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Author’s Note


Researching and writing When Friendship Hurts provided me with a unique and valuable opportunity: to return to one of my areas of expertise, friendship, but to look at a very specific aspect of it—namely, betrayal in friendship and how to deal with and overcome destructive or negative friendships. My first written treatise on friendship was my sociology dissertation, “Friendship Patterns Among Young Urban Single Women” (City University of New York, 1983). I followed that with a scholarly, selectively annotated book on friendship and related references, Friendship (Garland, 1985). I continued my friendship research of more than 1,000 people by conducting original surveys and interviews, including a study of 257 randomly selected human resource professionals who were members of an international association. I relied upon all the research I had amassed on friendship to write Friendshifts®: The Power of Friendship and How It Shapes Our Lives (Hannacroix Creek Books, 1997; 2nd edition, 1999). That book covered everything from defining a friend to perspectives on friendship in history and in the social sciences; how friendships are formed, maintained, and end; friendship through life’s stages, including childhood, single years, marriage, and the older years, and an application of the friendship principles I had learned to improving marital, sibling, and parent-child relationships. I was interviewed on The Oprah Winfrey Show, The View, The Today Show, The O’Reilly Factor, on programs on National Public Radio and BBC Radio, and on dozens of other network and cable television and radio shows, as well as by web site, newspaper, and magazine journalists for articles in The Wall Street Journal, Time, Glamour, USA Today, Newsday, Redbook, Reader’s Digest, Seventeen, and numerous other publications.

Yes, there was lots of interest in friendship, and in my research and my book Friendshifts.

It was exciting to help increase the awareness not only that friendship was an important social relationship, but that researchers had found having even one close friend could extend someone’s life, as well as increase the likelihood that someone would recover from breast cancer or a heart attack.

But I noticed that some topics were “hush-hush,” even though the letters I was receiving from readers of Friendships, as well as the e-mail inquiries following a network morning talk show appearance, often posed questions like “When is a friendship no longer worth saving?” or “Would competition be damaging to a relationship of friends?” or “Why would someone betray her friend?” People were asking how to recognize and get out of harmful friendships.

I was also being told about men and women, and boys and girls, who were afraid of friendship and did not have even one friend. Could facing their worst fear, coping with the end of a friendship, help them to get the confidence to initiate one?

When Friendship Hurts benefits from all the friendship research I have been conducting since 1980, but it expands on the prior research with a new study I have conducted over the past five years. That study is based on responses to more than 180 friendship surveys, including responses to a questionnaire posted on my web site (www.janyager.com) and selected follow-up in the form of extensive telephone and in-person interviews.

The 180 questionnaires were completed by 41 males and 139 females ranging in age from 13 to 72 (with an average age of 34). In addition to getting responses from practically every state in the United States, I received questionnaires from more than a dozen countries around the world. The respondents were men and women who work for medium-sized to large corporations, as well as entrepreneurs, small business owners, homemakers, publicists, writers, artists, consultants, executives, human resource managers, social scientists, speakers, computer programmers, teachers, secretaries, and military people. Most questionnaires were from individuals who had no connection to anyone else in the sample, although six women who have been part of the same close friendship network that began when they all worked at the same company 20 years ago and six men and women who work for the same consulting firm, with more than 10,000 employees, also completed the survey. Included in the total are 34 male and female adult survivors of childhood sexual abuse from throughout the United States and Canada; of that group of survivors, 28 completed an expanded 104-question survey related to their abuse as well as to their friendship patterns.

These written questionnaires about friendship, betrayal in friendship, and related issues were distributed not with the intention of compiling quantitative data, but as a preliminary method for gathering qualitative data.

Quotes in this book not attributed to a secondary source are from original research I conducted, in the form of in-person or telephone interviews, completed questionnaires, or other written communications; whenever possible, they are reprinted verbatim but, if necessary, they are excerpted. Editing may have been required for either sense or clarification. If words are missing or terms need to be explained, that is indicated by brackets within the quote. If anonymity was requested or required, a fictitious first name has been provided; other identifying details, such as occupation or hometown, may also have been altered to maintain anonymity. However, care has been taken to preserve the integrity of each example.

Secondary sources cited within a chapter also have complete bibliographic entries in the Notes, which are arranged by chapter following the last page of the text.

The purpose of this book is to provide inspiration, information, and opinions on the topics covered. It is sold with the understanding that neither the publisher nor the author is engaged in rendering psychological, medical, sociological, legal, or other professional services.

