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The Relationship Group Seminar: Friendship
James Tobin, Ph.D. | July 15, 2023
The value of friendship has been reinvigorated and has emerged as a personal and societal priority, especially given the challenges of the COVID pandemic as well as the release of the findings of the 85-year longitudinal Harvard study indicating that relationships are more important than any other factor in determining happiness. Additional research finds that positive long-term friendships are highly correlated with health and psychological benefits including a sense of wellbeing. Nevertheless, it is surprising how relatively little is known about the psychology of friendship and how significant of a challenge it is for both men and women to maintain long-term meaningful friendships and to establish new ones.   
In the next in-person meeting of the Relationship Group Seminar on Saturday, July 15, 2023 (11:45 AM to 1:00 PM), we will investigate the psychology of friendship. The topics to be considered will include the relational components put forth by researchers that qualify a bond as friendship; the energy involved in building and maintaining friendships, especially the work of Robin Dunbar, author or Friends: Understanding the Power of Our Most Important Relationships, who has identified the normative limits of the number of friends and best friends people typically have; and the underlying dynamics and processes involved in building a friendship, including the role of attraction and social cognition. Lydia Denworth's TED Talk "The Science of Friendship" will also be considered for its depiction of friendship as a cultural, biological and social phenomenon. Our focus, however, will be on the American Psychological Association’s podcast interview of Marisa Franco, Ph.D., psychologist and author of Platonic: How the Science of Attachment Can Help You Make-and Keep-Friends, who offers a comprehensive review of friendship that consists of advice on how to create new friendships and a description of the ways in which friendships dissolve. 
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PSYCHOLOGY AND RELATIONSHIPS
An 85-year Harvard study found the No. 1 thing that makes us happy in life: It helps us ‘live longer’
Marc Schulz, Contributor
Robert Waldinger, Contributor@ROBERTWALDINGER
In 1938, Harvard researchers embarked on a decades-long study to find out: What makes us happy in life?
The researchers gathered health records from 724 participants from all over the world and asked detailed questions about their lives at two-year intervals.
Contrary to what you might think, it’s not career achievement, money, exercise, or a healthy diet. The most consistent finding we’ve learned through 85 years of study is: Positive relationships keep us happier, healthier, and help us live longer. Period.
The No. 1 key to a happy life: ‘Social fitness’
Relationships affect us physically. Ever notice the invigoration you feel when you believe someone has really understood you during a good conversation? Or a lack of sleep during a period of romantic strife?
To make sure your relationships are healthy and balanced, it’s important to practice “social fitness.”
We tend to think that once we establish friendships and intimate relationships, they will take care of themselves. But our social life is a living system, and it needs exercise.
Social fitness requires taking stock of our relationships, and being honest with ourselves about where we’re devoting our time and whether we are tending to the connections that help us thrive.
How to take stock of your relationships
Humans are social creatures. Each of us as individuals cannot provide everything we need for ourselves. We need others to interact with and to help us.
In our relational lives, there are seven keystones of support:
1. Safety and security: Who would you call if you woke up scared in the middle of the night? Who would you turn to in a moment of crisis?
2. Learning and growth: Who encourages you to try new things, to take chances, to pursue your life’s goals?
3. Emotional closeness and confiding: Who knows everything (or most things) about you? Who can you call on when you’re feeling low and be honest with about how you’re feeling?
4. Identity affirmation and shared experience: Is there someone in your life who has shared many experiences with you and who helps you strengthen your sense of who you are?
5. Romantic intimacy: Do you feel satisfied with the amount of romantic intimacy in your life?
6. Help (both informational and practical): Who do you turn to if you need some expertise or help solving a practical problem (e.g., planting a tree, fixing your WiFi connection).
7. Fun and relaxation: Who makes you laugh? Who do you call to see a movie or go on a road trip with who makes you feel connected and at ease?
Below you’ll find a table arranged around the seven keystones. The first column is for the relationships you think have the greatest impact on you.
Place a plus (+) symbol in the appropriate columns if a relationship seems to add to that type of support in your life, and a minus (-) symbol if a relationship lacks that type of support.
Remember, it’s okay if not all — or even most — relationships offer you all these types of support.
[image: ]Think of this exercise like an X-ray — a tool that helps you see below the surface of your social universe. Not all of these types of support will feel important to you, but consider which of them do, and ask yourself if you’re getting enough support in those areas.
Looking at the gaps on the chart, you might realize that you have plenty of people you have fun with, but no one to confide in. Or maybe you only have one person you go to for help, or that a person you take for granted actually makes you feel safe and secure.
Don’t be afraid to reach out to the people in your life. Whether it’s a thoughtful question or a moment of devoted attention, it’s never too late to deepen the connections that matter to you.
Robert Waldinger, MD, is a professor of psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, director of the Harvard Study of Adult Development, and director of Psychodynamic Therapy at Massachusetts General Hospital. He is a practicing psychiatrist and also a Zen master and author of “The Good Life.” Follow Robert on Twitter @robertwaldinger.
Marc Shulz, PhD, is the associate director of the Harvard Study of Adult Development, and a practicing therapist with postdoctoral training in health and clinical psychology at Harvard Medical School. He is also the author of “The Good Life.”
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Friends by Robin Dunbar review – how important are your pals?
