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Chapter 1: Objectives, readers, and approach


This short book aims to give readers a better understanding of friendship and greater clarity on the essential behaviours of friendship. It includes the friendship element of romantic love because romantic love combines friendship with sexual attraction.


The approach taken is to think carefully and rationally about friendship, making explicit things that, for many readers, are just vague feelings. You may think friendship is instinctive, and part of it is, but friendship in human societies is far too complex to be driven just by our genetic inheritance. It is the result of instinct plus learning. This book explains finer points and even fundamental realities of friendship not understood by everyone.


Reading this book and thinking carefully about friendships may help you:



  	by revealing something about friendship you have missed or misunderstood, leading to helpful new ideas on being a better friend or being a friend more efficiently


  	when giving advice to someone, either helping them interpret the behaviour of people around them or helping to develop strategies


  	when struggling or unhappy with friendships, or lack of them (more likely if you are young but potentially at any age).





Consciously understanding friendships helps us interpret puzzling behaviour and solve problems. For example:



  	distinguishing between real friends and people we just party with


  	working out how to have a friendly relationship with people we are forced to live or work with, even when they differ from us greatly and even have some views we find objectionable


  	understanding why someone we thought was a friend has stopped being friendly towards us


  	understanding who, in a new social group, is likely to want to be friends with us


  	distinguishing between people who will make good friends and people who are entertaining and charming but will not


  	knowing what is appropriate when two old friends are suddenly 100 miles apart, for example because of a new job


  	diagnosing why we have no friends or are unhappy with the people we counted as friends.





Some of the ideas in this book may interest researchers.



Chapter 2: Characterizing friendship


This chapter clarifies the basic ideas and phenomena of friendship. Later chapters will explain how to be more successful with friendships.


Cooperation


Friendship is one of several types of human arrangement that support cooperation. It can be distinguished from those other arrangements but, fundamentally, friendship is about cooperation between people.


Humans have been successful as a species (so far) largely because of combining a large brain with cooperation. Other creatures, even tiny ones like ants and honey bees, cooperate but we take this to another level because we are intelligent enough to cooperate in so many ways. Cooperation works and our tendency to cooperate is almost certainly instinctive, which means it has evolved and is given to us in our genes. How exactly we cooperate is largely learned.


Some cooperation is involuntary. That is, someone with power forces us to comply. Other cooperation is voluntary.


Friendship is just one way humans cooperate. Other bases of cooperation include these:



    	Power, including physical threat: This is used to compel cooperation from another person (e.g. master-slave relationships).


    	Democratic government: Where the society as a whole appoints people to develop and enforce laws.


    	Contracts using money or barter (swapping): These methods allow humans to cooperate when they barely know each other.


    	Employment: Where we agree to work with others, in a role, for pay.


    	Family relationships: Here genetic similarity is a factor. It may be instinctive to prefer and support those that carry our genes.


    	Membership of groups: Each person tries to live by the norms of the group to maintain their membership. Examples include some social groups where, for example, liking the right music and wearing the right clothes is important for acceptance.





Friendship often exists alongside types of relationship. For example, people who work together (on the basis of employment) often become friends. Family members can become friends. People in a social group often become friends.


Reciprocation


Some cooperative relationships, including friendship, are powerfully supported by our tendency to reciprocate. If someone helps us in a way we welcome then we usually want to help them in return. (Conversely, if they harm us then we may seek revenge but more often today would just withhold favours.)


E.g. Occasionally, people who want to sell to us or get charitable donations will gently push a gift or other favour on us. They do this because our sense of moral debt is so strong that sometimes we mistakenly want to reciprocate even though we did not seek the help.


Commercial transactions involve reciprocation but are not acts of friendship. The parties typically agree in advance to exchange a product at a price.


Legal compensation is not an act of friendship. If someone carelessly damages your car then they will be expected to pay for repairs.


In some situations there is a one-to-one exchange of help that is polite but does not constitute friendship.


E.g. If you return a lost cat to a neighbour then the neighbour might come round later with a bottle of wine as a thank-you.


Occasionally, two people cooperate out of sheer convenience and will stop the moment it no longer makes selfish sense for them. There are no feelings of friendship and the cooperative relationship is fragile.


So, if these are not friendship, what is friendship?


Friendship


A strong, healthy friendship requires (1) a pattern of friendly behaviour and (2) feelings of friendship on the part of each friend.


Friendly behaviour involves persistent, voluntary, reciprocal help and non-harm. We help friends and try not to harm them; they do the same for us.


We trust our friends, and when we say we ‘trust’ someone it usually means we are confident they will act in our interests, or at least not against them.


(This contrasts with people who may be in our social circle but feel more competition with us than cooperation.)


In friendships, the reciprocation is not usually agreed up front and is not exact or carefully accounted for. Nevertheless, reciprocation is involved and if one party never gives back then the relationship will probably fail. Can you consider someone cooperative and a friend if they just take, take, take? Conversely, if you give, give, give but never allow the other person to reciprocate then are you allowing them to be your friend? Altruism does not have to be one-sided; people usually feel more secure in friendships when there is an appropriate balance.


The benefits of friendships include the gains from helping each other and the security that comes from knowing there are people who would help if needed.


We tend to provide more support and expect less back when others are less capable for a period, typically because of disease, age, bereavement, or pregnancy. (Note: The point about pregnancy is not sexism. For example, if a pregnant woman has to stand in a crowded train it is generally accepted that giving up your seat for her is a good thing to do. She can stand, but she cannot stand so comfortably and would be more comfortable seated. A friend would certainly give up a seat for her.)


When people form friendships, they typically evaluate (usually not deliberately) the characteristics and behaviours of the other person to predict how likely they are to become, or continue being, suitable friends. If the prediction is positive and they want to have the person as a friend then they have feelings of friendship. They like the person. Friendship develops or continues if this leads to persistent, voluntary, loosely reciprocal help and non-harm.


The relationship is persistent in the sense that it does not end the moment one of the parties decides it is no longer in their selfish best interest. Friendship is more robust than that, often riding out periods where there is no clear practical advantage from cooperation.


Sometimes our feelings of friendship are inconsistent with the established pattern of mutual help. Often we would like to be friends with people but nothing has happened yet. Less often, we start to wish we could get away from someone with whom we have an established pattern of mutual helping.


Most people take this general approach to friendship. Some people consciously understand this process and act accordingly. Many others do not consciously understand it but behave as if they do. Some behave as if they do but consciously deny it. However, a few people think or will say that friendship works this way but they do not act accordingly and a few people believe friendship works in another way and act in accordance with their idea. These minorities will at times be confused and disappointed.


In particular, a person may feel that a true friend will help without expectation of anything in return. This is not correct but friendship involves such inexact reciprocation that it is an easy mistake to make. Friendship is, fundamentally, a cooperative relationship that benefits both friends. There is nothing cynical or exploitative about reciprocation or choosing to cultivate friendships with people who are likely to make good friends for you.


Ignoring reciprocity puts you at risk of one-sided relationships that fail.


Alternatively, a person may feel that friends are just people you enjoy being with. Of course you will usually enjoy being with friends but this is far from the complete picture. Enjoying a person's company means they are giving you entertainment (a form of help), perhaps also comfort (another form of help), and perhaps that the way they behave and your shared values lead you to think they want to help and will not harm you.


Identifying friendship simply with enjoying a person's company puts you at risk of being exploited by charming, entertaining people who are happy to just take from you. It also means you could miss opportunities for greater cooperation that would benefit you and your friend.


How reciprocal help hides


Reciprocal helping can be hard to see and this is probably a major reason why some people overlook the reciprocal nature of help in healthy friendships or think enjoying the friend's company is all that matters. Reciprocal helping is hard to see for a number of reasons:


Lack of accounting: In friendships, reciprocation is only approximate and not usually agreed in advance. The friends rarely keep score and may not notice even a significant imbalance for some time. However, reciprocation is expected and if the imbalance is noticed (perhaps someone points it out or a particularly costly act of generosity does not even get thanked) then it can become an issue.


Delayed reciprocation: When a friend is temporarily unable to help in the way they usually would, perhaps due to illness or unemployment, we expect less. As friendships become stronger and older the extent of imbalance that is tolerated usually increases. A friend might nurse a friend who has a terminal illness and can never reciprocate.


Non-obvious help: Some types of help a friend provides are not obvious. It may be entertainment, patient listening, reassurance, learning from another person's life experiences, small tips and useful feedback, or low key networking opportunities.


Emergency help: Often we benefit from the security of knowing that there is someone who would help us if we needed it. This allows us to go ahead with endeavours we might otherwise see as too risky. However, most of the time we have no emergency and receive no visible help.


Persistence: Friendships are robust and will, to some extent, survive periods where there is no obvious practical advantage from cooperation. We simply know that we are in a relationship where mutual help and non-harm is the expectation and that will probably be valuable to both friends later, even if there is nothing much to gain now.


Confusion with the social circle: We also have people in our social circle who are there when we are having fun but are not real friends. Perhaps they are just the partner of someone we like. Perhaps they are people we drink alcohol with but would not help us even in the simplest practical way if we needed it. They may be rivals and even secretly despise us.


How friendships develop


Friendships usually start in small ways and are limited to a particular context. For example, two people might be ‘friends’ only when they play in a rugby team, only at work, or only in council meetings. The help each provides is usually quite limited and of only one or two types, typically appropriate to the context.