The number of people I wish to thank for helping to make this book a reality includes those who completed my surveys and allowed me to interview them—those who are anonymous, those who are named, those who shared their stories, and experts who shared their knowledge. I also want to thank my dedicated, kind, thorough, and hard-working editor at Simon & Schuster, Caroline Button, and her conscientious assistant, Nicole Diamond, for their guidance and enthusiasm since I first proposed this book in December 1999.1 also want to thank Trish Todd, vice president and editor-in-chief of the Trade Paperback Group at Simon & Schuster, who shared my previous book on friendship, Friendshifts: The Power of Friendship and How It Shapes Our Lives, with Caroline Sutton, which eventually led to my writing a proposal for a new book on friendship, which was the basis for When Friendship Hurts: How to Deal With Friends Who Betray, Abandon, or Wound You. Thanks also to Simon & Schuster’s Marie Florio, Christine Lloreda, Laurie Cotumaccio, Marcia Burch, and Loretta Denner, among others.

There have been others who have cheered me on through the demanding research and writing stages of this new book—sociologists, psychologists, writers, foreign literary agents, and my dear friends—and I want to name them, asking forgiveness in advance if I have inadvertently left anyone out: Joyce Guy-Patton, Mary Tierney, Sharon Fisher, Suzanne Vaughan, Judy Cohn, Pat Agostino, Nona Aguilar, Illa Howe, Jennifer Ash, Ginny Mugavero, Gail Tuchman, Pramilla Poddar, Elia Schneider, Jose Ramon, Susanne Sinclair, Rhonda Ginsberg, Amy Frishberg, Ruth Winter, Arlynn Greenbaum, Charlotte Libov, Abra Anderson, Mitzi Lyman, Art and Sheila Kriemelman, Lil Schaeffer, Cathy Sebor, Marcia Hoffenberg, Judy Hottenson, Duffy Spencer, Jane Resnick, Janice Papolos, Vicki Secunda, Fran Dorf, Joanne Kabek, Elizabeth Lewin, Phyllis Henkel Silver, Jeanne Muratore, Emily Rock, Linda Blatt, Dottie Berman, Milt Haynes, Laurie Smith, Val Smith, Charlotte Greene, Eddie and Candy Craven, Jon Chakoff, the webmaster of my web site www.janyager, and his wife Lana Chakoff, who put the friendship and betrayal survey on my web site, Nancy Creshkoff, the late Dr. David Leeds, Scott Mendel, Jane Jordan Browne, Evelyn Lee, Ib and Bebbe Lauritzen, Lora Fountain, Michael Meller, Bob Tanner, Elfriede Pexa, Antonia Kerrigan, Kiyoshi Asano, Asli Karasuil, Helene Raude, Lorna Soifer, Shoshi Grajower, Jane Grossinger, Anita Walsh, Sarah Gallick, Julian Padowicz, Jim Cox, Jan Nathan, Terry Nathan, Marilyn Ross, the late Alfred McClung Lee, J. Barry Gurdin, D. Schroder, Norio Irie, Nancy Trent, Nanette Thylan, Brian Bigalow, Rosemary Blieszner, Rebecca G. Adams, the late C. H. Rolph, Judy Kaufmann, Christine Hartline, Gerald R. Baron, Albert Ellis, Kate Cohen-Posey, Betsy Lampe, Bruce Serlin, Laura Lorber, Lillian Vernon, David Hochberg, David and Michelle Riklan, Peggy Stautberg, Andrew M. Greeley, Lucy Hedrick, Fran Pastore, Mark Sanborn, Don Gabor, Jim Donovan, Irwin Zucker, Patricia Gottlieb Shapiro, Nancy Samalin, Diane DiResta, Marsha Snaider, David Carradine, Susie Glennan, Caryl Frawley, Kathy Lindberg, John Dutrow, Marilynn Smith, Bronwyn Poison, Anette Moos, Emma Samuel Etuk, Mae Woods, Lelia Taylor, Leslie Banks, Beth Kalish, Robert and Rande Davis Gedaliah, and Pat Schroeder. I also want to express my appreciation to my sister, Eileen Hoffman, who generously shared her expertise about conflict resolution with me. The section on “Handling Conflict with Friends,” as well as the sections on friendship and conflict resolution at work, were greatly enhanced by the information she so graciously contributed.

I also want to thank my wonderful husband, Fred, and our two sons, Scott and Jeffrey. I am fortunate to have such a devoted family, and I thank them for their sacrifices so I could complete this project. I can, of course, never make up for the time I took away from our family to finish this book, but I can at least say, “Thank you.”