The psychologist’s fascinating study of friendship finds that the quality of our relationships determines our health, happiness and chance of a long life
Rachel Cooke
You may not have heard of Robin Dunbar. But you will, perhaps, know of his work. Dunbar, now emeritus professor of evolutionary psychology at Oxford University, is the man who first suggested that there may be a cognitive limit to the number of people with whom you can comfortably maintain stable social relationships – or, as Stephen Fry put it on the TV show QI, the number of people “you would not hesitate to go and sit with if you happened to see them at 3am in the departure lounge at Hong Kong airport”. Human beings, Dunbar found when he conducted his research in the 1990s, typically have 150 friends in general (people who know us on sight, and with whom we have a history), of whom just five can usually be described as intimate.
Friendship, as Dunbar reveals, requires investment. It 'dies fast' when not maintained
In his new book, Dunbar revisits and unpicks this number, by which he stands; and he brings together several decades of other research in the area of friendship, some of it his own, some that of anthropologists, geneticists and neuroscientists with whom he has worked. It can’t be definitive: the possibilities in this field are surely limitless. But for the reader, it sometimes feels like it is. Why do most women have a best friend? Why do many men struggle to share confidences? Why is it so painful when we fall out with our friends? Above all, what effect do friends (or a lack of them) have on our mental and physical health? Think of any question you might have and you’ll find some kind of an answer to it here. What you may feel in your gut, it will back with science. Its central message, however, may be summed up in a sentence. In essence, the number and quality of our friendships may have a bigger influence on our happiness, health and mortality risk than anything else in life save for giving up smoking.
Dunbar could not have known that his book would be published in a time of such loneliness, and some readers may find what he has to say, in this context, reassuring. Personally, I was comforted to know that missing my friends and family to the crazed extent that I do is not, after all, a sign of incipient madness (friendships, for the purposes of his book, often include relationships with kin as well as romantic ones). To take just one example, without them to touch and to talk to, my endorphin system is activated far less often and, as a result, I’m lacking the mild sense of analgesia they induce in me (endorphins are the brain’s painkillers; brain scans have shown that the feeling of social warmth we get from our friends are the same feelings we get of physical warmth when we hold a warm object). But it’s also alarming to consider what effect the lockdown must be having on levels of depression and anxiety, as well as on, say, cognitive decline (an impoverished social life increases the risk of dementia) – and how difficult it might be to remedy the situation when we’re finally released. Friendship, as Dunbar reveals, requires investment. It “dies fast” when not maintained. Distance, even in the age of the mobile phone, has a catastrophic effect on it.
Away from all this, the most fascinating parts of his book are surely those that touch on gender. It’s almost comical how often he’s able to confirm old stereotypes, for better or worse (like many women, I despise the notion that my sex is more intuitive – don’t call me emotional – even as I am rather proud of it). Does it feel, in the case of that man you love, that when you’re out of sight, you’re also out of mind? Well, sadly, you probably are (according to one study, the only factor that significantly influenced the perceived intimacy of men’s relationships was frequency of contact). Do women really have more friends than men, and are their relationships with them more intense? Yes. We have much higher expectations of such relationships, especially in respect of reciprocity (mutual support) and communion (self-disclosure), something that is possibly reflected in the divorce courts, where nearly two-thirds of divorce petitions for heterosexual couples in 2017 were submitted by women, and three-quarters of petitions for same sex couples were submitted by lesbian couples (as opposed to gay men).
Where a book like this can’t go is deep inside friendship: its particular intensity; its singular ease, but also its intricacy; the way it can wax and wane. The territory of novels and movies. But it will make you think about your own friendships, and perhaps it will cause you to worry, too, about those who seem (how?) to do without pals. I don’t believe that childless people like me are necessarily better at friendship: of my five closest female friends, two are mothers; my closest male friend is a father. But we all know couples who have sorely neglected their friendships, and we detect a certain sadness rising from them like toxic gas. Life is long. No one person can give you everything.
To have a genius for friendship is a great thing – or even just an average-size talent for it. I panic more and more about this current loneliness. The lack of gossip. All the tributaries of narrative flow that have lately run dry. The silence is deafening. How will we ever catch up? But I tell myself that we are all just waiting, biding our time. One day quite soon, a bell will finally ring and we will rush into one another’s arms, like so many schoolchildren. Our brains will fizz once again, and it will feel – a word even Dunbar uses – euphoric.
 Friends: Understanding the Power of Our Most Important Relationships by Robin Dunbar is published by Little, Brown (£20).
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Friendology: The Science of Friendship
Why do we like the people we like?
  Reviewed by Jessica Schrader
Friendships are unique relationships, but defining the relationship and its related dimensions can be a challenging task. Determining a single, fully adequate definition of friendship may be an insurmountable goal based on the wide variety of categories and life spheres in which friendships are formed throughout our lives. However, most researchers agree that friendship exists within the socio-emotional realm and that it is hallmarked by interdependence and the voluntary nature of interactions.
Friendship Themes
Although everyone may have their own individual definition of what friendship should be, a few common themes of what friendship entails were revealed in a recent study.
1. Friendships are considered to exist when pleasure is taken in the company of another; when being with someone becomes a duty, rather than a preference, friendships begin to wane.
2. The construct of friendship implies reciprocity and give-and-take. This is not in the sense of an immediate even exchange economic model of behavior, rather that support is expected to flow both ways as needs arise for either party.
