosure: As I’m writing this, I’m realizing how creepy this sounds, especially since I have never had enough courage to approach this person in real life. BUT she’s my Facebook friend! Please tell me that I am not alone here!


The fact is that we live in a very different age of friendship than our predecessors did. In our world, physical communities are smaller and more transient. We have more expansive online social networks but fewer people there for us at the drop of a hat. More of us are in the gig economy where we migrate from job to job and workplace to workplace. Maybe we work in a shared workspace or from home. The truth is that we have fewer real-life opportunities than our parents did to meet possible friends around the office watercooler. How can we not feel slightly nostalgic for the days when friendships of utility, pleasure, and commitment were easily fostered in the workplace?


The reality is that we all need friends, and good ones at that. This book is meant for the introvert who struggles to find the energy to get out there and meet people, the extrovert who has too many friends but not enough good ones, those who struggle with social anxiety, the person who has limited access to community, and the person struggling to bridge the gap between their many virtual friends and their real-life friends. With customized strategies for whichever type or types of person you are, this book offers reassurance that, while friend-finding is hard, it can be done!	


As a relational and systemic therapist, I think about the relationships that individuals have with themselves on an intrapsychic level, and the relationships that they have within a variety of contexts. As a result, I often find myself working with young people who are dealing with multiple life-course transitions, such as graduating college, starting a new job, or moving to the Big Apple. Many seek my help because of two common struggles: feelings of loneliness and the longing for community. These individuals are often struck by how much effort it takes to find “their” people while simultaneously navigating feelings brought on by “adulting.” Even people who are settled in their careers know how difficult it can be to balance long work hours and a social life. More young and middle-age adults are seeking assistance in overcoming other barriers to making friends, such as social anxiety disorder, depression, introversion, and social awkwardness. In fact, it’s normal to struggle with making friends, especially at times in your life that are full of change or transition.


Adults who have had success in finding and making friends often struggle in maintaining these friendships while managing other responsibilities. I often hear clients joke that maybe they should take their friends into counseling to work out relationship challenges as they would with a lover, partner, sibling, or family member. The irony here is that friendship is at the core of so many kinds of relationships but appears to be the one relational topic neglected the most. A common misconception is that making and keeping friends is an EASY thing. The reality is that no relationship is easy! Friendships sustain us through heartbreaks, difficulties, happiness, and life’s hardships, so it’s important that we nurture them as much as we nurture our other kinds of relationships. When thinking about the dynamics of friendship, I’m reminded of the popular sitcom The Golden Girls and its catchy theme song, “Thank You for Being a Friend.”


The sitcom, for those who are not familiar, focuses on the triumphs and challenges that four older women—who end up being roommates by happenstance—encounter together and how they persevere thanks to the strength of their friendship. It’s not surprising that this sitcom received critical acclaim and several awards. In fact, almost all beloved sitcoms, from Friends to How I Met Your Mother, revolve around a core group of friends. They all speak to something that we as humans covet—to be seen and heard by others in the best and worst of times without judgment. Truthfully, friendship may be one of the most rewarding human experiences life has to offer.


The contents of this book—its guidance and strategies for finding and keeping close friendships—have deep meaning for me on a personal level. The close friendships in my life have provided me shelter, comfort, and companionship in some of my most difficult moments. My hope is to share with you some research on friendship and practical ways to find and sustain close, meaningful friendships as an adult. Throughout the book I share examples of those who have embarked on their friendship journey. Their names and any other identifying information have been changed to protect their identity. My hope is that, by the time you finish this book, you will view friendship in a new light and move into the right frame of mind for making new friends and nurturing your old friendships. For those who are more introverted, I offer strategies to increase your energy to maximize your friend-finding capacity. For those who suffer from social anxiety, I provide strategies to help you alleviate these difficult feelings and feel more confident in yourself as you meet new people. For those who always have plans with friends but no one to support you when the going gets tough, I will help you develop skills for creating more intimate relationships. If you are seeking new friends because of past unhealthy or toxic relationships, I will help you identify the indicators of both healthy and unhealthy friendships.