Researching and writing a book is the crucial first step; the next step is getting it published; and the third step is helping people know about the book so the fourth step can be reached: readers actually reading it. There are numerous ways that readers learn about books, from book reviews and “word of mouth” to discovering it on the shelves of a local library. I would like to thank all the book reviewers who have written about my friendship research and writings, librarians who have bought copies to place in their collections, as well as all those producers, hosts, interviewers, reviewers, reporters, and business and feature writers who helped me to get the word out through television, radio, and Internet programs, as well as in newspapers, magazines, and newsletters. By discussing my book Friendshifts and my friendship research and writing on scores of television and radio shows throughout the United States, including radio and phone interviews nationally and for Taiwanese and British radio broadcasts, I was able to share my expertise as well as learn about the friendship concerns of those who watched or listened to those programs and then contacted me by e-mail or letter. I want to especially thank the producers, hosts, and support staff, including Oprah Winfrey, Katie Couric, Meredith Vieira, Bill O’Reilly, Gayle King, Montel Williams, Jenny Jones, Tammy Filler, Paul and Sarah Edwards, Ilana Arazie, Dianne Atkinson Hudson, Amy Craig, Kati Davis, Dana Brooks, Jack Mori, Angie Kraus, Ray Dotch, Donna Bass, Rachel Chamberlin, Dana Glaser, Jim Blasingame, Jessica Stedman-Guff, Star Jones, Joy Behar, Bill Geddie, Ann-Marie Wiliams-Gray, Patricia Raskin, Kelly Gratke, Ruth Koscielak, and so many others at television and radio shows, as well as the dozens of journalists and feature writers who interviewed me for newspaper, magazine, and web site articles about friendship, including Sue Shellenbarger, Nancy Ann Jeffrey, Rita Papazian, Caroline Palmer, Sara Eckel, Theresa Churchill, Anne Fisher, Marguerite Kelly, Laura Gilbert, and Megan Rutherford.

Because anonymity was requested or required by so many of those who provided the examples and anecdotes in When Friendship Hurts, I want to thank those who have filled out surveys or allowed me to interview them—who gave of themselves in the interest of research and helping others (although numerous respondents noted that sharing about friendship and betrayal helped them as well).

Jan Yager, Ph.D.




Dedicated to my loving husband, Fred, our sons, Scott and Jeffrey, my mother, my sister, my extended family, the memory of my late father and brother, and my devoted friends.
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New Introduction for the eBook

Over the last decade since this book was initially published, I have had the honor of helping a range of individuals in my work as a friendship coach. I have coached clients by phone or Skype in Australia and England; in person in Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New York City; and from various other places throughout the United States by phone.

Each client has had a different friendship challenge that led them to seek me out for help. But the common theme behind all of their stories and situations is this: I need help with my friend or friends.

It is a privilege to help women and men with their friendship challenges because it has been my mission over the last several decades to get the word out that friendship is a key relationship, not an “extra” that we make the time for when the other primary relationships in our life are addressed (the work relationships, the parenting, the care giving for seniors, or the romantic relationships). As busy as we all are, we need to make time for our friends, another primary relationship that can make the difference in our mental and even our physical health.

I am pleased that my message is being heard more than ever before. But with the awareness that friendship is so pivotal to all of us is the pain that accompanies having friendships that are causing stress or conflict, or even having no friends at all. The key themes that When Friendship Hurts was written to address (and the reason behind writing it, as discussed in the author’s note that follows) are even truer now than a decade ago.

And as the number of friends with whom everyone is trying to keep up seems to have soared, especially for users of social media sites such as Facebook.com, the value of having just one good friend—what I refer to as a close or best friend—is ironically even more important than when this book was published a decade ago. The conflict resolution skills that When Friendship Hurts will help you with so you can try to salvage a friendship that is in trouble are even more pivotal, since friendship problems can be played out in public, through social media sites, all too easily.

Furthermore, because of the proliferation of online sites, and the increase in speed with which information that might be seen as bragging, or rumors (which tend to be negative), are shared, savvy individuals are becoming much more careful about whom they share their deepest fears or troubles with compared to BF (i.e., Before Facebook). When Friendship Hurts provides valuable insights into whom to consider befriending in the first place as well as how to deal with a negative friend so that you can wind down the relationship, decreasing the likelihood of starting a personal or workplace vendetta.

However, the pivotal question is still, “Can we live without any friends?” We know from social science research dating back to the 1970s that those without even one friend to turn to may not live as long. Subsequent studies found that friendship can extend your life for as long as ten years; it can also help you to recover from a heart attack faster or even ward off certain diseases in the first place.

There has also been an increase in the wish to “have it all.” I’m not referring to a career, marriage, and a family in that phrase but instead to friendship, marriage or a significant other, and a family. No one wants to say “no” to friendship just because they are married or taking care of a child or a dependent parent. When Friendship Hurts helps you to see the value in making time for friendship, whatever your situation in life. (Being asked to “choose” between a romantic partner and a friend, as well as dealing with value disparities, are two common reasons that friendships can end; as you will see in this book, both situations can be dealt with in more effective ways.)