3. Levels of friendship commitment vary over a lifetime, depending on the energy required by family or other commitments at the time. However, many of the women believe that when crisis strikes, true friends can be counted on to offer support, regardless of any inconvenience or challenges they may face to do so.
4. We engage in friendships on a voluntary basis and we recognize that our friends are also making the choice to engage in the relationship. This strong mutual alliance was summed up clearly by one woman in the following manner, “I feel like my circle of friends are the family I chose.”
5. Perhaps most importantly, genuine friendships will flourish only if mutual respect exists between friends.
Who Do We Choose as a Friend?
Models of friendship show that there are two main categories of factors that influence our choice and pursuit of potential friends: individual factors and environmental factors. Individual factors include such influences as approachability, social skills, self-disclosure, similarity, and closeness. Environmental factors include influences such as proximity, geography, activities, and life events.
Research continues to support our preferences for friends who we believe to be similar to ourselves and who have personalities that we enjoy being around; choosing friends such as these most likely decreases the possibility for interpersonal conflict.
Do "Looks" Really Matter?
Level of attractiveness also comes into play during the initial stages of friendship. Americans tend to be drawn towards beauty, and we tend to believe that attractive people are more like us in their attitudes and values, regardless of where we rank in the world of beauty or style. Researchers have explored this seemingly innate attraction to attractive people and have found out some interesting things. For one, an attractive face tends to feel familiar to us—we feel like we have already interacted with this person previously, even if we have not. This feeling of recognition may partly explain why we might be drawn initially to an attractive person—their presence may help us feel comfortable in a social situation. However, it is still unproven that attractive women actually have more friends than less attractive women. In fact, research tends to show that we pretty much choose friends who we would rank at about the same level of attractiveness that we rank ourselves—the same way we tend to choose long-term romantic partners who are similar to us in their level of attractiveness.
Social Skills Might Matter More
We also want friends with good social skills—this makes friendship development that much easier for both parties in a friendship. Not only do good social skills help facilitate a budding friendship, researchers have also found that when someone shares positive words with us, it generates feelings of familiarity.
When it comes down to it, the people we like to be around are those who make us feel good about who we are, what we believe, and what we enjoy doing. Although not every friend will meet all of those preferences all of the time, the ones who support the aspects of our identities that matter the most are the ones we are most likely to count among our collection of good friends.
Suzanne Degges-White, Ph.D., is a licensed counselor and professor at Northern Illinois University.
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Speaking of Psychology: Why is it so hard for adults to make friends? With Marisa Franco, PhD
Episode 175
As an adult, making new friends—and maintaining old friendships—can be tough. Life is busy and friends end up taking a backseat to other relationships and responsibilities. Marisa Franco, PhD, psychologist and friendship expert, talks about how to make new friends and strengthen and rekindle old friendship ties, why Americans’ friendship networks are shrinking, the differences between men’s and women’s friendships, and more.
About the expert: Marisa Franco, PhD
Marisa Franco, PhD, is a psychologist and friendship expert who is working on a book about friendship called Platonic, due out later this year. Franco is a counseling psychologist and an assistant clinical professor at the University of Maryland. She was previously an assistant professor of psychology at Georgia State University. She writes a blog on friendship for psychology today and has also written for or given interviews about friendship to many news outlets, including Scientific American and the New York Times.
Streaming Audio
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The Psychology of Friendship
PsychologyEvolutionary Psychology
Utkarsh Shukla

Many become incensed when told that their connections are predicated on apparent recompense. People say they feel good about themselves when helping those who need assistance without pressing on or anticipating any future benefit. We perceive someone's insistence on paying us back right away for a favour they have done for them as a lack of camaraderie.
What is The Psychology of Friendship?
Friendship is essential for our general well-being and emotional health. Strong social ties, including partnerships, have been shown to help decrease stress, boost feelings of contentment and life satisfaction, and even better bodily health results.
Friendship psychology is a complex subject that psychologists have thoroughly researched. It is an essential component of human social interactions, and it includes a variety of psychological processes that affect the creation, maintenance, and dissolution of interpersonal relationships.
Social attraction is an essential psychological mechanism in the development of a relationship. The process by which people are attracted to one another based on shared interests, beliefs, attitudes, and experiences is known as a social attraction. Various variables, including physical attractiveness, similarity, and closeness, impact this process.
Social cognition is another essential element of friendship psychology. The mental processes involved in how we observe, interpret, and recall knowledge about ourselves and others are referred to as social cognition. This encompasses our impressions of the personalities, actions, and feelings of others, as well as our self-concepts.
Friendship psychology includes an affective attachment, social support, and social attraction and reasoning. Emotional connection refers to feelings of affinity and tenderness that grow over time between peers. Friends provide physical and mental support to one another in times of need, which is called social support.
However, what is the underlying mechanism? Tooby and Cosmides (1996) suggest that friendship could be another avenue for evolving cooperation and altruism. They point out that many people feel a sense of pleasure when helping others without expecting any future reward and become upset when the evolutionary explanation for their friendships is based solely on explicit reciprocity.