CHAPTER 1 UNDERSTANDING FRIENDSHIP IN ADULTHOOD



Over the past two decades, considerable research has come out supporting the idea that friendship is one of the most important components of a person’s health, well-being, and happiness. And when you think about it, it makes sense! How good does it feel to have a meaningful catch-up chat, or pick right back up where you left off with an old friend, even if it’s been years since you last met in person? How fun is it to laugh until your sides hurt over inside jokes or embarrassing stories with someone who has the same sense of humor as you do? It’s an unbeatable feeling, and it’s also healthy for you! Friendship and emotional connection with others have been found to be helpful in reducing the risk of mortality and shortening the duration of physical and mental illness, and may promote health by contributing to the release of endorphins.


Friends not only provide emotional and social support, but, from an evolutionary perspective, have also provided protection, practical support, and, in some cases, economic aid. While friendship can be found within different intimate relationships such as among family members or romantic relationships, it’s important to differentiate a familial (kinship) friend from a friend. A friend, for the purposes of this book, is defined as an individual whom one knows and with whom one has a bond of emotional closeness and reciprocity (meaning the giving and taking in a relationship). Unlike kinship friendship, nonfamilial friendship is a choice and can end at any moment. As a result, there tends to be more energy involved in securing and maintaining nonfamilial relationships.


Quantity vs. Quality


For many, the next obvious question is: What’s more important, the quantity of friends or the quality of friendships? Although research indicates that both the size of your social circles and quality of those relationships play an important role in your health and well-being, given the demands of today’s adults, balancing the two is not always feasible. Interestingly, research by anthropologist and psychologist Robin Dunbar indicates that there is a maximum number of friends that an individual can maintain at any given point in time. In his research, Dunbar asserts that the human brain only has the cognitive capacity to hold onto 150 friendships at a time.1 Not all of the 150 people are closely connected friends; some are categorized as casual acquaintances. The research indicates that, of those 150 people, approximately 50 are individuals whom you might have a dinner party with or see at a gathering of mutual friends. On average, a much smaller number, 15 or so, are individuals who are considered close friends—those you can go to for sympathy or confide in when needed. Lastly, Dunbar’s numbers suggest that each of us will have (plus or minus) five individuals we would consider our best friends—those with whom we can confide our innermost secrets, desires, and challenges. There can be fluidity in this group of around five, as individuals may ebb in and out of the realm of best to close friends.


Even though networks of friendships have expanded through digital outlets like Facebook, Snapchat, Twitter, and Instagram, the one thing that remains constant is that the strength of long-standing relationships depends on face-to-face contact. Seeing someone in person fosters a shared connection that you can’t get on social media. “Shares” and “likes” do not equate to the same positive shared human experiences, as face-to-face greetings, shared meals, or laughter. These shared human experiences are more likely to release endorphins—hormones that are related to pleasure, stress reduction, and the social bonding experience. Research shows that despite the ease of logging and documenting one’s friendships on social media, virtual relationships are not a good enough replacement for real-life friendships.2 The best explanation is that meaningful relationships still take time and that time spent connecting with virtual friends diminishes the time and energy available for nurturing relationships in person.


Dimensions of a Quality Friendship


Knowing that humans have a limited capacity for the number of friends may be reassuring for some, especially for those whose hobby it is to collect social media friends. But it raises the question of whether or not your friendships are good enough or of high quality. For many, the answer to such a complicated question is subjective. According to most writers on friendship, high-quality relationships are characterized by high levels of reciprocal helping behaviors, interdependence, emotional intimacy, and constructive conflict resolution.



Reciprocity


However, newer research suggests that there are multiple dimensions and indicators of quality friendships. High-quality friendships in both childhood and adulthood are marked by themes of complimentary reciprocity, meaning that good friends will often praise each other’s successes, provide encouragement after failures, and help support each person’s sense of self-esteem.3


Interdependence


Another dimension of quality friendship is the notion of interdependence. That similarity between two individuals creates coordination within the friendship, allowing the pair to gain more pleasure and rewards from the relationship. Even if each person is getting something different, what they receive from the friendship is equally as helpful as what the other person receives. For example, Jan may rely on Kit for relationship support while Kit relies on Jan for help with familial support.