At first, reciprocation has to be quite close, especially to avoid one person feeling they owe too much of a moral debt to the other. To allow this, acts to help typically stay quite small. If circumstances prevent this (e.g. one friend has an emergency and can only call on the other for help, which is extremely inconvenient for them to provide) then the friend helped is usually anxious to do something suitably large to restore balance. Being refused the opportunity to do this can be upsetting and off-putting.


However, if the friendship blossoms then the friends typically learn much more about each other and their friendship may spill over into other contexts and other forms of help.


As time goes on, provided events do not derail the friendship, the friends may start to adapt to different life stages (e.g. parenthood, retirement) and again shift the mutual support involved.


Longer periods of imbalance are tolerated – often not even noticed.


Lifelong, uninterrupted friendships that continue to develop are relative rare. More often, friendships stop at a level and do not progress further, perhaps then falling away. Others lie dormant, sometimes for decades, when friends are physically separated (e.g. by job moves or emigration). A few are destroyed by some incident or act that kills feelings of friendship (e.g. knowingly causing harm).


Friendship sizes and social circles


Most friendships are between pairs of people. A and B are friends; A helps B and B helps A. When a group of friends meet it may be that they are linked only by friendship pairs. Everyone is in a friendship pair with at least one other person in the group.


The description of friendship in this book usually assumes pairs but the points can be generalized.


It is possible to have friendships with three or more people in them. Perhaps the people in the friendship take turns to do something for the others or provide a collective safety net. However, larger friendships like this tend to look less like friendships because more exact accounting for help is involved. In particular, it is hard for friendship to support circular helping (e.g. A helps B, B helps C, C helps A).


E.g. When I was a young child my mother was in a babysitting circle with some other young mothers. They made cards, each one representing a babysitting session, and distributed them. After that, if a mother babysat for another then she would receive one of the cards from the mother she had helped. This was a more exact form of accounting for help than is typical for friends and supported circular helping.


Where a larger friendship exists, the individuals in it might also be in friendship pairs with some others in that larger friendship.


Your social circle is the set of people you see socially from time to time and know of. Many are not your friends but a chain of friendships links you indirectly.


Wider even than your social circle is the set of people you see from time to time. This includes people you work with, study with, have as customers or suppliers, and other members of a sports club. There may be no friendship link at all at first but, as a result of those frequent contacts and opportunities for mutual help that goes beyond what is required, friendships can be formed.


Types of help


In this book, the types of help in a friendship are called the basis of the friendship.


The specific bases of individual friendships differ. For example, some mainly involve emotional support, while others are primarily about practical cooperation. Some provide mainly mutual entertainment while others provide creative, intellectual stimulation for the friends.


Exactly what each person provides to the other(s) varies greatly between people and over time. It may not be obvious. It need not be tangible.


Typical examples of help include:


Entertainment: This includes being funny, creating playlists, organizing games, or otherwise being entertaining.


Social support for addiction: This might be joining the person in drinking alcohol, smoking cannabis, or using other addictive substances. (This is perceived as helpful even if it reinforces harmful behaviour.)


Social support for self-control: For example, the friend might help you stay on task at university, avoid alcohol, or get an early night.


Learning: Sharing stories from their lives allows vicarious learning from experience, as cautionary tales or as examples of how to deal with a challenge effectively.


Support with problem solving: This includes being reassuring when someone is upset, helping someone understand a problem and think about how to solve it, passing on suggestions for solutions, and passing on contact details for people who might be able to help (e.g. a tradesperson, music teacher, therapist).


Promises of support if needed: The help is not necessarily needed but is agreed or assumed, and often a valuable safety net.


Networking: This includes passing on important information about other people and making introductions that may lead to a new friend, lover, employer, customer, sponsor, or other valuable meeting.


Shared property: Examples include taking turns to provide food or drink, providing short-term accommodation, and lending a book, tool, or small amount of money.


Shared work: Examples include car sharing, taxi sharing, and other shared journeys, doing shopping for someone who is unwell, and looking after a pet while the other person is away.


Romantic love relationships typically involve the most important cooperation of all, which is sharing genes and raising children. It is a vital and difficult task, most easily tackled when the lovers work together effectively to share the load.


Crucially, all help given should be (1) wanted and (2) accepted in advance, unless acceptance is virtually certain and impossible to get explicitly. If not, the help may not be valued and may even be resented. People can feel insulted even by an offer of help, not need the help, or worry that the help is so great that they will never be able to adequately reciprocate.


Life changes and types of help


The help we can benefit from at different stages of life changes in somewhat predictable ways. For example, there is a dramatic change when a young person leaves home for the first time (e.g. going to university).


Here are some characteristics of different stages of life:



    	Childhood: Parents and other adults provide most of the help needed or wanted without expectation of rapid reciprocation by the child. Peers mainly help by being playmates. (Play is an important behaviour seen in many mammals.)


    	University student: Living away from home, being expected to study independently, and having much less parental support and control create a whole new set of challenges. Your peers become a more important source of support that goes beyond play and entertainment. They can help with shared accommodation, shared shopping, finding good sources of food, services (e.g. a dentist) and entertainment, social groups, finding out how to do things, sport and exercise, working out hard problems on your course, keeping up with the work, going to the library and working, and dealing with emotional and relationship problems.


    	Newly in work: This may combine all the challenges of living away from the parental home plus challenges from meeting new people in a new location, learning to do your job, sorting out technology problems, and saving money.


    	New parents: A new baby brings a tsunami of challenges that your friends may have tips on, plus opportunities to get together and share child care time, help in emergencies, help with part-time work issues, choosing a nursery school, primary school, etc.


    	Later career: Challenges include finding people to work with, to hire, to provide resources, to be customers, holiday partners, provide a holiday home, or to let a holiday home to.


    	Retirement years: Expect to be on the lookout for activities to be involved in, people to go out with, people to pop round or call to check you are ok, help with getting to medical appointments, sharing shopping, and solving technology problems.





The toughest and most confusing periods are those immediately after a major change. These are the times when the typical bases of friendships shift suddenly, often combined with a new location and new peers, some of whom are potential new friends.


Perhaps the biggest change is on leaving home because this marks the big change from friends who are primarily playmates to friends who are also helpful in practical, adult ways. It is easy to identify friendship with being ‘sociable’ at parties and similar gatherings, and overlook the other elements such as support with school work and help against a bully.


The education system strongly rewards young people for developing capability and demonstrating it through individual examination performance. A child who does well in this way may not be so aware that cooperation with others is important or that they may very soon need help from other people in non-academic areas of life.


Reciprocation within families


Most babies born in the Western world are then looked after by one or both of their parents for many years before they are self-sufficient adults, able to give more help than they need. The most recent generations are finding that they need financial support from their parents well into adulthood because of the high cost of living space.


As the parents reach old age they increasingly appreciate and benefit from the help of their children (now adults).


Is this an example of reciprocal help driven by friendship? If it was just this then the child would feel an enormous moral debt building through childhood and be eager to discharge it. In reality I do not think most children fully understand what is happening and the relationship between parent and child is more than friendship. It may be that in later life adults realize that if they look after their own elderly parents then they are setting a good example to their own children. Or, perhaps, raising children is seen as helping grandparents.


Having said that, some parents are more supportive than others and this correlates positively with the amount of help they receive from their children. The amount of help children give their parents is also driven by other factors (e.g. geography, career, disability).


Some people say they feel that their family members are also friends. It is perhaps a good thing if this is the case.


Expressing gratitude through the conventional words of politeness (‘please’, ‘thank you’, ‘how are you?’) is still important within families.


Initiating contacts


A small but significant detail, similar to reciprocation of help but not quite the same, concerns who initiates contacts between the friends. Ideally, both friends in a pair do roughly half the initiating. This might be suggesting going for a drink or meal, or texting or emailing to check in.


Uncertainty


For many people, making friends involves considerable uncertainty, for a number of reasons:



    	The foundation of friendships is not easy to see.


    	The specific bases of particular, potential friendships are not always obvious at the outset and we may struggle to form some friendships as a result.


    	Developing friendships involves understanding other people, and their thinking is often hard to understand.


    	Even with a great understanding of friendship and other people, outcomes are not fully under our control because of other events, such as the impact of other people, personal tragedies, and career choices.





The importance of trustworthiness


Friendships should be handled fairly and with integrity at all times. This is the approach recommended in this book. You should consider the legitimate interests of everyone affected by your decisions and avoid misleading people. If other people knew exactly the approach you take to friendships (i.e. your real thinking) then they should be reassured and attracted to it, not repulsed.


Conscious attention to friendships, including strategic decisions, should be used to achieve better experiences and outcomes for all affected, including ourselves. It should not involve manipulative scheming. It also is not a substitute for feelings of friendship; instead, our deliberate thought provides the firm foundation for feelings of friendship.


Sadly, dishonest exploitation of seemingly friendly relationships is common. Sometimes people:



  	fake friendship to sell something (then move on)


  	secretly harm others (e.g. by spreading false rumours)


  	pretend to be someone they are not to attract particular people as friends (e.g. pretend to be rich, intelligent, or struggling with a mental health problem)


  	pretend to need more help than they really do


  	pretend to be less able to help right now than they really are (e.g. using fictitious prior appointments and illnesses).





This dishonesty is upsetting and can kill an apparent friendship. Also, if your friends see you do it to someone else then it can make them wonder if you are trustworthy as a friend. If you want true friends then never do any of these things.


 


Having characterized friendship, the rest of this book considers how to succeed with friendships. Along with the advice, many other nuances of how friendships work will be explained.


Chapter 3: Successful friendship


This chapter begins the advice on friendship by considering what success with friendships looks like and warning about some mistakes that might be made.