They argue that these intuitions suggest that friendships may not be solely based on reciprocal exchange and that we should pay attention to them. For example, immediate reciprocal exchange in a marriage is typically linked with dissatisfaction and the expectation that the marriage might dissolve. However, Tooby and Cosmides also raise the question of whether people are deceiving themselves and whether we truly want reciprocal rewards but convince ourselves that we help our friends out of the goodness of our hearts.
What are the Processes of the Psychology of Friendship?
Several psychological mechanisms are engaged in the formation and preservation of friendships. Here are a couple of examples −
· Social Attraction − Social attraction is the process by which people are attracted to one another because they share common interests, beliefs, attitudes, and experiences. According to research, bodily attractiveness, similarity, and closeness can all impact social attraction.
· Social Cognition − The mental processes involved in observing, interpreting, and recalling knowledge about ourselves and others are called social cognition. Social cognition influences how we perceive others, judge their conduct, and recall our interactions.
· Emotional Attachment − Emotional attachment refers to the emotions of closeness and rapport that grow over time between companions. Trust, mutual regard, and similar events all impact emotional attachment.
· Social Support − Friends frequently provide physical and mental help to one another in need. Social support can take many forms, such as giving guidance, solace, or simply listening.
· Communication − Communication is an essential component of companionship, and it entails sharing one's ideas, emotions, and experiences. Effective communication helps to establish confidence, improve emotional ties, and resolve conflicts.
How to Improve Friendship?
Several tactics and ways can be used to improve the psyche of friendship. Here are some ideas for improving your relations and societal connections −
· Be an Excellent Listener − Being able to attend and provide emotional support is one of the essential parts. When your peers are going through a difficult period, carefully listen to them and demonstrate empath.
· Communicate Openly and Honestly − Open and honest dialogue is essential for developing and keeping a solid bond. Allow yourself to respectfully express your emotions and views, and urge your peers to do the same.
· Spend Quality Time − Spending valuable time with peers and regularly participating in pleasant activities can help improve your relationships and create positive memories.
· Be Reliable − Make an effort to show your peers how much you respect and value their relationship. Sending a considerate note or offering to assist with a job can go a long way toward improving your relationships.
· Be Dependable − Reliability and keeping promises is essential for establishing confidence and strengthening alliances. Make a point of showing up when you say you will and being available to your pals when they need you.
· Respect Limits − Respecting your peers' boundaries while communicating your own is critical. Understanding and honouring each other's boundaries and tastes can help to keep friendships healthy and polite.
How Friendship Affects your Life?
Friendship can have a significant effect on all areas of your existence. Here are some ways how companionship can impact your life −
· Emotional Support − During challenging circumstances, good companions can offer emotional support and understanding, which can help to reduce tension, improve mood, and encourage general well-being.
· Increased Happiness − Because social ties provide a sense of belonging and purpose, having close bonds can contribute to increased sentiments of happiness and life fulfilment.
· Improved Mental Health − Studies have shown that people with strong social support networks are less likely to suffer from mental health problems like melancholy and anxiety.
· Physical Health Benefits − Strong social ties have been related to enhanced physical health results such as decreased blood pressure, reduced chance of heart disease, and better immune function.
· Personal Development − Friends can provide various views, expose you to new situations and ideas, and provide constructive input, all of which can help you grow and develop.
· Opportunities − Friends can provide chances for networking, employment prospects, and social contacts, all of which can contribute to personal and professional development.
· Sense of Belonging − Friendship can provide connection and community, especially during a shift or change.
Niches for Friendship
'Tooby and Cosmides' theory of the evolution of friendship suggests that each person has a limited amount of time, energy, and effort and that deciding to befriend one person is simultaneously a decision not to befriend another. This theory differs from the standard theory of reciprocal altruism, which bestows benefits in the expectation that they will be returned later.
Several other factors should determine the choice of friends, such as several slots already filled, psychological mechanisms, and positive externalities. The most critical details in this text are the benefits of selecting friends who are good at reading your mind and anticipating needs, selecting friends who consider you irreplaceable, and selecting friends who want the same things you want.
Reading your mind and understanding your desires, beliefs, and values can help you in ways that are beneficial to you, as well as less costly to him or her. Selecting friends who value the same things you do will positively affect your well-being, as they will change their local environments to suit their desires and your environment as you might like. This will result in a greater flow of benefits.
Conclusion
Individuals should recognise other people, recall their previous encounters, convey their values, wants, and aspirations to others, and illustrate the costs and advantages of a wide range of exchanges. Researchers have shown that individuals have philanderer capabilities by demonstrating a specific capacity for reasoning when logic puzzles are presented in contractual agreements.
Individuals frequently exercise extra caution in looking for those who have received aid without covering the anticipated fees. Thus, friendships are much more complex than it appears. Finally, friendship is a complicated and multifaceted occurrence influenced by various psychological variables such as personality characteristics, social skills, attachment styles, and cognitive processes such as sensitivity and perspective-taking.
According to research, it is essential for individual well-being, societal support, and personal development. Understanding friendship psychology can assist us in cultivating and maintaining healthy, satisfying interactions with others.