Emotional Intimacy


The third most prominent and researched dimension in quality friendships is emotional intimacy, meaning that there is positive communication and mutual disclosures in the relationship. Research on quality childhood friendships found that those children who identified having high levels of intimacy in their relationships also identified their friendship as being high in other positive features, suggesting that intimacy may be the most important factor in a high-quality relationship.4


Conflict Resolution


No friendship is perfect. Since even the best friendships have negative features, it’s also important to explore conflict management within high-quality relationships and how this might even contribute to the quality of the overall friendship. While most high-quality friendships exhibit minimal levels of conflict, they are not entirely conflict-free. In fact, it would be concerning and even to a relationship’s detriment if it were entirely conflict-free. Conflict and its healthy resolution can allow for more intimacy and greater connectivity in any relationship, especially a friendship. Think about a time when you and a friend had a disagreement. You likely experienced some anxiety and trepidation when you contemplated how you were going to address the issue, but when you took the risk and did it, you likely felt a sense of relief and resolve.


For instance, imagine one of your closest friends sends you a text and you are not sure of the tone. It seems unlike your friend to speak to you in this way, and you just know that something is wrong. Perhaps you sense that they are mad at you. Though you are anxious about escalating the situation, you take a huge step to ask them what is going on and to tell them that you are concerned. They share that they were disappointed in something you did or said. Although the conflict or your behaviors are not resolved, the tension that was bubbling below the surface is now fair game for an open discussion. You both now know each other’s perspectives and feelings. Now you both can breathe easy and move onto solving the issue. Research on conflict within adolescent relationships suggests that, as we age, conflict resolution changes from coercive problem-solving to constructive problem-solving.5 In fact, in adolescence, the development of empathy—the ability to understand another’s emotional state—helps friends better understand each other’s feelings and perspectives.


Let’s examine what conflict resolution might look like in a high-quality friendship. Shay and Jen have plans, but Shay worked late the night before and isn’t feeling well. Shay knows that these plans are very important to Jen, but she really doesn't have enough energy or motivation to go out. Shay communicates to Jen how she is very tired and how she is worried that if she doesn’t go, she will disappoint her. Jen, although disappointed, tells Shay that she understands and that they will be sure to see one another at a different time. Jen does not hold this against Shay, and their friendship recovers and continues to evolve. Without empathy, the conflict resolution in this scenario may have been very different, and the outcome may have left each person feeling unheard, unseen, and uncared for. We can see that both sides were able to openly, safely, and constructively have a conversation with the other friend, and the relationship grew stronger thanks to the resolution.


Based on what you’ve learned up until now, I hope you’re starting to realize that it is not the quantity but the quality of friendships that matters. People typically have approximately five people they are closest to, 15 who orbit those close friends, 50 they know socially and would be comfortable socializing with at a party, and approximately 150 acquaintances. To have the most meaningful friendships and connections with others, try not to focus on expanding your outermost network of friends, but instead invest time and energy in your closest social circles. It’s also important to note that your closest friends may at different times in your life move in and out of the different circles. For instance, perhaps a close friend from college is no longer part of your inner circle when you move to a new city, but remains within those 15 close friendships. It’s natural for friendships to sometimes shift between circles like this and, who knows, if that friend moves to the same city as you, they could easily move back into your inner circle.



EXERCISE 1.1 Quantity of Friendships



This exercise will help you to identify the quantity of your existing friendships. With you at the center of the circles, list the people who are your closest friends, closer friends, and a few in the outer two rings.
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Now that you’ve identified the existing number of friendships within your circles, let’s assess their quality. Consider the important dimensions of a quality friendship: reciprocity, interdependence, emotional intimacy, and conflict resolution. Examples of these dimensions as they exist within friendships are listed below:


Reciprocity




	Your friend is a good listener. They do not interrupt you when you are speaking and remain tuned in.