I am often asked if it’s harder to make friends after fifty than during one’s formative years. It actually should be easier, since for many of those older years time is on their side. The children are older and more independent; you have the time and financial means to get together with friends, whether nearby or far away. But it may be harder to make friends when one is older because there is a network of relationships with which the new friend is in competition. Even if Facebook.com claims that the average number of “friends” that a user has is 130, my research found, on average, the number of close friends was 4 to 6 and the number of best friends was 1 to 2. The number of casual friends, which used to be 10 to 20 in my research, has definitely increased to 50, 100, or even more casual friends, but the number of intimate connections we are all comfortable with has not grown. 

And, as friendships last longer in time and in distance because of the ease with which they can be kept going today, it is going to be that much more challenging to add new people to your life as you age. But if your circumstances change, and you relocate to a new community because of job or family reasons, it will become necessary to put into place the same friendship-making skills that you used instinctively when you were a schoolchild. Being too eager to befriend someone will backfire when you’re sixty as much as it would have when you were sixteen.

As I point out in my previous popular book on friendship, Friendshifts®: The Power of Friendship and How It Shapes Our Lives(Stamford, CT: Hannacroix Creek Books, Inc.), there are shifts in whom we consider a friend and even how we define friendship, and there also are changes in what we value in someone or in life in general and what we want in our lives. My sociology dissertation research on friendship found that having “shared values” was the best predictor of longevity in a friendship. But what I share with people in all my friendship writings is that whether a friendship lasts a short time or forever, it is still a valuable relationship that adds to our life, especially if it's positive. Even if a friendship fails to last, we can learn a lot about ourselves and about friendship in general from that relationship. When Friendship Hurts is as much about learning to deal with the disappointment of a failed friendship, and forgiving yourself and your former friend when that happens, as it is about finding and cultivating new positive friendships.

The value of a friendship, however long it lasts, cannot be minimized, but certainly for those who are single by choice or by chance, whether because of widowhood or divorce, or even being separated from a loved one, those friendships that do last become a source of continual strength to the friends. In Frankfurt, Germany, last year, I met a happily married woman with two teenage sons who lived in Iceland. Her husband’s job required that he live in New Zealand for several months a year. Friendship as well as her family helped to reduce her loneliness when her husband was away for his job.

Does it matter if those friends are just there for us in our times of need? That’s okay. Because friendship is still an optional role, even if it is a pivotal one. There are no “laws” about friendship that we must comply with, as there are laws about what a spouse or a parent is expected to do. I did, however, create a “friendship oath,” which you will find in this book—it was added in 2004—and this oath is an excellent reminder that we need to make a commitment to our friends, and our friends need to make a commitment to us, even if this role is an optional one. And so we need to make that time for our friends even if we first have to take care of our more primary roles of caregiver, worker, or mate.

So, yes, there are friends we use for talking about our problems every now and then or for going to the movies. (For a more detailed discussion of the types of friends, see Chapter 1, “What Is a Friend?”)

As predicted in Friendshifts, men are becoming more concerned with friendship, even after they marry and start a family, not just during their formative or single years. In addition, women, because of their increased presence in the workplace, and at higher levels, are becoming more careful about what they share with all but their best or closest friends, and whom they consider a friend, whether at work or in their personal lives.

This last decade saw the introduction of the new word frenemy into the collective consciousness of men and women. Today, the concepts shared in When Friendship Hurts, as well as the suggestions about how to try to salvage a friendship that is having conflicts, and how to get over one that fails even if you did not want it to end, are more timely than ever before.

Friendship, and how to deal with negative ones and how to better cultivate positive ones, is more pivotal than ever before. The increase of bullying and similar “anti-friendship” behavior among children and teens, and even adults, has gotten more insidious, since it can be carried out online as well as in person, making it harder for the victim to remove herself or himself from the bombardment of negative messages.

Happy reading and thanks for sharing with me about your friendships. I have been doing friendship coaching in the last decade, and it has been very fulfilling to help those with friendship challenges sort through their issues, whether by phone, in person, or even internationally through Skype. 

    That friendship (and dealing with problematical friendships) is an international concern is reflected in the fact that, so far, When Friendship Hurts has been translated and published in 26 languages,1 with several additional languages in preparation or pending, as well as a growing number of English language reprints. Obviously When Friendship Hurts, as well as How to Deal with Those Who Betray, Abandon, or Wound You, touch on issues that transcend borders and cultures. I welcome hearing from you about your friendship challenges and triumphs as well as your reaction to When Friendship Hurts. For more information, please visit my website: www.whenfriendshiphurts.com. I also invite you to follow my tweets at www.twitter.com/drjanyager or to write to me at jyager@aol.com.

Jan Yager, Ph.D.