6) https://academic.oup.com/book/11899
The Psychology of Friendship 
Abstract
This edited volume provides a comprehensive overview of theory and research on friendship, which represents one of our most fundamental and unique forms of close relationships. The book comprises sixteen chapters that focus on both the beneficial and detrimental aspects of this important bond. The topics covered include the ways in which friendship varies across the life span, how friendship interacts with gender, and friendship in different contexts, such as in the workplace and through social media, and with different partners, such as mentors, romantic partners, and pets. How friendships are successfully maintained and friendship’s role in mental, physical, and social functioning is also considered. The contributors come from a variety of scientific disciplines and countries. The book may be used in undergraduate or graduate courses in various fields, including psychology, sociology, counseling, social work, communication, family studies, marriage and family therapy, and nursing.
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Adult friendship and wellbeing: A systematic review with practical implications
Christos Pezirkianidis,[image: corresponding author] 1 , * Evangelia Galanaki, 2 Georgia Raftopoulou, 1 Despina Moraitou, 3 , 4 and Anastassios Stalikas 1
Abstract
This study aimed to systematically review research findings regarding the relationship between adult friendship and wellbeing. A multidimensional scope for wellbeing and its components with the use of the PERMA theory was adopted. A total of 38 research articles published between 2000 and 2019 were reviewed. In general, adult friendship was found to predict or at least be positively correlated with wellbeing and its components. In particular, the results showed that friendship quality and socializing with friends predict wellbeing levels. In addition, number of friends, their reactions to their friend's attempts of capitalizing positive events, support of friend's autonomy, and efforts to maintain friendship are positively correlated with wellbeing. Efforts to maintain the friendship, friendship quality, personal sense of uniqueness, perceived mattering, satisfaction of basic psychological needs, and subjective vitality mediated this relationship. However, research findings highlighted several gaps and limitations of the existing literature on the relationship between adult friendship and wellbeing components. For example, for particular wellbeing components, findings were non-existent, sparse, contradictory, fragmentary, or for specific populations only. Implications of this review for planning and implementing positive friendship interventions in several contexts, such as school, work, counseling, and society, are discussed.
1.1. Adult friendship
Adult friendship is conceptualized as a voluntary, reciprocal, informal, restriction-free, and usually long-lasting close relationship between two unique partners (Wrzus et al., 2017; Fehr and Harasymchuk, 2018).
Mendelson and Aboud (1999) defined six functional components of adult friendship that determine its quality. The first friendship function is stimulating companionship, which refers to joint participation in recreational and exciting activities (Fehr and Harasymchuk, 2018). Friends, unlike acquaintances, interact in a more relaxed and carefree way, use more informal language, make jokes, and tease each other (Fehr, 2000).
Existing research literature has mainly focused on the second function of friendship, namely help or social support (Wallace et al., 2019). Three forms of social support have been identified: (a) emotional support, which is conceptualized as acceptance, sympathy, affection, care, love, encouragement, and trust (Li et al., 2014); (b) instrumental support, which is defined as provision of financial assistance, material goods, services, or other kinds of help (Nguyen et al., 2016); and (c) informational support, which refers to provision of advice, guidance, and useful information (Wood et al., 2015).
The third function of adult friendship is emotional security, which refers mainly to the sense of safety offered by friends in new, unprecedented and threatening situations (Fehr and Harasymchuk, 2018). Research has shown that friends can significantly reduce their partners' stress caused by negative life events (Donnellan et al., 2017).
The fourth function of adult friendship is reliable alliance, which is defined as the constant availability and mutual expression of loyalty (Wrzus et al., 2017). At the core of reliable alliance lie the concepts of trust and loyalty (Miething et al., 2017).
Self-validation is the fifth function of adult friendship. It concerns the individuals' sense that their friends provide them with encouragement and confirmation, thus helping them to maintain a positive self-image (Fehr and Harasymchuk, 2018).
Finally, the sixth function of adult friendship is intimacy, which refers to self-disclosure procedures (e.g., the free and honest expression of personal thoughts and feelings; Fehr and Harasymchuk, 2018). It is necessary for both friends to reciprocally reveal “sensitive” information and react positively to the information that their partner discloses to them; in this way, feelings of trust can be developed and consolidated (Hall, 2011).
Adults differ significantly not only with regard to friendship quality, but also to the number of friends one has and the hierarchy of friendships (Demir, 2015). Most individuals maintain small networks of long-term and close friends (Wrzus et al., 2017). Empirical research shows that individuals report an average of three close friends (Christakis and Chalatsis, 2010). Also, individuals make fine distinctions between best, first closest friend, second closest friend, other close friendships, and casual friendships (Demir and Özdemir, 2010). These differentiations reflect the ratings of these friendships regarding several quality indicators (Demir et al., 2011b). The present systematic review of the literature will cover multiple aspects of friendship as predictors of wellbeing, namely friendship quality indicators, number of friends, and friendship ratings.
1.2. The concept of wellbeing
Wellbeing is a central issue in the field of positive psychology (Heintzelman, 2018). It is a multifaceted construct (Forgeard et al., 2011) and there are several theoretical approaches of its components (Martela and Sheldon, 2019). We define wellbeing as a broad construct that involves the presence of indicators of positive psychological functioning, such as life satisfaction and meaning in life, and the absence of indicators of negative psychological functioning, e.g., negative emotions or psychological symptoms (Houben et al., 2015). This conceptualization captures both hedonic elements of wellbeing (Diener, 1984), that involve pleasure, enjoyment, satisfaction, comfort, and painlessness (Huta, 2016) and eudaimonic elements (Ryff, 1989), that include concepts like meaning, personal growth, excellence, and authenticity (Huta and Waterman, 2014). Our definition on wellbeing also involves the components of subjective wellbeing (Diener et al., 1999), psychological and social wellbeing (Ryff, 1989) and general wellbeing (Disabato et al., 2019). Finally, this definition encompasses the two different approaches on wellbeing, which are based on the mental illness model (Keyes, 2005) and on positive psychology principles (Seligman, 2011).