	They validate your concerns and worries, and there is equal back and forth.


	They are there for you when you need them the most and vice versa.


	They motivate you when you need encouragement, and you do this for them.


	Your friend knows when you are stressed and how to help without even asking.





Interdependence




	Your friend gives you space when you need it, and doing so is a non-issue.


	Your friend helps you reach your goals. Need a workout buddy, a plus one to that wedding, or a reminder that you are saving so you shouldn’t buy that pair of jeans? They have your back.


	Your friend is reliable. They respect your boundaries and are there when you need them the most.






Emotional Intimacy




	You can be real with them and tell them the good, the bad, and the ugly—and they won’t judge.


	You can trust them with your secrets.


	You can be your authentic self with them ALL the time.


	They know your hopes, dreams, and fears.





Conflict Resolution




	They can empathize with your situation and can see things from not only their perspective but yours as well.


	They forgive your misgivings and can address any concerns they have with you in a constructive way so that it does not derail your friendship.


	You both try not to take things too personally when either one of you is having a bad day.


	Feedback is collaborative and transparent.






EXERCISE 1.2 Personal Self-Assessment



Using the above characteristics of quality friendships, take a personal self-assessment. Remember that to be in high-quality friendships you too must be a high-quality friend. Rate yourself as a friend on a scale of 1–10, with 10 being the highest, in each of these dimensions:






	
Your name:


 









	Reciprocity:







	Interdependence:







	Emotional intimacy:







	Conflict resolution:








Take note of the dimensions where your own contributions need some improvement.


Now, assess the quality of your closest friendships on the same scale of 1–10. Start with those friends in your innermost circle, then assess the friend group within your second circle.






	
Friend’s name:


 









	Reciprocity:







	Interdependence:







	Emotional intimacy:







	Conflict resolution:












	
Friend’s name:


 









	Reciprocity:







	Interdependence:







	Emotional intimacy:







	Conflict resolution:












	
Friend’s name:


 









	Reciprocity:







	Interdependence:







	Emotional intimacy:







	Conflict resolution:








Take note of those friendships that are the strongest and weakest. Compare and contrast with your self-assessment.



Types of Friendships


Now that you have identified those individuals in your inner- and outermost circles, the quality of those relationships, and the way you contribute to positive friendships, you need to get a better understanding of the types of friendships you have. Why do some people land in your outermost circle versus your innermost circle? Could you even imagine the possibility of someone in your outermost circle—a distant acquaintance—becoming a close friend? What are the constructs of or barriers to such fluidity? What specifically makes some relationships stronger or weaker than others?


When trying to answer these larger questions, many turn to Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher. There’s a reason why his thoughts and ideas have resonated with people across thousands of years! Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics books explore his philosophy on how people can live their best lives. Not surprisingly, Aristotle devotes 2 out of these 10 books on the topic of friendship and how it is key to his notion of the “good life.” Aristotle holds that friendship can only exist where there is mutual good between two people.6 He then puts forth the three motivations for love and friendship: utility, pleasure, and goodness. Let’s break down these three motivations and see how they can apply to our lives.


Friendships of Utility


Friendships of utility are those relationships where both you and the other person benefit from it or find it useful (the expression “quid pro quo” comes to mind). You’re in a friendship of utility for personal gain, not pleasure, and all friendly interactions must be mutually profitable. You’re not hanging out just to hang out in a friendship of utility. As a result, these relationships can be rather weak, and the friendship bond is often superficial. Friendships of utility may serve a purpose, but their purpose is not companionship. Take, for example, a person who makes plans with someone for the weekend, but then cancels when better plans come along. In this scenario, there appears to be the initial, mutual goal of spending time together, but since the friendship is mainly superficial, the person doesn’t consider the other’s feelings when deciding to cancel. It’s solely for their own benefit.