The warm and fuzzy topic of friendship is discussed in an intellectual, analytical, almost businesslike way. You may find this odd and perhaps even a little distasteful at first. Surely friendship is about emotions and virtue, not evaluations and calculations? Surely thinking of friends almost as if they are assets on your personal balance sheet is cynical and must lead to manipulation?


However, clear thought is for everyone's benefit, does not reduce people to monetary assets, and not a bad thing. You should want arrangements that are good for you and others. Careful thought will help you avoid disappointment for yourself and others. Your thinking about the number and type of friends that works for you, and how that might change over time, will help shape your friendships for everyone's benefit, especially if others are not thinking about these things and would otherwise leave them to chance.


What success looks like


For some people, success would be simply having any friends at all. For others it would be surviving the problems caused by their so-called friends. For still others it would be having the most impressive social media profile with the maximum number of ‘friends’ and many photographs of themselves with their many wonderful friends looking very happy. These are understandable specific priorities but we should step back and consider a more general framework.


Overall, we would like to have an appropriate variety of good quality friendships without having to spend too much time or money gaining and maintaining them. Considering each point in more detail:



    	Appropriate variety: This is because we would like our friends to provide a variety of types of help at different times. The mix should be appropriate for our current and near future challenges.


    	Quality: This means that the friendships involve quite valuable help (in the broadest sense, as usual), easily given on both sides, and are reliable.


    	Time and money: This is important because these resources are limited and we have other things to do.





In the worst case, you could spend all your free time in pubs and parties, ‘socializing’, and yet find you have no individuals you can count as good friends who would help you in a crisis. Instead, all that time has just made you a member of a social group, invited to help create ambience. The individuals in it, if they are friends at all, are no more than booze buddies.


In the best case, you could spend only an hour or so a day on friendships, and yet be valued by several people who regularly provide valuable help and encouragement. These friends do not just invite you to parties; they deliberately introduce you to chosen people who might become friends or even lovers (just as you would for them). These friends do not just give ill-considered advice over a pint of beer but come to visit you, make a hot drink or a meal, and help you think through your issues effectively. When you have important work to do these friends encourage you and maybe even work with you, instead of just suggesting going out and forgetting the work.


Some errors to avoid


If you are looking for more friends or more friendship then there are many potential mistakes that may stop you. These are the opposite of success.


Complete lack of understanding


A person with no understanding of the cooperative logic and mechanisms of friendship may struggle to engage with others.


With no understanding it may be intimidating to meet people and talk with them. A person may feel shy or socially anxious, and may avoid social contact altogether.


Confusing social with friendly


Many mistakes arise from identifying only part of the process of friendship and focusing on it to the exclusion of other elements. Perhaps a person noticed that particular behaviours produced a positive reaction from other people and so followed up with more of the same. Some of these mistakes arise from realizing that social behaviour – attending social events, making conversation, joining groups – is important but not realizing that loosely reciprocal help and non-harm are the foundation of friendship.


A person may become quite a skilled and enthusiastic conversationalist, perhaps even charming and entertaining, without realizing that the cooperative elements that pave the way for friendship are special and must be followed up.


Others may think that such a person is superficially friendly but that something is missing.


A person may think that going to ‘social’ events, perhaps especially those that involve consuming alcohol, is the key to gaining friends. Or they may focus on events where there is always loud music even though this blocks conversation, making these poor venues for developing friendships.


Alternatively, they may confuse being part of a social group (e.g. a gang) with having friends. It is possible to be an accepted member of a group that spends a lot of time together without developing friendships with any individuals in that group. The anxiety over acceptance in a group – adhering to group norms on dress, tastes, and behaviour – may be largely unnecessary.


Attractiveness wasted


Other mistakes due to understanding only part of friendship involve working hard to be more attractive as a friend but then failing to turn that into specific friendships.


A person may focus only on being an overtly generous and caring person, but direct this at charity cases rather than the people they live around. They want to save polar bears, be good to the disabled, fight racism, and yet they don't have time to help their friend move flats or get ready for a party because they are too busy with activism.


Alternatively, a person may know that being capable is important for relationships and work hard on skills, tasks, and resources but still not help people who would be friends or give others a chance to reciprocate.


Another error, if you want friends, is to be so intent on showing your capability that you fail to pay attention to other factors, such as showing willingness to cooperate and showing that there are things others can do for you.


One-sided helping


Still other errors arise from not pursuing or allowing reciprocal help and non-harm.


A person may be so keen to focus on the other person and their needs that they fail to give the other person opportunities to reciprocate.


Conversely, a person may be a taker only. For example, someone who is often unhappy and in need of emotional support may find that this, initially, attracts interest, sympathy, and support. However, as they continue with this pattern and fail to give anything back they find that their friendships become strained and weaken.


One may be duped by someone who is good at engendering strong feelings of friendship but then exploits those as a way to get what they want without giving back.


Sometimes people do favours for others without permission that are unwanted. Even if the favour is valuable, the person may not want to incur the moral debt involved. This will usually fail to develop friendship. Reciprocal help must be voluntary.


Narrow helping


The range of help provided can be important. Feelings of friendship typically involve willingness to help in a range of ways, not just in one way. If the basis of a friendship does not expand to new types of help then it probably will not develop further.


Long-term friendship often involves adapting to each other's changing needs and interests. If this does not happen then the friendship will probably weaken.


If the help you provide is always focused on a person's unhappiness then you can become associated with that unhappiness, weakening the friendship.


Deceivers


People can be deceptive in various ways, providing some of the signals of friendly feelings but without having them.


For example, a person may gush warmly around their new best friend but quickly cool and switch to someone else they think more appealing. The intensity level is unreasonable given the circumstances.


A person may be unreliable, saying they will help but then not showing up.


Most cruelly, a person may feign friendship as part of bullying, intending to humiliate at a later stage.


Illustration: Freshers' week


Freshers' week at a university, especially an academically elite university, creates a number of challenges socially:



    	the large number of new people


    	an environment rich in potential friends, with increased rivalry and lack of fidelity at first


    	many people whose social role has, in the past, been as the smart one, who find they no longer stand out (Now some vie to stay the smartest person and there is rivalry. Others struggle to function socially without the help of a key attribute that has made them attractive to friends in the past.)


    	many who continue with just the childhood mode of seeking playmates and may accentuate this by adding booze and/or other drugs to this situation, making the confusion and ill effects worse


    	many who are, in various ways, a bit odd due to being extreme and perhaps more in the grip of their intellectual mistakes about relationships, rather than just going with instinct


    	many who are anxious about the whole experience, including the academic work.





In response, a person who understands that these factors are at work can:



    	Take a longer-term perspective.


    	Be open-minded about potential friendships.


    	Use different types of reciprocal help to cultivate the new friendships.


    	Start to seek a wider variety of friends, including study friends (on your course), play friends, exercise friends, and intellectual inquiry friends.


    	Look for different friends in different environments; you don't have to be in one group only.


    	Be kind to others who are struggling with shyness by gently taking an interest and helping them with practical things.


    	With people who are mistakenly not doing the whole reciprocal arrangement, take the lead and guide them through by your questions and suggestions.


    	Know a lot about the course, the university, the town, etc and use that to help people from time to time (without being a know-all).





Here is a short story illustrating these ideas.


Emily's story: Emily arrived in halls on a Sunday afternoon, the day before freshers' week. Her parents helped her move her stuff up to her room, stayed for a bit, then left after hugs. Emily saw others on her floor moving in. She knew nobody and waited for other parents to leave before introducing herself and learning the names of the people she would be sharing a kitchen and some other rooms with.


Emily tried to stay calm because she knew that friendships would take time to form. There would be competition for friends but it would not be a frantic race.


During the evening she learned about some of her new neighbours, noting especially who was anxious, who seemed conscientious, and who already knew people at the university. There was nobody else on her course. Some decided to find a place to drink but Emily stayed in and unpacked. There would be plenty of time for social gatherings.


The next morning she headed to campus. There were some administrative tasks to be done, including having her photograph taken and getting an ID card made. Emily had memorized the campus map and easily found where she needed to be to get her photograph taken. While she was queuing for this she started talking to another girl who, she discovered, was on her course and also just starting. Mandy seemed nice but was a little confused by the instructions. She asked ‘They want us to go to building D3 next. Where's that?’ Emily said ‘I know where it is. Let's go together.’ When it was Emily's turn to be photographed, Mandy pointed out a smudge on her cheek and helped her with it. Emily then waited for Mandy to have her photograph taken and the two set off together for D3.


By the afternoon they had visited the department where they would be studying and had picked up another girl and two boys who were also just starting. They set off together to find where the university societies and clubs were set up to meet new students. Again, Emily's map knowledge was helpful and she watched and listened carefully to the other students to learn about them. Persis seemed especially focused on studies but anxious socially. Emily thought she might be a good person to study with in future.


Emily spent a long time looking at the societies and clubs. She saw these as potentially important places to meet new people and develop friendships. She eventually signed up for badminton and the debating society, but identified some others she might try later.


For the rest of the week, Emily joined in with social events and met new people. She lost touch with Mandy, who seemed preoccupied with things Emily was not interested in, but she saw Persis a few times and met some other people.


Two of the girls in her hall and one of the boys seemed especially level-headed. Some could cook. Even in that first week, with Emily's occasional prompting, they started to do some shopping for each other and one night the boy, Jake, cooked for the four of them. There were also some foreign students who stuck together and did not speak English often, and a boy who smelled of cannabis and spent all his time in his room with a girl nobody knew.