October 2012

1When Friendship Hurts has been translated and published in French, Italian, Spanish, German, Dutch, Portuguese (Brazil and Portugal), Russian, Greek, Estonian, Bulgarian, Croatian, Polish, Hungarian, Romanian, Turkish, Arabic, Korean, Japanese, simplified Chinese, complex Chinese, Indonesian, Vietnamese, Hebrew, Serbian, and Slovenian as well as English language reprint editions in India, Australia, and New Zealand. Additional translations into Marathi, Latvian, and other languages, are in preparation.



Introduction
When Friendship Turns Unfriendly


For some, “friends for life” seems to have replaced the ideal of a lifelong marital relationship. Of course, there are positive, wonderful friendships that are mutually beneficial to both friends that should last a lifetime. But there are other friendships that are negative, destructive, or unhealthy that should end. There may also be friendships that you thought were going well but, alas, all of a sudden, your friend stops returning your phone calls and won’t answer your letters, and the friendship ends. Years later you still don’t know what happened, and it haunts you.

In the two decades during which I have been researching and writing about friendship, I have seen the interest in learning about friendship soar. From a topic that was addressed infrequently by psychologists, psychiatrists, and sociologists (who tended to focus on parent-child or husband-wife relationships), articles about friendship are now a staple in popular magazines and daily newspapers, and also on web sites; and there are many books about this glorious relationship between peers that we call friendship.

Friendship has certainly been “discovered.” Its benefits have been extolled by numerous researchers through anecdotes and examples, as well as through quantitative (or qualitative) studies by epidemiologists, sociologists, and psychologists, who have found a correlation between having even one close friend and an increased life expectancy, as well as better mental health and a greater chance of surviving breast cancer or a heart attack.*

So why is there a need for a book like When Friendship Hurts? Because in all the excitement about getting the word out about the importance of friendship in our lives, too little attention has been paid to the notion that negative friendships can wreak havoc. Another reason is to have a forum to explore the possible causes of finding yourself in such a relationship, and how to best rid yourself of a noxious friend. Furthermore, if your friendships are consistently less than what you had hoped they would be, a Band-Aid approach to changing that situation is doomed to long-term failure. You need to look at the underlying causes of the negative friendships in your life; you need to go back to their roots in your parent-child and sibling relationships.

This book offers help and hope in understanding the complexities of friendships, as well as advice on how you can turn around your life—not just your friendships—by understanding why you have negative friendships and by finding and cultivating positive friendships. Having positive friendships—and that may not mean finding new friends, just interacting differently with the ones that you already have—can help turn around your career. For example, not only do friends help friends get jobs, but once you land a job, how quickly you rise at a company or in a career could depend as much on who your friends are at work and in your professional field as on your talents. By the same token, a friend can derail your career or get you fired. That’s what happened with Marjorie (not her real name), a 23-year-old single female working as a teacher’s assistant. Marjorie explains:

My best friend told my boss that she feared for her life after we got into an argument and I wrote her a nasty note, even though we had been friends for six years and she knew I would never hurt her. Because she went to my boss, I was fired after working there for a year and a half. She [my best friend] even went to the police but was told that nothing in the note was threatening. The reason for all of this had to do with the fact that she was highly competitive and felt this was a way of winning.

Unfortunately Marjorie’s experience is more typical than you’d think. A 45-year-old married speechwriter at an Illinois corporation was fired because a single female friend at work, fearing that she herself might be fired after a poor performance review, blamed her unsatisfactory behavior on her boss, the head speechwriter, who was also her friend, alleging that his sexual attraction to her, which she called sexual harassment, made it difficult for her to concentrate. (Her claims were unsubstantiated but her boss/friend was fired anyway for failing to properly supervise his friend/employee.) Carol, a 39-year-old married woman, after finally landing her dream job as a florist, was betrayed so badly at work by three casual friends that she “had to take a three-week medical leave.”

Losing a job or having a reputation damaged beyond repair is bad enough, but friendship has been partly to blame for even darker situations. An infamous example is the friendship of the two teenagers who perpetrated the horrific murders of 12 of their classmates and one teacher, and injured 20 more, at Columbine High School in Columbine, Colorado, in April 1999, before committing suicide. Those boys, allegedly bullied and not part of the “in” crowd, seemed to act together, getting the strength to commit mass murder and suicide from their friendship.*

Then in March 2001 it happened again. A 15-year-old boy in Santee, California, again the alleged victim of bullies, supposedly shared with four friends and one adult that he planned to shoot his classmates, but then reassured them that he was only kidding. The next day he did carry out his threats when he allegedly shot and killed two classmates. Three families were destroyed, a school was branded, and a community was shocked and grief-stricken. The boy’s friends, believing him when he guaranteed that he was just kidding, were transferred to other schools. The authorities feared retaliation by their classmates for failing to report their friend’s macabre bragging to the proper authorities.*