Several attempts have been made to synthesize the aforementioned models. In this systematic review of the literature, we used Seligman's (2011) PERMA theory to organize our findings. Seligman (2011) argued that individuals can flourish and thrive if they manage to establish the following five pillars of their lives: positive emotions (P), engaging in daily activities (E), positive relationships (R), a sense of meaning in life (M), and accomplishments (A).
According to the Broaden-and-Build theory (Fredrickson, 2001), when individuals experience positive emotions, their repertoire of thoughts and actions broaden (Fredrickson and Branigan, 2005). The broadening effect activates an upward spiral, resulting in the experience of new and deeper positive emotions (Fredrickson and Joiner, 2002). This, in turn, leads to building of resources, which last over time and act as a protective shield against adversity (Tugade and Fredrickson, 2004). Finally, experiencing positive emotions seems to undo the unpleasant effects of experiencing negative emotions (Fredrickson et al., 2000). All the above mechanisms facilitate the physical and psychological wellbeing of individuals (Kok et al., 2013).
Engagement describes a positive state of mind in which individuals are fully present psychologically and channel their interest, energy, and time into physical, cognitive, and emotional processes to achieve or create something (Butler and Kern, 2016). Engagement is substantially linked to the experience of flow, which is conceptualized as the psychological focus on an activity, accompanied by an experience of high intrinsic motivation and sense of control, and resulting in optimal functioning (Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). High levels of engagement are associated with various indices of wellbeing, such as increased levels of experiencing positive emotions and life satisfaction (Fritz and Avsec, 2007) and decreased levels of anxiety and depression over time (Innstrand et al., 2012).
Positive close relationships with family, friends and other significant people are also beneficial. They are found to be associated with emotional and instrumental support, intimacy, trust, increased sense of belonging and other protective indices of physical and psychological wellbeing (Carmichael et al., 2015; Mertika et al., 2020; Mitskidou et al., 2021).
Meaning in life reflects the individual's sense that life has coherence, purpose, and significance so that it is worth-living (Martela and Steger, 2016). Research findings show that the presence of meaning in life enhances wellbeing, because it entails high levels of positive emotions and life satisfaction as well as low levels of negative psychological and physical conditions (Pezirkianidis et al., 2016a,b, 2018; Galanakis et al., 2017).
Accomplishments in all domains of life are recognized and rewarded by society; this reinforces the individuals' desire to succeed (Nohria et al., 2008). However, accomplishments are not restricted to great achievements in life but also include the fulfillment of daily personal ambitions and the achievement of everyday goals. These minor accomplishments have been found to contribute to the wellbeing of individuals (Butler and Kern, 2016).
1.3. Associations between adult relationships and wellbeing components
Positive, supportive relationships predict higher physical and psychological wellbeing levels more than any other variable (Vaillant, 2012). In particular, integrating people into support networks provides them with the necessary resources to successfully deal with depression, anxiety, loneliness, alcohol overdose and many other physical and mental health difficulties (Christakis and Fowler, 2009, 2013). In addition, the chances of individuals' happiness increase when they are associated with a happy person. Therefore, happiness seems to be transmitted through positive relationships (Fowler and Christakis, 2008).
Moreover, research findings show that perceived support from positive relationships is associated with experiencing more positive emotions (Kok et al., 2013), sense of calm and security (Kane et al., 2012), and presence of meaning in life (Hicks and King, 2009).
In particular, adult friendship is a valuable personal relationship (Demir, 2015), which contributes in various ways to individuals' wellbeing (Demir et al., 2007), and significantly fulfills the fundamental human need for social interaction and belonging (Lyubomirsky, 2008). The quality of adult friendship is related to wellbeing and the experiencing of positive emotions (Demir et al., 2007; Secor et al., 2017; Pezirkianidis, 2020). In addition, existing literature shows that a close adult friendship is related to personal achievement and engagement to projects, which promote meaning in life (Green et al., 2001; Koestner et al., 2012).
1.4. Gaps in the literature on the relationship between adult friendship and wellbeing
Even though the relationship between friendship and wellbeing has been extensively studied in children (e.g., Holder and Coleman, 2015), adolescents (e.g., Raboteg-Saric and Sakic, 2014), and the elderly (e.g., Park and Roh, 2013), it is not yet fully understood how the various elements of adult friendship are related to wellbeing. The main reason for this is that adulthood consists of many different life periods, from young to late adulthood, during which there are fluctuations in the network of friends and changes in friendship quality (Bowker, 2004).
In fact, most of the empirical research on the relationship between adult friendship and wellbeing focuses on the effect of adult friendship on one-dimensional indices of wellbeing, such as happiness or life satisfaction (Demir et al., 2007). It is worth-noting that research is mainly conducted with university student samples, which limits generalizability to older age groups (Demir, 2015).
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The pandemic has taken its toll on our friendships. How do we fix them?