By the end of the first term, Emily and Persis were consistent study friends, often choosing to go to the library together to study. Emily made the initial suggestions because Persis seemed to have no idea what to do. Persis was diligent and better on some modules than Emily, but Emily was better on some other modules and had a reassuring effect on Persis.


Towards the end of the first term, most of the people Emily shared her hall with became fed up with the constant smell of cannabis and that the user made mess in the kitchen that neither he nor is ever-present girlfriend cleared up. Emily and her house friends agreed to raise the matter with the university administrators and did so in a coordinated way. They later learned that the user was being removed from his course for non-attendance and that he would be required to move out in two weeks' time.


In her second term, Emily started a romantic relationship with a boy she met at a party hosted by someone she knew from the debating society. Her new love was called Adam and was studying mathematics. Although he seemed a little shy, despite being good-looking, he was intelligent and seemingly trustworthy. They began to stay over at each other's rooms and eat together. There were not many foods that Adam was happy to eat but Emily patiently encouraged him to try slightly new things.


Important parts of Emily's course were assessed by making students give presentations and answer questions from a tutor and other students. Emily wanted to get better at speaking like this and also had in mind some career options where that would be a crucial skill. Fortunately, she had met some people through the debating society who had similar needs and they started to rehearse together and give each other feedback. One of these people, Serena, was an especially impressive speaker and ‘Serena's gang’ became recognized in the debating society as a formidable force. They also started to help each other rehearse for presentations on their courses.


In her second year, Emily moved into private rented accommodation with Adam and two of his other friends. Her contact with her former housemates was greatly reduced, though they were still happy to see each other.



Chapter 4: Friendship strategy


The obvious strategic choices in friendship are about when and where to look for potential friends, and who to cultivate as friends. However, before that is an even broader question: which parts of my approach to friendship should I spend time improving?


How to improve


To get more success with friendships it is possible to make improvements to every element described elsewhere in this book. However, some elements are easier to improve than others.


For example, in the short term it is hard to become more intelligent or richer. There is only so much you can do quickly to become physically stronger or better looking. You may have little choice for the time being about where you live or work.


In contrast, you can more easily make changes in the following areas:



    	Focus: Do not spread yourself too thinly. Some people are extremely popular and have hundreds of acquaintances but cannot give much attention to most of them. A person who is more focused can be a better friend to a few people.


    	Intelligence gathering: Go online or ask friends to find out more about people you are likely to meet, would like to meet, or have met superficially. Use that to find good candidate friends and to help make initial contacts and conversation.


    	Selection: Choose a variety of suitable people and types of help. Attend a variety of venues and events for meeting people. Reach out across the internet or travel to find individuals who share your special interests or abilities.


    	Preparation: Increase your ability to help by getting informed about likely challenges in advance. You are then ready to help if things get confusing for others.


    	Hygiene: Basic personal hygiene remains important, particularly being clean and avoiding unpleasant smells.


    	Information exchange: Take an interest in people. Ask good questions that uncover bases for friendship and share such information of your own.


    	Proposals: Do not waste opportunities for friendship by failing to make appropriate proposals. Put up with occasional rejection in order to make more proposals.


    	Reliability: Be consistent in following through with help offered and accepted. Keep appointments and be punctual. Return borrowed items promptly. Keep secrets for people. Avoid harming others unnecessarily.


    	Explicit signalling: Make sure you explicitly acknowledge and show gratitude for reciprocal help and non-harm.





The initial point about focus can be important in particular when you are looking for a lover, and especially if you seek a life partner. This can become competitive and your competition might be someone who is better looking, more charming, and perhaps richer than you. A way to compete with this is to focus on the downside of their strength, which is that they can appear less likely to be faithful. Someone looking for a life partner may take you more seriously than an alternative potential lover who could easily find someone else.


When to seek and cultivate friends


The right amount of effort to put into seeking new friends and developing existing friendships varies over time. There are two main reasons for a period of greater effort:



  	You are short of suitable friendships.


  	There is an abundance of potential friends.





You might be short of friends because you have too few or because they are too similar to each other and do not cover all your needs. Major life changes are a common reason for being short of friends. Your needs change and often this goes along with moving to a new place and leaving behind many of your old friends. They may still be your friends but some types of help are not feasible at a distance and some friendships just go dormant instead.







The number of potential friends in your environment can vary greatly. It is obvious that a person marooned on a small island with just one other person for company has no choice. They must try to be friends with the other person if possible. Less obviously, it is possible to be in frequent contact with many people and yet still have few candidate friends. At the other extreme, you may be faced with a super-abundance of potential friends.


The number of potential friends can be reduced if people you meet are very different to you. 


E.g. The educated, qualified accountant in an accounts department may be intellectually a long way above the rest of the team, making the job strangely lonely.


Age and cultural differences can also reduce the number of candidate friends.


Another factor that affects the number of candidate friends is how settled existing friendships are. Once people have established their circles of friends they are usually less interested in gaining more. Sometimes people jealously guard their relationships, sabotaging attempts by others to cosy up to their friends.


In contrast, in some situations there is an abundance of similar people and many are open to new friendships. Major life changes are one of the major reasons for facing an abundance of potential new friends. There may be many similar people around you, with many short of friends and open to making new ones.


E.g. Some examples:


  	moving to a new school


  	going to university


  	classes for expectant mothers and fathers


  	groups such as u3a's MOTO groups set up for people who are widows or widowers so that they can make new friends and do things with them.





A super-abundance of potential friends often triggers massive friendship building activity and competition. In the rush to secure promising friends many mistakes will be made. Consequently, friendships do not stay fixed after an initial period of frantic activity. Adjustments continue indefinitely, but at a lower rate.


Your bursts of effort in developing your friendships should usually last a few months at least. Friendship usually strengthens gradually. Quickly made ‘friends’ are really just people who seem likely to become real friends. Disappointment is common. Patience is essential.


Where to look for potential friends


Potential friends may be found in one's immediate environment (e.g. at work, at school, at college or university, in a shared house, neighbours, family, friends of family). Sometimes it is important to create at least a superficial friendship with people we spend a lot of time with, even if we would not have chosen them as friends otherwise. It makes life easier and pleasanter.


Friends can be sought by optionally joining groups (e.g. sports clubs, musical bands, hobby clubs, campaigns, charitable volunteers) or going to specific events (e.g. parties, conferences).


If romance is wanted then a dating service might also be appropriate.


Yet another approach is to search the internet (e.g. using social media sites) for people who might make good friends and could be approached online or face to face using groups or events. Research to find suitable people also prepares for making initial contact with them.


Instead of searching for individuals, an alternative is to search for an organization (e.g. a company, society, venue) and look for people associated with that organization. These are people you might meet in connection with the organization. The characteristics of the organization might also provide clues to the types of people it will attract and that you might meet.


To find friends that share a niche interest may require a focused search, probably through the internet or clubs set up to bring together people with unusual interests. It may require emailing or otherwise contacting people to make new contacts, perhaps in other countries.


Who to cultivate as friends


Choosing people to cultivate as friends (making initial contact and developing the relationship) is best done deliberately. This way you are more likely to create friendships that are cooperative, stable, and benefit both you and each friend. It reduces frustration and disappointment for you and others.


The alternatives are to leave it to chance, by just trying to befriend the first people you speak to, or anybody, or to leave the selection to other people. These approaches lead to more friendships that start and then fizzle. You might start seemingly warm but then change your mind, perhaps abruptly, as experiences reveal your mistakes. Similarly, others might start seemingly warm but then change their minds, perhaps abruptly. Some people deliberately turn on the charm to attract as many candidate friends as possible but then drop the spares as they decide who to focus on or ‘trade up’ to more desirable friends.


If you feel uncomfortable with the idea of deciding not to cultivate friendship with some people then consider that trying to include everyone and then being a disappointing friend to them, because you are too thinly stretched, is worse. Do not be unkind to others, even if they are not your friend, but do not cultivate more friendships than you can cope with.


Our criteria for choosing people to cultivate as friends are not fixed. In particular, when there are few people to choose from we will be less selective and more focused on finding ways to make unpromising friendships work. Conversely, with an abundance of possible friends we can be more selective and focus on people likely to be an obvious and easy fit. Other people will probably be doing the same so we will have little choice.


We often must evaluate, and reevaluate, potential friends and, each time, we can only use the information we have at that moment. Although the framework for evaluation presented below is comprehensive and structured, each evaluation will be much less comprehensive. We may have only a few clues on some occasions.


Whatever the available information, we should consider if we would be able to help and not harm them, if they could do the same for us, and if they are interested in friendship with us. An easy way to answer these questions is to think about:



  	similarities


  	differences


  	their availability


  	signs that they are interested in being a friend.





The following subsections consider these in more detail.


Similarities


Not surprisingly, many people who are friends are similar to each other. They have ‘lots in common’. They will often be similar ages, live or work near to each other, have similar educational backgrounds, and so on.


Even if you would like to befriend someone who is rather different to you, it may be difficult because they see you as too different.


Helpful similarities typically include:


Similar ages:  People often become friends when they are on an educational course together and, as a result, will reach the next few life stages at the same time (e.g. exams, finding somewhere to live, graduation, starting a first job). Similarly, they may meet in an antenatal group (organized for the purpose) and so will reach the same parenting stages at almost exactly the same time. Consequently, they will have similar interests and challenges, not only initially, but also over the coming years even as those interests and challenges change. This is a strong situation for friendship that extends over a wide range of specific types of help and over a long period of time.


Often being in the same place at the same time: This provides more opportunities to meet, get to know each other, keep in touch, and help each other.