But we don’t need tales of murder and mayhem to find value in examining negative friendships and the consequences of betrayal. Over the two decades I have been researching friendship and friendship patterns, I have interviewed people who were betrayed when a “friend” seduced their romantic partner. Others ended a friendship because of a betrayal that, at the very least, stopped a pivotal work project in its tracks. I’ve interviewed men and women who told me that a friend had derailed their career by sharing privileged information that was supposed to be just “between friends.” Others reported that a friend had stolen money from them. Here are other examples of betrayal that I have observed or heard about through interviews in the course of my friendship research:

• “One of my best friends romantically pursued every woman in which I expressed interest.” (24-year-old single male)

• “She told me she was sleeping with my boyfriend and tried to convince me we should ‘share.’” (37-year-old divorced mother)

• “[My close friend at work] went to our mutual boss and described something we were either both working on or that I had taken the initiative to set up and talked about how he had handled it.” (55-year-old, twice-divorced woman)

• “A close female friend is jealous of me being married.” (44-year-old married man)

• “A best friend I grew up with attacked me [physically] for no reason.” (23-year-old married female)

• “A casual friend started a rumor about me at work.” (50-year-old divorced mother)

• “My maid of honor stole money from me on the night of my bachelorette party.” (30-year-old married teacher)

• “I’m not as open as I had been, [I’m] more reserved, because of what happened.” [She was devastated when her best friend referred to her by a derogatory name when they were both 11.] (32-year-old married mother)

Jealousy can hurt someone’s self-esteem and may also end a friendship, as Brenda, a 40-year-old homemaker and musician from Michigan, found out. “I used to weigh two hundred pounds,” she notes. “I now weigh one hundred twenty-five pounds. My friend was two hundred and fifty pounds. When I lost the first few pounds, she backed as far away as possible.”

Cheating with a romantic partner or spouse may end a friendship. A 31-year-old art instructor let her “really close friend” and co-worker live with her and her husband when her friend couldn’t find an apartment. During that time, the friend “flirted or even had a relationship” with her husband. The friend also undermined her at work, spreading untrue rumors that she was being physically abusive to her art students. The marriage is on the rocks, and the friendship is over.

But some potentially destructive or harmful friendships may be difficult to spot. That’s because when a friendship is forming, during the “courtship” phase, your friend may be charming, polite, and completely appropriate. Once your friendship is well underway, a friend may change. The very act of becoming friends may send someone with intimacy problems into an emotional tailspin, changing those involved as well as their behavior toward each other. As friends become closer and more intimate, expectations also may rise so that disappointments become more likely, and painful, than during the early stage of the evolving friendship.

Furthermore, as a friendship that formed within a certain context, such as at school or at work, expands to include a multiplicity of situations and even other relationships, conflicts may arise that may derail the friendship. In addition, the longer you remain friends, the greater your investment in maintaining the friendship; you are more likely to ignore or try to explain away negative behaviors. But you (or your friend) will be able to put up with only so much, and the friendship may last only until such an act of betrayal occurs that the situation has to be addressed and resolved or the friendship will end.

Friendships can certainly change in the level of intimacy, and expectations can be lowered about a friend, even if the friendship does not end completely, over betrayals, disappointments, or unmet expectations. That’s what a 43-year-old market researcher found out when he gave a friend $150 to conduct interviews for a project on the researcher’s behalf. Instead his best friend pocketed the money and never made good on his promise to do the work. Although the friendship hasn’t ended, one wonders how close it is if they haven’t seen each other “in many years.”

Betrayal by a friend can even lead to the ultimate betrayal: murder. Twenty-six-year-old Don is married and a father. He is also serving 15 years to life for killing his best friend in an argument over Don’s wife. “He had been dating my wife while I was out of town, and finally she ran away with him,” Don notes.

Although not as drastic as murder, feeling miffed by a friend, even if it is a misunderstanding, can lead to extreme and even criminal acts. That’s what seems to have happened to a 38-year-old married nurse whose friend at work “stabbed me in the back by spreading a false rumor about me which ingratiated her to the head nurse and which caused the head nurse to dislike me.” Or the 49-year-old single woman whose jealous and angry friend “stole my jewelry.”

Because of my extensive friendship research, writings, and expertise, as well as the workshops I facilitate and the lectures I deliver on friendship, I am often asked to appear on talk shows to discuss friendship. Journalists who are writing about the topic frequently interview me, and their many questions about recognizing, and coping with, negative friendships helped me to realize there was a need for this book. But I wanted to go even further: I wanted to help people to understand why they might select friends who eventually betray them, to reverse that pattern, and to address social trends that could be behind the fact that friendship betrayal seems to be more widespread than ever before.

I also wrote this book to help dispel the embarrassment and shame that too often accompany failed friendships. For some, admitting to a broken friendship has become like admitting to a failed marriage. It seems that, inspired by the very “pro-friendship” tone in writings and discussions about the topic over the last two decades, a myth of lifelong friendship has emerged, even as the ideal of a lifelong marriage has, sadly, become an unrealistic reality for many people.