Claire Cohen
As life returns to ‘normal’, we may have expected these key relationships to spring back too. But it’s not so simple
During the first lockdown, I had a call with the same group of three female friends every Wednesday evening. We would spend an hour or two chatting over video, and however doomful the day had been, the evening would be brighter and sillier. It’s no exaggeration to say that those conversations kept me going – a lifeline when it felt that so many of our personal relationships were drifting – and I didn’t skip a single one. We four are now closer than ever. Yet, there are other friends I haven’t seen and have hardly spoken to since March 2020.
Perhaps you had a similar experience during a time when many of us felt forced to examine the shape of our friendships: whom you could face speaking to, and who inspired little more than a sense of duty to keep in touch, if you did at all. We got used to prioritising our pals, first virtually and later seeing a small number in person when the rules allowed. Many of our friendships were simply “parked” – not ended, but not maintained. We pressed pause, assuming those friends would be equally happy to pick things back up when the pandemic storm had passed.
Plus, we were dealing with new and strange friendship dilemmas: how do I tell her that I’m uncomfortable with not wearing a mask? That I don’t want to sneak into her kitchen for supper? That I don’t agree with her Facebook post? It’s little wonder that a survey by marketing agency Digital Third Coast found 20% of people had unfriended a friend over a Covid disagreement on social media.
Now, though? We’re supposed to be almost back to “normal”. Mask-wearing has dropped off and large gatherings have returned. Fewer commuters on trains and empty offices are our only significant daily reminder that all is not what it was.
Well, that and our friendships. Because even now – months after the last restrictions were lifted – some of us are still finding it tough to get them back on track. When speaking to women for my new book on female friendship, I encountered a groundswell of lingering resentment and hurt. It looks as if some of those friends we put on the backburner are destined to never come off.
One woman in her 50s tells me that the post-pandemic fallout in her friend group has worsened over the past few weeks. “There’s a lot of bitterness,” she says. “Friends of mine are having blow-up arguments and accusing one another of not having been there when it mattered. Friendships of 20 or 30 years are ending.” A recent poll by LifeSearch found that almost one in three of surveyed UK adults have fallen out with friends due to pandemic pressures, losing an average of four friends since Covid began.
In March, Google published a list of our most-searched-for subjects over the past 12 months. At an all-time high were questions such as: “How can I meet new friends?” and “Is it normal to … be jealous of your friends/argue with friends/not to have any friends?”
“Some people are upset that their friends weren’t there for them in the way they hoped during the lockdowns. But some are upset that their friends aren’t there for them now, during a time of need that few of us thought we would experience,” clinical psychologist Dr Sophie Mort tells me. “We imagined that once the lockdowns were over we would feel liberated by being back out in the world. But what I’m seeing in my clinic, and my social circles, suggests that the ongoing struggles in our friendships link to the fact that many people still feel at their limit.
“Pre-pandemic, one or two people in a friendship group would usually have struggles at any one time, meaning that the others would be able to offer support. Now it seems most people are facing something tough. This means that few of us are able to support our friends the way we usually would. It means friendships aren’t functioning the way that they used to.”
It’s the pandemic friendship paradox – we were going through perhaps the ultimate communal experience, yet we became overwhelmed and disconnected from each other. It tested our core beliefs and shared values, as well as sapping our time and energy. And we’re not out of the woods yet.
Women in their 30s and 40s have particularly struggled, as the demands of home schooling, childcare and domestic chores left little time for maintaining friendships. This is the same cohort who, according to new research, are struggling to return to their careers post-Covid and going missing from the workforce.
“When your friendships usually feel deep and connected, disconnection or distance can feel like a rejection, which often leads to resentment, anger, sadness and confusion,” says Mort.
I haven’t lost any friends yet … but there are some relationships that are slowly coming apart at the seams. So is it too late? Mort believes not, and says it’s time we started to speak honestly with our friends.
“It’s a case of working out what could be done to improve a friendship. Do you need to tell your friend that you miss them? Do you need to say that you need their support? Many of us think that an argument or a period of silence equals the end, when actually – if dealt with effectively – it can strengthen the friendship. A key part is the ability to apologise. Being able to say ‘I’m sorry’ is extremely powerful.
“There are always ways to improve your friendships. The first question is whether you want to.”
Claire Cohen is a journalist and the author of BFF? The Truth About Female Friendship
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Why Friendships Are So Important for Health and Well-Being
By Moira Lawler Medically Reviewed by Allison Young, MD
Maintaining positive relationships should rank up there with healthy eating and exercise as a necessary investment in your health. Not only is spending time with friends fun but it also yields a multitude of long-term physical and emotional health benefits.
“As a medical doctor, I wish I could prescribe friendships for everyone,” says Kelli Harding, MD, an assistant clinical professor of psychiatry at Columbia University Irving Medical Center in New York City.
But before we get into the many ways a strong social network promotes health and well-being, it’s important to point out that not all relationships are equal. Just like you can make unhealthy choices around diet and exercise, you can certainly make unhealthy choices when it comes to the friendships and relationships you spend time on.
A healthy friendship is a two-way street. “When we're only thinking about having our needs met and we're not thinking about our friends' needs, then the relationship is probably unhealthy,” says Marisa Franco, PhD, a psychologist based in Washington, DC, whose research has focused on friendship and relationships.