Similar interests and challenges: When people are grappling with similar difficulties or pursuing similar interests, a solution found by one person is often interesting to their friends. Occasionally, having an unusual interest in common is an over-riding consideration with at least one of your friends. For example, a person with many local friends of similar age and education may, nevertheless, feel the lack of people to talk to about some issues. For example:



  	collecting ancient coins


  	philosophy of science


  	mathematical methods


  	online gambling


  	politics from a particular point of view.





E.g. Around where I live, if you love dogs or gardening then you will find many friends who can talk about those topics for hours. However, if you are middle-class and think Brexit was a good idea or that the government is doing quite a good job under difficult circumstances then it is best to keep quiet.


Similar abilities: This might include similar physical strength, physical attractiveness, social skill, intelligence, another skill, rationality, knowledge, and even similar health.


Because there must be an opportunity for approximately balanced reciprocation, it may not be viable for two people with greatly differing needs and abilities to be strong friends. If one person is brilliant, happy, and rich but the other is less able, depressive, and poor then the imbalance is great. People tend to seek friends nearer to their own level. If you try to befriend above your level you may find it a strain to keep up. Befriending below your level is easier but not so beneficial and may cause discomfort for the other person.


If you have an unusual level of ability then it can be more difficult to find people who are similar to you.


E.g. Consider cognitive ability measured by IQ. The numbers are roughly Normally distributed with a mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 15. A person with an IQ within 10% will not usually seem greatly different. This means that a person with the average IQ of 100 will find friends with a similar score much more easily; about half the population will seem similar. However, a person with an IQ of 125 will find that only about 19% of people feel similar and, of them, only about a fifth have a higher IQ. If they want someone who feels really super smart and interesting to talk things over with then the candidates are rare. The candidates are far rarer still if the smart person also wants to talk about their special area of expertise with someone near their level.


Having similar resources: These might include money, accommodation, a vehicle, tools, and connections to powerful people (e.g. having a rich family). For most of us, extremely wealthy friends are impractical because we simply could not afford to go to the places they go and do the things they do.


E.g. Imagine that John and Bob were close friends as young boys but then their lives diverged. John's family became immensely rich while Bob's parents struggled financially. John's career has taken off while Bob is mostly unemployed. Now, in their late 40s, the two men have almost nothing in common in their lives. Bob cannot afford to do most of the things that John does or go to the places he goes to. They could still be friends, occasionally meeting at home for a meal and a laugh, but it is not easy and both men feel uncomfortable about the difference in their material circumstances.


People who have gained friends, or at least made connections, can become more attractive as a direct result and tend to get more opportunities to meet people, including new people.


Similar beliefs, attitudes, preferences, allegiances, and sense of humour: Some of these can be unimportant while others are crucial, at least to some people.


E.g. Jenny and Maryam are at school together. Jenny's parents are not religious and neither is Jenny. However, Maryam's family are strict Muslims and Maryam wears a hijab even though she is only 11 years old. Jenny and Maryam quite like each other and share a sense of humour. They are also similar in ability at school work and would be good study buddies. However, Maryam's parents disapprove of friendships outside their faith. Maryam is frequently called to pray and has almost no time to herself outside school. It is practically impossible for Jenny and Maryam to be any more than secret study buddies at school.


Especially when the pool of potential friends is small, we often must work around differences in this area with someone who is in other respects a good candidate friend. For example, it may be necessary to avoid talking about politics, religion, or veganism because you do not agree with your friend and the topics create tension.


Similar past experiences: This often goes with having similar challenges and abilities.


Friends in common: This increases the likelihood of meeting frequently and of being able to help each other. It also provides evidence of compatibility.


 


Of course, friendships can form even when there are disagreements, we are only in the same place occasionally, when we are at different stages in life, and when there is a large discrepancy in intelligence or wealth. However, these are less common. More effort is needed to find ways to help each other.


Thinking widely and imaginatively about what each person can provide to the other is a way to make even unlikely friendships blossom.


Taking an intelligent interest in someone's situation and challenges can compensate for being less impressive and having fewer resources with which to help them, but there are some people you just cannot compete with.


In romantic relationships, the tendency for people to end up with others of similar overall attractiveness (all things considered) is strong and well known. It is called assortative mating. A similar effect exists for friends and is called social homophily.


Within groups there is rivalry as some people compete for the most desirable friends. This can lead to some quite bad behaviour, including relational aggression where people try to damage the victim's reputation.


Differences


Particular types of difference can promote friendship:


Lack of rivalry: It is harder to avoid harming someone who is your direct rival. Therefore, it is better if potential friends are not trying to win the same prize, job or other role, or romantic partner as you.


Complementary strengths and weaknesses: Differences are also desirable when they are complementary strengths and weaknesses.


E.g. Two students taking a mathematics degree might be particular well-suited as study buddies if they are both about as diligent and capable overall but one is especially strong at statistics and coding while other other is outstanding at pure mathematics and proofs. This would mean that they are better placed to help each other, for example with the weekly problem sheets and understanding difficult topics.


Sometimes you can create a complementary strength quickly by carefully chosen research and preparation.


Clever, innovative, unexpected bases for cooperation can sustain friendships that seem unlikely.


Their availability


A person who is popular is not necessarily a more desirable friend. They may be extroverted, sociable, often seen at social events, and greeted by many people. They may be more attractive and more fashionable than most people, and able to converse on a range of popular, hot topics. Their social media pages may show they have a large number of friends and they are frequently photographed surrounded by a large group of good looking people having a happy time in a fun location.


These people are popular, in the sense that they know many people. On a diagram of social relationships across a large group of people they would appear to be central people with many more connections than average.


In contrast, there are other people who have few connections, often avoid social events out of shyness or anxiety, are less fashionable and good looking, and perhaps have some personal interests that are intense but unusual. They are nerds, wallflowers, or just a bit odd. Such people can be unpopular, in the sense that they have few connections, without being nasty or harmful to others.


Social media tend to encourage and give particular support to people who seek large numbers of friends. They create the false impression that this is how things should be for everyone. In reality there is a major trade-off to be considered.


Mathematically, the amount of time a person can spend on each of their friendships, on average, depends on how much time they allocate in total and the number of friendships. Being friends with a popular person usually means being quite a superficial friend with them because they are thinly spread, even if they do spend a lot of time on social activity.


In contrast, someone who maintains only a few friendships may be a good friend, once the initial shyness is overcome and if some common interests can be found.


Their interest


A person's friendly body language, such as smiles and eye contact, provide some evidence of interest in being your friend. They might even talk explicitly about wanting friendship with you. However, these signs are not strong evidence. Some people can and do feign them routinely in social situations and at work.


Similarly, someone who seems a generally kind person, perhaps especially caring towards animals, children, and those who are suffering might still have no interest in being friends with you. Their apparently caring nature might be highly selective (e.g. dogs preferred over people). They may feign or just exaggerate their feelings of care because they think it makes them more likeable.


Having said that, genuinely nice people make good friends.


E.g. Romantic relationships that work well for a long time tend to be between individuals who are both agreeable, conscientious, and not neurotic. Opposites do not attract, similarity tends to attract but, most importantly, pairs of nice people get on best. (Luo et al, 2008, provide a useful review of the literature on this.)


Slightly more convincing evidence of real interest in being your friend comes from asking questions about you and listening carefully to the answers, perhaps even showing they are deducing what might help you, along with sharing details of themselves. Information exchange is a necessary part of building a real friendship. However, information exchange is such a routine part of polite conversation that it can be misleading.


Often a more reliable guide to interest is not the person's behaviour, but their circumstances. If they have a small circle of friends or an obvious gap in their friendships plus many good similarities with you and some helpful differences then there is a much better chance that they will be interested in friendship with you.


Perhaps the most reliable indicator of interest in being your friend is offering help and providing it. The evidence is stronger still if this also goes with wanting and receiving help from you.


Powerful evidence of not wanting to be your friend is providing by knowingly harming you.


Chapter 5: Making friends


This chapter explains, with many practical details, how to go from initial contacts with people through to friendship with established patterns of loosely reciprocal help and non-harm.


Pre-contact research


Researching in advance people you might meet, by talking to others or online research, is a way to find suitable friends and prepare to make initial contact with them. It reduces the risk of overlooking potentially great future friends and helps you have conversations that quickly focus on potentially important bases for friendship, such as shared interests. It may also help you decide which events to attend.


You could go online to research people you expect to meet, such as people at work, in education, in a club or society, or at a party. You might also ask your existing friends for advance information about others you might meet.


While some people have no online presence, many do. If you know someone’s name and one other thing about them that is distinctive then you can usually find people on social media, if they have a profile. Virtually all professional academics have a web page and this gives details of their working lives and, within their publications, incredibly detailed information about their knowledge and views. Consultants, musicians, artists, and many others often have a personal website or web page. Company directors are often profiled on their company's website. Politicians and would-be politicians have web pages. UK Members of Parliament typically have personal websites but they can also be researched using https://www.theyworkforyou.com/, which gives full details and analysis of their voting and their statements in parliament. You might be surprised to find that someone you know has a YouTube channel under a different name.


There is nothing inherently creepy about this kind of research. It is not stalking. What would be bad is to deceive someone into a fake friendship by pretending to be interested in something of great interest to them.


Conversation elements


Overview


The specific behaviours that indicate willingness to be friends are worth looking at in much more detail. We can identify them by thinking about what is necessary in order to be a friend.


To cooperate in a friendly way with another person we must:



    	pay attention to them


    	learn about them, their circumstances, events, and ambitions


    	think about the implications of that information, especially when events happen or when considering our own actions


    	act so as not to harm the other person and/or offer to help them, and actually help them if asked


    	acknowledge help given and harm avoided.