The romanticized ideal that friendships should not end or fail may create unnecessary distress in those who should end a friendship but hold on, no matter what. They are clinging to the myth rather than understanding the relationship. But if neither all friendships nor all marriages last a lifetime, what’s left to believe in that does?

The goal of When Friendship Hurts is to give you the tools to detect, and cope with, friendships that are destructive or harmful. I hope that reading it will give you greater insight into why friendships, especially your own or those of people close to you, may have ended or should have ended, and how to cope with these endings. Furthermore, if you have a habit of forming negative friendships, this book will help you to start choosing positive and healthy friends who will enrich your personal life and help you succeed faster and go further in your career.

There may even be current or past friendships in which, unwittingly or on purpose, you betrayed a friend. Understanding the impact of betrayal on the one who betrays, as well as on the one who is betrayed, can free up important emotional energy that otherwise may be drained by feelings of guilt, remorse, sadness, or associated emotions related to the betrayal. You can learn to forgive yourself, if you betrayed a friend; or if you were the betrayed one, you might consider how forgiving your betrayer might help you.

Most of us are blessed with supportive, caring, trustworthy friends. There are plenty of books available today that describe the process of forming and maintaining positive friendships, as well as extolling the benefits of friendship, including my own popular book, which takes an interdisciplinary approach that draws from sociology and psychology, Friendshifts®: The Power of Friendship and How It Shapes Our Lives.

But where can you turn for help if you feel a friend has betrayed you? Betrayal is when a friend, whom you counted on for support, love, affection, trust, loyalty, camaraderie, or respect, has somehow destroyed your trust. She may have violated a confidence or told a lie about you, harmed your other personal relationships, or even cost you your job. He may have failed to come through for you in your hour of emotional need, taken your money, stolen the affections of your romantic partner or your spouse, or, in the worst-case scenario, physically harmed you or even caused someone’s death. Were these “friends” ever really friends? How could a “friend” commit such treacherous acts? Did this friendship start out as a destructive or harmful one, or become that way over time? Where did it take a wrong turn, and what do you do to end it, if ending is the best way of coping? If it started out that way, how can you learn to be a better judge of character early on so that you avoid befriending those who end up harming or betraying you?

In addition to answering those questions, another goal of this book is to help you to start asking your own questions about these issues, and finding your own answers. Some of you may be able to make this journey completely on your own; others may wish to get help along the way. If you do wish to seek outside help, in addition to asking others for referrals to professionals for one-on-one counseling or to self-help or professionally led groups, you can consult the Resources section in the back of this book, which provides a list of associations that offer referrals to local organizations or affiliated professionals.

Betrayal in friendship is a subject few people want to talk about openly, but one to which all of us can relate. But by offering anonymity and confidentiality, if necessary, I found men and women, boys and girls, who not only wanted to talk about betrayal but actually needed to talk about it as a necessary catharsis. In my most recent friendship survey, of the 171 people (out of 180) who responded to the question “Has a casual, close, or best friend ever betrayed you?” 116 (68 percent) answered “yes” and only 55 (32 percent) replied “no.”

Betrayal can be defined as when a friend lets you down and is not there for you emotionally, or even literally: when a friend ends your friendship but you still want it to continue (and you sometimes may never find out why it ended). That is what happened to a young married woman from Colorado who wrote to me soon after watching an interview with me about friendship on a network morning talk show. I was discussing how friendships sometimes end, and that it’s okay and normal for some friendships to end, especially if it’s through no fault of your own. She was so moved that she sent me a “thank you” card, saying how much the point of view I had shared on the show had meant to her. She had been haunted by a friendship that ended although she never knew why. It actually kept her up at night.

If a friend ends a friendship and you are obsessed with not knowing why, you will probably have to deal with the reason for your obsession. In other words, you may never know the answer. (There is a discussion later in the book about how to get over obsessing about a failed friendship.)

But if it is you who decides to end a friendship, even a negative one, you should be careful to avoid possible vendettas. Remember that how you end a friendship may be as important as your decision to end it. That person who used to be your friend may at some point be in the position of deciding whether you get a raise, a major contract for your company, or a promotion at work.

Certainly, over the years, I have experienced the ending of several friendships that were extremely close. If I was the one to end it, I wondered if there was another way of handling the situation. If I was not, I felt confused, angry, and betrayed. So I have wanted to find answers to my own questions about betrayal in friendship, as well as evaluating the preferred way to deal with negative friendships that should end, if there is one.