These types of relationships are common among acquaintances and are often developed when you’re trying to make new friends. Perhaps the best and most common example of a utility friendship is one you establish when starting a new school or job, or when you’re in an unfamiliar setting. For the sake of having something to do on a Friday night, have you ever found yourself going to a party where you didn’t know anyone? Or sitting with the cool kids in the cafeteria for perceived social status, or maybe even befriending that girl in your gym class just so you have someone to talk to instead of standing around awkwardly? If so, then you have engaged in friendships of utility. Though not the most meaningful, these types of friendships can be useful, which is why all of us have and continue to engage in them.


Friendships of Pleasure


The second type of friendship is entirely based upon feeling good: pleasure friendships. The purpose of these types of relationships is for the individual to pursue what is pleasurable for themselves. You can typically find these sorts of friends in the third ring of your social circle. Perhaps they are those 50 or so friends that you might see at a party or public event. They are closer than acquaintances but not quite close enough to be within your more intimate circles. Consider people in college you spent time with because they were funny, entertaining, or adventurous. You might have felt an instant attraction or magnetism that pulled you toward them. While pleasure-seeking friendships have innate similarities, Aristotle likens them to “young” friendships because one’s sense of pleasure changes over time. As a result, these friendships are likely to be short-term. Like the beginning phases of love where the romance feels to be all-encompassing and energizing, pleasure-based friendships often feel amazing at first. Yet they can also cool off as time passes because of their lack of depth.


Despite the possibility that pleasure-based relationships may not last, they are important in not only passing the time, but also in developing a sense of self. Through these relationships we learn about what and whom we like and dislike, and are given an opportunity to explore emotional intimacy with people. Consider a sports team you may have been on, work happy hours, or those with whom you play video games. They are positive, good-in-the-moment relationships that you mainly engage with around that specific activity. While some may evolve, most will taper off when either you or the other person is no longer interested in that activity. However, I would argue that we can and likely should have some of these types of relationships throughout our lives.


Friendships of the Good


The jackpot of all friendships is what Aristotle referred to as the “friendship of the good.” Friendships of the good are based upon mutual admiration and love for one another. While they can include aspects of a pleasure friendship, or at least that is the ideal, these folks are your true comrades. They have your backs. There is complete reciprocity and openness. They will tell you the truth about yourself and have no shame and will still love and care for you, and you for them. In my experience these are the friends that you can call at time, for any reason, to vent about something at work or to mend a heartbreak. These friends are those who never let you lose focus of your true self. They light a fire when you need motivation or calm the flames when you are in danger of burning the house down. For many, “soul mate” or “best friend” are the terms used for friendships of the good.


You can see examples of platonic soul mates and best friends in countless movies and TV shows. Think the cast of Entourage, Thelma and Louise, or Bridget, Lena, Tibby, and Carmen of The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants. I am personally reminded of Beaches, starring Bette Midler. The film is about two girls—a brunette and a redhead—from two very different walks of life who have nothing in common. But fate brings them together, and their relationship just sticks. These girls grow up to be teens, young adults, and middle-aged women who continue to have very little in common but are nonetheless connected. In one of the most poignant and meaningful scenes, we see the pure, platonic love they have for each other as they come to terms with the fact that one of them is dying.


These friendships aren't always gushy or full of melodramatic feelings, but they are easy. They help us grow. And they stay around far longer than any of the other types of friendship we’ve previously discussed.



EXERCISE 1.3 Your Friendship Map



For this exercise, consider all of your friends within the first three innermost circles. Regardless of the type of friendship (utility, pleasure, or good) you may have with them, map them out using the image on page 27. Place yourself in the center and fill in the circles with your friends’ names. Add more lines for more friends if needed. Once you have listed the names of your friends, try to identify if they are friends of utility, pleasure, or good.
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	FRIENDS OF UTILITY


	FRIENDS OF PLEASURE


	BEST FRIENDS OR “PLATONIC SOUL MATES”







	 


	 


	 







	 


	 


	 







	 


	 


	 







	 


	 


	 







	 


	 


	 







	 


	 


	 








Consider if you’d like to further develop any of these friendships. Are there some relationships that don’t seem to be as helpful as others? Why and why not?
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