Therefore, in a conversation where friendship is being sought, or at least explored, we should want to do the following:



  	make initial contact


  	gain information to assess the other person's:


  
    	ideas, capabilities, and resources


	 	challenges (ambitions and gaps/weaknesses)


	 	willingness to cooperate in a friendly way


  

  	provide information on our:


  
    	ideas, capabilities, and resources


	 	challenges (ambitions and gaps/weaknesses)


	 	willingness to cooperate in a friendly way


  

  	propose acts of helping


  	acknowledge help.





Ideally, providing information will be in response to questions by the other person, which are signals of their interest in possible friendship.


Willingness to develop friendship is signalled by willingness to spend time on this kind of conversation, supported by attentive body language.


Attentive body language includes looking at a person, turning towards them, getting close enough to hear them clearly, and nodding and smiling to show understanding and encourage them to talk.


Initial contacts


Most of the people we meet are the result of our choice of school, college, job, and neighbourhood. Some of those people will be introduced to us (e.g. at work), but others are just there with no opening for a conversation.


Introductions are extremely helpful and it is often worth asking someone you already know to make an introduction. This may be just with a name or, much more helpfully, with a name and some information to help get a conversation started.


E.g. At a party, you might ask your host ‘Is there anyone here I don't know but might have something in common with?’ If there is then you might ask ‘Would you mind introducing me? Just names and perhaps something that might help us get a conversation started. Thanks. That's so helpful.’


If that is not possible then the initial contact is easier if your pre-contact research has given you something to get started with.


E.g. ‘Excuse me, sorry, we've seen each other but not spoken before. I understand you have a Chihuahua. So do I! Yours looks so sweet!’


E.g. ‘Hello, I'm Morag. I'm from Aberystwyth.’ (This might be said to someone you know from prior research is also from Aberystwyth.)


E.g. (By email) ‘Dear Professor Gamble. Last year you wrote a very interesting article about pre-school communication patterns that I have found useful. I am looking at the same topic but with a slightly different research method. Your point about age differences was particularly insightful and I wonder if I could ask you for your views on some questions around that?’


Another good way to make initial contact, if the opportunity arises, is with some small act of help like reaching something down from a high shelf, helping pick up items that have been dropped, or guiding someone who is lost or unsure of what is supposed to happen next.


In the worst case you can just say ‘Hello’ or ‘Hi’, give your name, then go into some simple information exchange.


E.g. If your name was Tony then you might say ‘Hi, I'm Tony. I'm here for the first time and don't know anyone.’ This opens the door for a conversation that can help solve that problem.
 

Relevant information exchange


Although relevant information exchange will focus on matters relevant to the help a person can give and might appreciate receiving, and interest in new friendships, the details depend on the likely bases of a friendship. What types of help are likely to be relevant?


E.g. If two intellectuals meet in a setting where intellectual work is relevant then they are most likely to focus on their views on some key issues. If they were to become friends it would probably be based on intellectual cooperation, even if this was just having interesting conversations from time to time.


E.g. If two young parents meet then they are more likely to exchange information about their children and childcare challenges. This could lead to an exchange of useful tips or more direct mutual support.


Often the exchange of information is through direct question and answer. People might ask each other typical networking questions. At other times it is by doing something together and making deductions from behaviour.


E.g. Two intelligent undergraduates looking for people who can help them grow intellectually might debate an issue and learn from that how each thinks and debates.


It is important in these conversations to manage the degree of stress caused. Monitor it and reduce the stress level if the conversation has become tense or negative. If people feel stressed each time they speak to you, even if it is because of things they chose to say, then they are likely to avoid you. Stress can arise when:



  	discussion of capabilities reveals a weakness of theirs that they find upsetting


  	a search for opportunities to help reminds them of problems they find worrying


  	identifying similarities leaves them feeling competitive (e.g. ‘Oh, you've just bought a 3 series. Good choice. We have a 5 series for the extra power and space.’).





To alleviate this stress you could:



  	be reassuring, e.g.


  
    	‘Yes, I had the same problem. It's tricky.’


    	‘Presumably you've got a few weeks left to find some solutions and sort that out?’


    	‘But at this point, that hasn't happened yet, correct?’


    	‘You're so organized. I'm sure you will get through.’


  

  	change the topic or just refocus on some more positive aspect of the topic (e.g. ‘So, you still have a bit to do but you've done most of it.’)


  	offer to help in some relevant way (e.g. ‘Well, we did that last year and it wasn't easy. If there's anything you want to talk about then just let me know.’)


  	avoid seeming to compete (e.g. ‘You chose the 3 series? We have one of theirs. How are you finding it?’).





One difficult area, especially for some people, is to talk about the job they do or the educational course they are taking. Almost any specialism has its critics and image problems, but also has its value. Your description should be positive without being exaggerated, and should focus on the value you provide. Here are some examples:


E.g. Computer programmer: ‘I program computers to make them do things that are useful to people. My particular speciality is statistical analysis of medical trials, so it's really important to make no mistakes and avoid delays.’


E.g. Bin collector: ‘I'm a bin man. It's tough, especially when the weather is really hot, cold, or wet, but it's important. If we stopped, the borough would be disgusting within a fortnight. We do much more on recycling now than when I started.’


E.g. Kennel worker: ‘I look after dogs at a kennel when people have to be away. It's really important that people know they can trust us with their dogs. Some dogs are quite mean and aggressive but most of the dogs are lovely and we are a friendly team.’


E.g. Undergraduate mathematician: ‘I'm studying maths. Some of it is abstract but a lot has practical use. In many ways, it's a personal commitment to thinking very, very clearly. Whatever I do after university I hope that will be useful. I'm interested in a lot of other things too.’


A major uncertainty for people hoping to explore friendship is what that friendship might be based on. What kind of friendship is viable? If you are unsure then how do you decide what to talk about?


Several clues can be used:



    	The occasion: A birthday party is very different to a business networking event or an academic conference. The occasion tends to influence the conversation topics that most people start with and think appropriate. If the other person is happy to move out of the expected areas then you can.


    	Their characteristics: Anything you know about the other person's situation, age, interests, or abilities might be a clue to what they are interested in and what might be a viable basis for friendship.


    	Your interests/vacancies: Your existing network of friends may mean that many of your needs and wants are already met. Your remaining interests will be in other areas.





A conversation might range widely in a search for common interests, common friends, and points of potential cooperation. Conversation itself also reveals a lot about a person's way of thinking and interacting with others.


It is also useful to know some all-purpose questions you can ask in almost any situation. Here are some questions designed to elicit information that provides the basis for reciprocal helping and non-harming between adults. They can be adapted to explore different specific bases and all show an interest in being friends:


What brought you here?: This is usually one for people you don't know well and gives them an opportunity to talk about whatever is relevant to them in the context. This might be their background, current plans, and intentions. This is crucial in helping people.


What do you hope for?: This puts the focus more on what the person aspires to or hopes will happen, and may reveal opportunities to help people make progress. In a professional context you might respond with ‘That's very interesting. I know a few people involved with that. Here's my card and don't hesitate to contact me if you think I might be able to help you along.’


How are you getting on (with that)?: This could pick up where someone is struggling with some kind of project and the follow on might be to offer help with any problem arising on that project. Alternatively, the project may have progressed to a new stage in which new types of help might be welcome, so this can be identified and developed.


How are you?: This also might pick up when someone is struggling and might appreciate a bit of help, or it could elicit information about positive things going on. How they answer will depend on what is important to them at the time. Usually people say they are fine. If not, follow on might be ‘Oh, I'm sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can do?’ Or, ‘Oh dear. If there's anything I can do please don't hesitate to ask.’ In situations where families are important the questions might be ‘How are your children?’ and ‘How is X?’ (where X is the name of the person's partner).


How might that affect you?: This shows consideration for their situation and interests. It could also be part of ‘If I do X, could that create any problems for you?’ or just ‘Do you mind if I X?’ These questions aim at non-harm rather than help.


I heard about X; will that affect you?: This shows inferences from news to the impact for the friend.


Do you have any concerns about ...?: Gives an opportunity to share worries that you might help with. This is a question that explicitly probes for negative feelings and should not be overused.


Here are some statements and questions designed to provide information that gives people an opportunity to help. They also show an interest in being friends:


What I'm hoping is ... / What I'm looking for ...: Just launches into an exposition of what you are hoping for and that people might help with.


Do you know anything about ... ?: Is a general way to ask for help. It only asks if someone has information, but that could lead to more.


I'm concerned that ...: Reveals something that you think might happen and that they might be able to help you avoid.


Proposals


Where the basis for some mutual help is identified in a conversation it may still need someone to point this out and suggest a next step.


E.g. Within a conversation someone might say:



    	‘If there's anything I can do to help with that, please just ask.’


    	‘This has been very interesting and I'd like to talk with you some more about it.’


    	‘Since we are both going, would you like to share a minicab?’


    	‘I really enjoyed meeting you. Are we likely to meet again?’


    	‘That sounded very interesting; could you send me a link?’


    	‘That was really interesting and I would be happy to help you with it. May I give you my contact details?’





Alternatively, a proposal might be made later. Again, this will point to the opportunity and suggest a next step.


E.g. One might say:



    	‘There's another lecture on next week about morality. I was thinking about going. Are you?’


    	‘When we met you mentioned you had nobody to go running with and I'm in the same situation. How about a run this coming week?’


    	‘I was thinking of playing some badminton next week. Would you like to come along and play? Not too serious.’