I researched and wrote this book to answer my own questions as well as the ones that I am so frequently asked, through letters, e-mail, and even in the question-and-answer sessions following the talks I give on friendship: Why do friends do hurtful things to their friends? Why do friends betray each other? Why would someone get into a negative friendship? How do you get out of a destructive friendship? How do you find and cultivate positive friendships in your personal life and career?

How I attained my own metamorphosis to becoming a better friend, as well as all the original research and observations I have done over the last two decades, form the basis of this book. Just as my life—including my career, and all the relationships in my life, including friendship—has been enriched by what I have learned along the way about friendship, I hope to help you to reap the joys that healthy friendships will bring you. As you will see in reading When Friendship Hurts, sometimes the changes must start within us before we can expect anyone else, or our friendships, to change.



Part 1
Friendship: The Basics








Chapter 1
What Is a Friend?


Although there may be as many definitions of friendship as there are friends, it’s a relationship that has four basic elements:

• It is between at least two persons who are unrelated by blood.

• It is optional or voluntary.

• It is not based on a legal contract.

• It is reciprocal.

There seems to be an informal consensus that friends should not be lovers or sexually intimate or the relationship becomes something more than friendship.

Beyond those basic tenets, there is a wide range of opinion about what a friendship should entail, including trust, empathy, honesty, confidentiality, commonality, care, love, being soulmates or kindred spirits, having someone to talk to, do things with, and confide in—someone who will be there and not just make idle promises. Most intangible but perhaps most crucial of all, a friend is someone you like who likes you, and with whom you share a positive chemical reaction.

It is useful to divide the general term friend into three categories based on the level of intimacy: casual, close, and best.

A casual friend is a giant step above an acquaintance. There is a bond between casual friends, although it is not as intimate or exclusive as a close or best friend. Although a casual friendship may deepen in time to a close or best friendship, there are also friendships that remain indefinitely at the casual level. In business, especially, casual friendship may be more common than, and even preferred over, a close or best friendship.

Although less intimate than close or best friendships, a sense of trust and “liking each other” that is genuine and shared should be present in a healthy and positive casual friendship.

“I really enjoy casual friends,” says Penny, a 65-year-old, twice-divorced financial consultant. Penny, who has a boyfriend but lives alone, goes out to dinner on Wednesday nights with a friend who is her age but is married and generally unavailable for socializing in the evenings. But her husband, who served in the Vietnam War, has a meeting for veterans every Wednesday night. Over dinner, Penny and her friend talk about their children and grandchildren. They also talk about their shared interest in antiques; Penny’s friend writes a newsletter on antique collecting. Penny, who also travels extensively abroad, has little time or emotion available in her hectic life right now for a close or best friend; casual friendship suits her just fine.

With a close friend, it is assumed that you could also feel comfortable sharing your deepest, most intimate thoughts or secrets, if you wish to. Most find that the competing demands of other roles—worker, romantic partner, sibling, parent—make it possible to have only a handful of close friends at any one time. If some close friends live far away, there may be time and energy for additional close friends nearby as well. But few are able to comfortably handle 10 or 20 close friends—4 to 6 is more typical—whereas 10, 20, or more casual friends is not an unusual number, especially for students, workers, or business owners. (In analyzing the 180 friendship surveys for this book, the average number of close, best, and casual friends was 6 close, 2 best, and 26 casual friends.)1

Here are typical expectations about a close friend:

• “A close friend is someone with whom you can be yourself.” (45-year-old married male staff writer for a magazine)

• “A close friend is someone who can be turned to in a time of special need.” (36-year-old married male college professor)

• “A close friend is one who listens closely without judging, who does not interrupt to recount her problems when you’re telling her yours. She or he is ‘unmistakably’ unselfish.” (44-year-old divorced female entrepreneur)

A best friend ideally will have all the criteria required to be a close friend, but with the additional distinction of being, by definition, the premier friend. I’ve often heard married couples, especially men, refer to their spouse as “my best friend,” but technically a spouse cannot be a best friend but only “like” a best friend, (Just how universal this mislabeling of a wife as a “best friend” is shows up in the book A Woman’s Guide to Being a Man’s Best Friend, by Michael Levin, which is really about how to be a better mate.)2 Over and over again, married men have been quick to point out in interviews or in surveys that they consider their wife their best “friend.” For example, 31-year-old Gregory, who heads a publishing company with eight employees, answered the question on my friendship survey “How did you meet your closest or best friend?” with the qualification “other than my wife,” followed by “right now my best friend is my business partner.”

Throughout history, the pulls and pushes of having more than one best friend have created problems. The immortal words of the French essayist Michel de Montaigne immediately come to mind. In his famous essay “Of Friendship,” he wrote: “If two called for help at the same time, which one would you run to? If they demanded conflicting services of you, how would you arrange it? If one confided to your silence a thing that would be useful for the other to know, how would you extricate yourself? A single dominant friendship dissolves all other obligations.”3
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