A true friend is there for you always, not just when it’s convenient. “Showing up in moments of need is really important in friendships,” Dr. Franco says, adding that if a friend calls with a crisis at midnight, a true friend won’t opt out. “If you're in crisis, I have to wake up,” she says. “Unless I’m in crisis, too, I’m going to show up.”
It's also important to acknowledge that not everyone’s social support network looks the same. Your network could be made up of a partner, family members, friends, coworkers, teachers, or neighbors, Dr. Harding says. “The benefits are with anyone in your life that provides positive social support,” she says. No matter if your network of friendships looks like a partner and a lot of close family ties, or if it's filled with people who aren't related to you biologically, every type of positive social support is beneficial, Harding says.
How a Strong Social Network Supports Physical and Emotional Health
So what does the science say about why strong social ties are good for health and well-being? Here’s what we know:
1. Friendships Promote a Sense of Belonging
No matter what unites you with your group of friends, simply feeling included — like you belong to a particular group — is beneficial, says Mahzad Hojjat, PhD, a professor of psychology at the University of Massachusetts in Dartmouth, who has led research on friendships, the benefits of close relationships, and marriage. A sense of belonging fulfills an important emotional health need and helps decreases feelings of depression and hopelessness, according to a study published 2015 in in Psychiatry.
2. Friends Can Help Boost Self-Esteem
Friends can improve your self-confidence and self-worth. A good friend is your cheerleader. “You want to have friends to share in your success who are happy for you,” Dr. Hojjat says.
According to a study published in May 2015 in PLoS One, belonging to a social group goes hand in hand with increased self-esteem because people take pride in these relationships and derive meaning from them.
3. Strong Social Connections Help Offset Stressors in Your Life
“Friendships go a long way in helping us buffer stress,” Hojjat says. “As we go through difficult periods of life, friends can help.” Unloading the details of a bad day onto a friend can relieve some of your own stress, she says.
Physical touch can make a difference, too. A study published in October 2018 in PLoS One found that receiving a hug relieved negative emotions like stress. “Positive and welcome physical touch is great for connection and health,” Harding says. The pandemic has made that tricky, of course. “Skin hunger, or touch starvation, is a real thing, which makes boosting emotional closeness especially important during the pandemic,” Harding says.
4. Friendships May Help Protect Cognitive Health
Research involving elderly women found that having a large social network offers a protective effect over cognition and reduces the risk of dementia, though more research is needed to say why that is.
Another study published in August 2021 in JAMA Network Open found that having someone to have good conversations with may part of what’s protecting brain health. The data showed that in a group of 2,171 adults who had participated in the Framingham Heart Study, those who reported having someone in their lives they could count on as a good listener were more likely to have higher levels of cognitive resilience (a measure of brain health known to be protective against brain aging and disease, like dementia).
5. Friends Help Us Cope With Grief of All Kinds
Think about the last time you faced a challenging situation, such as a death in the family or loss of something else important to you (like a job, a pet, or a relationship). Having friends you could lean on likely helped you pull through. “People who are lonely have more difficulty bouncing back from life’s challenges,” Harding says.
A small study published in the July–August 2015 issue of the Iranian Journal of Nursing and Midwifery Research found that mothers who experienced a stillbirth relied on social support to escape loneliness. “Having people in our lives and social support is probably the No. 1 thing helping people get through traumatic times,” Franco says.
6. Friends Can Encourage Healthy Behaviors
Having positive relationships with people who make healthy choices can motivate you to make similarly healthy choices, Hojjat says. “If friends are into physical activity, you may be drawn into that.”
They can also speak up if they’re concerned about you. “If you’re engaging in unhealthy behavior, friends are the ones who see it if you’re drinking too much or you’re gaining too much weight, because they’re seeing you and they’re interacting with you every day,” Hojjat says.
According to Keck Medicine of the University of Southern California in Los Angeles, experts suspect that relationships have this effect on physical health because of the body’s stress response. Feeling isolated and lonely can increase chronic stress, which can negatively impact health, while the flip side — maintaining positive friendships — can keep you healthy.
7. Staying Socially Connected to Others May Lower the Risk of Long-Term Health Problems
“Our ability to have social connection is so essential to our ability to live a healthy life,” Franco says.
A review published in May 2020 in Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews found that social isolation and loneliness may be linked with inflammation. Unhealthy levels of inflammation can be dangerous and may lead to heart disease, arthritis, stroke, or Alzheimer’s disease, according to Harvard Health Publishing.
Having strong social ties has also been linked with a lower risk of depression and healthier blood pressure and body mass indexes, according to Mayo Clinic.
8. Strong Relationships May Help Us Live Longer
A review published in PLoS Medicine found that there was a 50 percent increased likelihood of survival for participants with strong social relationships.
“The difference in mortality risk didn’t come down to age, gender, or even medical problems but positive social connections with others,” Harding says of that research. “Those who have more social integration — as measure by marital status, number of friends, involvement with friends — had the biggest health boost.”
9. Healthy Friendships Tend to Make Us Happier
A study published in June 2019 in PLoS One found that a strong social circle (as measured by study participants’ cellphone activity) was a better predictor of happiness and general wellness than fitness tracker data, such as heart rate and physical activity.
It helps if you associate with happy people, especially if they live close by. Research involving more than 4,000 adults showed that having a happy friend who lives within a mile from you increases your own likelihood of being happy by 25 percent.
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