    	‘I'm a bit stuck on this week's problem sheet. Did you get anywhere with it? I'd appreciate some hints.’





At this point it should be obvious that the conversations that build friendship are very ordinary and familiar to most people.


Nevertheless, some risk is involved because we cannot read minds directly. Our understanding of how a friendship has developed may be very different from the other person's. What seems to us an appropriate proposal may seem to them to be too much or too little.


The principle of reciprocity is well understood by most people and they will often refuse help that they think is too much or not really needed but which would put them under an obligation.


To manage the uncertainty and stay within comfortable levels of obligation, it is usually best to keep proposals small (at least initially) and make them casually. The idea is usually to help in small ways and then see if the other person reciprocates.


E.g. When I was a teenager, if a boy liked a girl then he was expected to invite her to go out together. This was called ‘asking her out’ and was a hugely intimidating psychological challenge to many of us, including me. It would be very clear that you were ‘asking her out’ and rejection would be equally clear.


A better initial approach was to casually ask her if she wanted to join you and some other friends. This might later develop into asking her if she would join you alone for something relatively minor, like walking to the bus-stop. Only if things were going well might you move on to a recognizable ‘date’. I wish I had know this back then.


Acknowledgement and gratitude


An important part of reciprocal help is that it is acknowledged explicitly by the friends. This usually happens when a proposal is made and again when some help has been provided.


Letting someone know you are grateful for their offer or their help shows them that you have recognized what is going on and reduces uncertainty as to how the friendship is progressing. It is often a chance to show whether further reciprocal help and friendship are desired.


For example, if an offer is made then it may be rejected because more friendship is not wanted or because friendship is wanted but the proposal is not something that would be helpful at that time. It is important to say ‘no’ in the right way.


E.g. You are moving to a new flat at the weekend and someone you have met quite recently offers to help you with moving your stuff. If you like them but do not need help then you should explain why, as in ‘Thanks very much. That's a kind offer, but I already have my family coming over and that will be plenty of help.’ On the other hand, if you do not like them so much and would rather not incur the moral debt of such a significant act of helping at this stage in your relationship then you might say ‘Thanks, but I can manage.’ Finally, if you like them enough and you would value the help then you can say ‘Thanks very much. That's kind and some help would be very much appreciated. I was planning to do most of it on Saturday ...’


Once help begins, friends again usually express gratitude to make explicit their recognition of the help provided. This is particularly important if the initial proposal and acceptance were not explicit.


E.g. You are at a party and have been cornered by someone you do not like. They are talking on and on but then a friend of yours approaches, interrupts the bore's flow, and says you are needed somewhere else. The friend apologizes to the bore and leads you to safety. At this point gratitude might be expressed with ‘Thank you so much. I just couldn't get away.’ There was no opportunity for an explicit proposal and acceptance, but the friend acted correctly and acknowledging the help in words was important.


Some varied examples


Here are some snippets of conversation with a friend or candidate friend, with notes on the implications of what is said for friendship.


E.g. Situation: A student on the course you have just started asks ‘Do you know where we need to be now?’


Analysis: This is someone who may be struggling to understand the timetable and layout of the campus. They may be annoyingly disorganized or just struggling with changes generally. It is kind to help them by answering the question and perhaps they have strengths elsewhere that may turn them into good friends in the future.


E.g. Situation: You are talking to another parent of young children and explaining how you have been struggling to find interests for your son. The other parent says ‘Our son has started playing the guitar. We found a wonderful teacher. Young and a great player. Tom is so enthused.’


Analysis: This could be someone just pointing out that they are a better parent than you but, more likely, they are indirectly offering help. The best response is often ‘Really? Do you know if the teacher is taking new pupils at the moment? My son has never shown an interest but you never know.’


E.g. Situation: You have reached the end of a tiring but successful week at work and someone you have been working closely with says ‘We're going to the pub for a drink. Do you want to come?’ Imagine you have a family and would prefer to just go home. You say ‘Thanks, but I'm really tired and looking forward to seeing my family tonight. Another time. But, before I go, I did want to say thanks for your help to me this week. I really appreciated your advice and you didn't have to do that.’


Analysis: The colleague is giving a friendly signal by proposing the drink after work. In this instance the evening out is not attractive but you have responded warmly in a way that fosters a friendly relationship. This is by acknowledging that the colleague's advice was more than just doing the job. It went beyond that to become a personal act of helping.


E.g. Situation: You are studying computing at college and have been working on a problem sheet for a couple of hours. The person at the next desk is on your course but very quiet and wearing a hoody with pi to hundreds of decimal places. You have not done more than nod to each other in the past but you think they may be nicer than they seem. You say ‘Have you done these problems yet?’ The geek blinks at you. You continue ‘It is just that I am totally stuck on problem five and I'd appreciate a hint from someone.’


Analysis: This opening gives the geek an easy, unthreatening conversation and an opportunity to be helpful. If they are stuck too you could say ‘Stuck too? Shall we try it together? Maybe two heads will be better than one.’


 


Having considered the basic elements of conversations for building friendships, the following subsections consider related issues.


Politeness


The familiar rituals of politeness are not just meaningless conventions. They have been shaped by the underlying nature of friendship and include crucial exchanges that show others we are aware of the importance of reciprocal help and non-harm and we are mentally noting when this is happening in a relationship.


Routine elements that acknowledge reciprocal help and non-harm include ‘please’, ‘yes please’, ‘thank you’, and ‘no thank you’ at appropriate times.


Asking for something with ‘please’ shows you know that you are asking for help. ‘Thank you’ shows you know you have received it. If someone offers you a drink you might say ‘yes please’ or ‘no thank you’. The ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ acknowledge that a favour has been offered. When the drink is provided we say ‘Thank you’ again, which shows we noted that a favour was provided.


The greeting ‘How are you?’ checks if help is desired.


The question ‘Do you mind if I ...?’ checks if the other person might be harmed, even in a small way, by something we are thinking of doing.


It is usually polite to ask people if they want our help with something. We say ‘Would you like ...?’ or ‘May I help you with ...?’ This request is partly because assuming they want help can be taken as implying that we think they need help, and so can be taken as an insult. It is also important because it makes explicit the giving and receiving of that favour.


Omitting these crucial words signals that you are not interested in reciprocation. It is usually a mistake, even with your own family.


Romance


Romance combines friendship with sexual interest (not necessarily immediate willingness).


The friendship is usually focused on social, emotional, and practical help rather than, for example, intellectual cooperation. So, conversation will usually try to be entertaining and to focus on who each person knows, how they are feeling, and what their life hopes are. Intellectual conversation may be more a way to gauge cognitive ability than a search for intellectual help. 


Sexual interest will usually be signalled by body language initially, such as eye gaze that occasionally strays below the face. Individual signs may not be definitive, but a consistent pattern of body language can clearly signal potential willingness to have sex at some point in the future.


Willingness to have sex is not the same as willingness to have sex now. Rushing into sex may signal a lack of care, low standards, and low interest in an enduring relationship. Besides, the best, most exquisite sex happens when two people want to give each other pleasure and keep learning from each other how to do so more effectively. A drunken fumble is worthless, dangerous, and not much fun.


Since romantic relationships are hugely important to most people and involve at least the theoretical possibility of a lifelong partnership and children, they can be hard to form. Be confident in your worth even if you are rejected. Rejection happens to most people and is not a reason to give up.


Actions


Conversation on its own is not always enough. Perhaps help can be provided through conversation, but often more is required. It is important to follow through.


In some situations it may help to move a friendship along to swap small favours in a more contractual way initially. You might say ‘If you could help me with X then I will help you with Y’ and so start a pattern of behaviour that later does not need an explicit agreement in advance. There is a danger that this will create a relationship that always needs a contract. It may be better to just offer help when an opportunity arises, without requiring agreement for reciprocation, to establish a more friendly basis.



Chapter 6: Ongoing friendships


The time and other resources needed to be a friend are considerable. This is for giving and receiving help, which is where the major benefits of cooperation come in, and for staying updated with each other's abilities and needs. Another benefit of having friends is the security that comes from having people who would help if you needed it. This does not normally require extra time.


The time involved is why it is not possible to be a good friend to a large number of people.


Efficiency


For a friendship to really work the friends must enjoy mutual benefit from it. The help you give is easy for you but valuable to your friend. The friend in turn can easily help you but their help is valuable to you. That net gain for each friend also should be more valuable than the effort needed to keep up to date with each other's lives.


Friendship is not a transaction or a business but it does work better if these conditions are met.


Efficiency is promoted when the friends:



  	combine helping with updating



E.g. Ben and Terry are social psychologists and researchers. They have done studies together in the past but are not colleagues in the same department. However, they meet every month or two, in person or by video, for a general chat about what each has been doing. As each researcher tells the story of his work (and family events) the other often interjects with questions, objections, and suggestions. These often lead to improvements in study designs and papers. Ben and Terry are not officially research partners at present but they benefit from talking together and combine updating on their lives with contributing to each other's thinking.


  	simultaneously help each other



E.g. June and Penny like travelling to European cities on holiday and usually go together. June is especially good at organizing and Penny speaks more than one European language. In addition, many things on holiday are easier and safer if you are not alone. Also, there is an important benefit in having someone with you who can help if you get into difficulties (e.g. fall ill).


  	carefully plan the cooperation



E.g. Cath and Felix are friends and Cath is moving to a new flat. She has a large enough car for her stuff but quite a lot of stuff and there are some heavy items to be carried up and down stairs. Felix offers to help her on moving day. After some discussion they agree that Cath had better do the wrapping and boxing up herself. Felix will arrive for the carrying and journey. Towards the end of the day, Cath will make dinner for them both. This efficient plan suits them both.


  	do something regularly.



E.g. Josh and Jake live near each other and belong to the same tennis club, where they play in a group every Saturday. They take turns to do the driving to the club for the Saturday sessions. They also go running together, usually twice a week.





Adaptation and major transitions


Life brings a succession of changes, some small, some gradual. To keep up with those changes so that the friendship can adapt, conversations are needed. These might be more frequent when there is more going on or some significant shift has occurred.

E.g. Steve and Henry are retired and often go for walks together, with Henry's dog. They typically go once or twice a week. They chat through most of the walk, especially since Henry is talkative and does not like silence. In this way, they remain aware of the progress and setbacks of each other's children and grandchildren, their health, and so on.


The occasional major life transitions may require considerable changes in the friendship if it is to survive. An alternative is that it becomes dormant.

Dormancy


Friends who become physically separated often remain friends but the friendship is dormant. They rarely if ever see each other. Perhaps decades later, on meeting again, they may start talking in a friendly way almost as if nothing has changed.


Many of the people we send cards or messages to at Yuletide are dormant friends.


Unfriendly feelings


Some situations in friendships give rise to unpleasant, unfriendly feelings.


Good and bad news


Hearing that a friend has suffered a setback naturally makes us feel bad. But why is it that hearing a friend has enjoyed a great advance also can make us feel bad? One likely answer is that both types of news can make us concerned that our friendship is under threat.


Friends tend to be on a similar level to each other. They may not be the same on wealth, status, intelligence, attractiveness, and so on but typically they are if you average those things. When a friend suffers a setback that may put them down to a level where it is harder for them to remain your friend. You may lose them to people who they see as more their level. Conversely, when a friend enjoys a considerable advance then you may struggle to retain their friendship in the face of new, perhaps more attractive competition.


The negative feelings are likely to be stronger if the change in circumstances is large, increase an existing gap, and there are potential competitors.


Awkward differences


Some friendships have to work around an incompatibility. This is especially likely if friendship is virtually a necessity due to circumstances that throw two people together. The problem might be, for example, a difference of view on religion, politics, football, art, or writing style.


Ideally, the friends will recognize the situation and both will avoid raising the contentious topic. In the worst case, one friend repeatedly raises the topic and tries to persuade or bully the other into agreeing with them.


E.g. Maddie is a committed vegan and considers non-vegans to be murderers and exploiters of innocent animals. Once she starts on the topic she is inclined to rant. However, with her friend Nina, who is not a vegan, she rarely mentions veganism and never attacks Nina or tries to change her views. Maddie only mentions her veganism when it is part of a story about her life that she wants to share, such as her difficulties finding a suitable alternative to mayonnaise. Nina understands the situation and does not mention veganism or try to persuade Maddie to stop being vegan.


E.g. Andrew is sickened by the situation in Gaza. Despite having no personal links to the region or the religions involved he thinks about Gaza every day. He believes all the stories about the evils of Israel and the innocent, heroic struggles of the Palestinian people. Online and on marches in London, where he lives, he can find others who are as committed as he is. However, his flatmates, all old school friends, are not interested and are sceptical of information from the region, regardless of the side it seems to be supporting or attacking. Instead of avoiding the topic with his flatmates, Andrew repeatedly tries to get them to agree with him on this issue, creating tension. Eventually, when the current rental contract ends, two of his flatmates move out, fed up with Andrew's constant agitation.


If you have a friend who keeps raising a subject that is an incompatibility between you, trying to persuade you to change, it is probably best to minimize your responses. Change the subject, tell them it is not something you are interested in, or not really to your taste. There is no need to lie. Just do not rise to it and gently let them know you do not want to talk about it. With luck they will realize the good reason why.


Rivalry with a friend


Occasionally, circumstances make us rivals with friends when we have previously not been rivals. This can create a considerable strain.


E.g. Imagine that Chloe and Zoe are friends at work and a job opens up elsewhere in their organization that they both would like. There are also three other candidates, not well known to Chloe or Zoe. They are chatting over lunch when this awkward situation is discovered. How should they handle it? One option is to decide between the two of them who should get the job if it is one of them and the other should withdraw. Another option is for both women to go for it but agree to do nothing negative to harm the other's chances. Another is to do this and to cooperate to give themselves an advantage over the other three candidates. Another option is to, in effect, suspend their friendship and be rivals until the job is decided. This is all difficult. If they agree on some kind of cooperation, can they trust their friend to be honest? Finally, how will they feel if one of them gets a career boost but the other does not?


In many human groups there is rivalry for some kind of status. This is often particularly intense near the top, as people vie to be the most respect or highest paid, and near the bottom where people fight to avoid being ostracized. Not every individual participates in this kind of rivalry.


The competition can lead to some very bad and confusing behaviour. People often behave as if they are two people in one; one is generous, relaxed, and forgiving, while the other is selfish, ambitious, and socially competitive. Some people can maintain quite big lies for a long time, making the truth more shocking if it emerges.


One aspect of this is that banter often includes teasing and insults. If relationships are solid then this can be harmless, and the very fact that it can be done without damaging relationships is taken as a positive sign.


However, these insults often have a real basis and are not just jokes. It is better to stay respectful at all times, even with close friends. People sometimes take offence even while they are laughing.


Some people are desperate to be accepted into a social group. Fortunately, there are many social groups and it is not necessary to be a fixture in any.


Social events can be stressful even when they feel pleasant or exciting.


Rivalry for friends


Rivalry for friends can also create upsetting situations.


E.g. Ashley and Bella are best school friends and spend a lot of time together. However, Camille thinks Ashley is great and would like her as a best friend. She takes every opportunity to talk to Ashley and do things with her. Ashley is pleased with this attention and warms to Camille. The only person who is unhappy is Bella, who realizes what is happening and begins to defend her position.


Bella begins to invite Ashley to spend time with her more often, setting up meetings further in advance than usual. She makes hints to Ashley designed to undermine Camille's reputation. She also acts in a friendly way to Camille but only to start undermining Ashley's reputation in Camille's mind and let he know that Ashley is Bella's best friend, even though Ashley can be a bit difficult at times.


E.g. Petra is thrilled at the beginning of freshers' week and determined to make great new friends. She accepts invitations to go with groups, go to parties, and eat and drink out. For three days she keeps this up, sleeping barely a few hours a night, and desperate not to miss out and find that others have claimed the appealing friends she is cultivating. Eventually, she crashes physically. Lying on her bed in her room, exhausted and stressed, she sobs gently and then sleeps for 14 hours straight.


Rudeness and apparent rudeness


The two most common bases of rudeness are (1) treating someone as if they are unimportant and (2) treating someone as defective. Good friends do not treat each other rudely intentionally but can act in ways that occasionally look rude. A friend who suspects they have been treated rudely should be cautious and patient. There may be a good explanation.


Examples of this include:



  	not responding to a message because of being ill, a technical fault, or just not seeing the message because of several others arriving at the same time


  	offering help with something, not realizing that the friend can easily do it for themselves


  	doing something that inconveniences your friend because you did not realize it would create a problem for them


  	not anticipating your friend's needs because they failed to tell you something they thought you already knew.





Suck ups


Sometimes people act friendly towards us primarily because we have a powerful or influential role or lots of money and they hope we will use our superior capabilities to help them. If we retire from the role or lose much of our wealth then those friends melt away.


This is another reason why friendships are better with people who are similar to use.



Chapter 7: The end of friendships


How friendships end


Some friendships end only with the death of one of the friends.


Some friendships wither because one or both of the friends changes. Perhaps they join or leave a religion, make a radical lifestyle change, or find fame or great wealth.


Still other friendships never really get started. They wither early when the almost-friends discover more about each other and decide to pull away and perhaps invest in other options.


All these endings are normal, natural, and not upsetting for most people. Occasionally we feel some guilt at not keeping in contact with people we once knew well in the past but now are separated from, but there is no need to feel that way. Time is precious and leaving people undisturbed is usually the kindest approach.


However, there are other ways for friendships to end that can be more hurtful.


Sometimes a relationship of some kind continues but the friendship has died. Lovers may continue to live together even though they no longer like or respect each other. Friends who started working together may find themselves still business partners even though they are no longer friends.


A friendship can end because of an actual or perceived misdeed by one or both friends. The friends fall out. Perhaps one friend failed to help the other in a crisis, or did something for their own gain that seriously harmed the other. Infidelity between lovers is a common reason for a falling out.


Another reason for a friendship fading is that one friend finds one or more preferable alternative friends and switches attention. There are several reasons why an alternative might be preferable. 


Dealing with endings


The end of friendships is common, normal, natural, and usually blameless. Life moves on and things change. We should be philosophical about the loss.


It is best to take a long term view and recognize that there are many people in the world who could be friends in future.


You may also be in a period where you do not want so many friends and will be quite content with less friendship.


As you learn more you will become more adept at finding and developing friendships.


Conclusions


The basis of a friendship is persistent, voluntary, loosely reciprocal help and non-harm. Exactly what that involves differs between relationships.


Here are some key action points:



    	Seek the right mix of different types of friend.


    	Think about using a variety of types of help as the reciprocal help element in relationships, including more that have a practical, adult basis. (Not all people to have a laugh with.)


    	Do all of these:


	
			Ask people questions that would allow you to understand and help them (or at least not harm them).


			Give people information that would allow them to understand and help you (or at least not harm you).


			Make sensible proposals for giving and requesting help.


	

    	Monitor friendships and see how they develop. Take a longer term view.
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