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      Preface

      
      
      While everyone needs a good friend, most of us have experienced a falling out with
         a friend or had a friendship fail at some point in our lives. A friend may have violated
         our trust, turned cold and distant, become too needy, refused to return a favor, or
         committed any one of a hundred other acts that bring the purpose and the value of
         the friendship into question. Toxic is a word frequently used to describe behaviors that poison or fracture relationships,
         and when we asked women to share their experiences with toxic friends, almost everyone
         had a story to tell.
      

      
      Friendships and social networks are essential to our well-being throughout our lives.
         While many Western cultures (particularly that of the United States) may be much more
         individualistically focused than Eastern cultures, building networks to meet personal
         needs happens in every sphere of our lives, including social networks, neighborhood
         networks, professional networks, and so on. Most people learn how to build these relationships
         through trial and error. We model our relationships on a “give and take” social exchange
         framework. Within this framework, most of us recognize that we must invest in the
         friendship to be able to enjoy benefits from the relationship. Unfortunately, friends
         sometimes shortchange you or, perhaps, leave you feeling cheated. When this happens,
         it can produce a range of responses including anger, confusion, heartache, and feelings
         of betrayal. You may feel unsure of how to proceed. In this book, we share suggestions
         for assessment, evaluation, and responses to toxic incidents. Due to the complex composition
         of any relationship, there is seldom a “one size fits all” solution to any relationship
         conflict. However, we provide new perspectives and suggest areas for personal exploration
         to help you choose the solution that is right for you when faced with a toxic challenge.
      

      
      Organization of the Book

      
      Within this book are the shared stories of composite clients and women who have experienced
         and dealt with friendships that have been marred by toxic behaviors. Out of respect
         for confidentiality, no real names have been used. Some stories provide hope that
         a fractured friendship can be mended and that some unfit friendships can be detoxified
         and restored to a healthy footing. Other tales underscore the irreparable damage that
         can be done to a relationship through just one toxic act. Through the course of this
         book, we explore the need for friendships, the unspoken rules of friendship, and suggestions
         for responding to those friends who break these rules. Although the focus of this
         book is women’s friendships, much of the content is applicable to men as well.
      

      
      Understanding the Need for Social Connection

      
      The first section of the book is titled “Understanding the Need for Social Connection.”
         The first chapter of this section explores the depth and breadth of the innate need
         for social connection, and the second chapter provides a life stage review of the
         role of friendships across the life span. For the purposes of this book, the life
         span has been segmented into the following six groups: “Young Girls and Almost Teens,”
         “Teens and New Adults,” “The Twenties and Thirties,” “Mom-to-Mom Networks,” “Midlife
         Connections,” and “Older Adults.” The first two groups cover young women from toddlerhood
         up through their very early twenties. The next group, “The Twenties and Thirties,”
         covers women in adulthood as they establish and maintain their adult identities. The
         “Mom-to-Mom Networks” section addresses the complex social networking activities of
         mothers and their children. “Midlife Connections” covers women in the middle third
         of adulthood, from around age forty through around age sixty. The eponymous “Older
         Adults” section is focused on older adult women in the final third of adulthood from
         their early sixties onward.
      

      
      The Rules of Friendship and Their Role in Relationships 

      
      The second section of the book is titled “The Rules of Friendship and Their Role in
         Relationships,” and it includes eleven chapters. These chapters address ten unspoken,
         but universally understood, rules related to healthy relationships. Included in this
         group are “Being” rules; these rules describe the essential “ways of being” that we
         should demonstrate within relationships. These include being trusting and trustworthy,
         being empathetic to our friends, and being accepting of the other friends whom our
         friends will invariably possess. The next set of rules are the “Doing” rules; these
         describe the behaviors that are expected in friendships. The “doing” behaviors covered
         include providing emotional support, giving instrumental support, repaying favors
         without being asked, and standing up for your friends when they are not there to defend
         themselves. The last set consists of the “Refraining” rules, which describe behaviors
         that friends should avoid within the relationship. These include refraining from being
         a negative force or a nag to your friends, not criticizing your friends in the presence
         of others, and avoiding the expression of jealousy over your friends’ other relationships.
         
      

      
      Putting the Rule into Practice

      
      Within each chapter addressing a specific rule, we present an overview of the importance
         of the rule and how the breaking of that rule may play out based on life stage. At
         the end of every chapter is a section called “Finding the Solution That Works,” in
         which a variety of relevant points of reflection are presented. Not every toxic incident
         warrants dissolution of the relationship, but some breaches permanently dissolve the
         trust or positive regard essential to an enduring friendship. We offer suggestions
         for using the severity of the breach as a gauge to govern the appropriate level of response. We end this
         section with a chapter written just for parents of daughters who are involved in rule-breaking
         friendship exchanges.
      

      
      Toxic Environments Outside the Home

      
      The third section of the book is “Toxic Environments Outside the Home.” In this section
         are three chapters that each address a potentially, and often unexpectedly, toxic
         environment. These include child-related networks such as athletic teams and carpool
         groups; church and civic organizations; and neighborhoods and workplaces. In each
         of these chapters, we share composite “types” of toxic individuals who may appear
         in these relational networks. Some of the toxic types may seem a bit extreme, but
         each is based on real people who have shown up and significantly affected interviewees’
         network-specific experiences. Suggestions for responding to these different types
         of difficult individuals are provided. These suggestions were developed based on the
         knowledge that many of these relationships must be preserved due to the setting in
         which they are found. Quitting your job, moving out of your home, changing affiliations
         or memberships, or removing your child from a team roster or convenient carpool group
         are seldom ideal solutions. Thus, learning how to detoxify your own responses and
         reactions to toxic situations may be the preferred way to cope with some of the “frenemies”
         you encounter outside the friendship and family relationship boundaries.
      

      
      Taking Stock and Cutting Back

      
      The final section of the book is “Taking Stock and Cutting Back.” It includes three
         chapters that explore the process of determining which toxic relationships are worth
         efforts at repair and which friendships are ripe for elimination. In the chapter titled
         “Playing by the Rules,” the essential personality traits necessary for participating
         in healthy friendships are described. In the following chapter, “Writing Your Own
         Rules of Relationship,” we provide several self-reflection exercises that can help
         you recognize the vulnerable spots in your relationships as well as help you develop
         the rules you need to maintain healthy boundaries and healthy friendships. In the
         final chapter, “Taking Stock and Letting Go,” reminders and guidelines related to
         the process of ending toxic relationships are presented. Choosing to end a relationship
         is often less difficult than actually letting go of the relationship. This chapter
         provides support to readers as they move from the planning stage to the doing stage
         of ending friendships that no longer serve a purpose in their lives.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Healthy friendships are vital to your overall well-being, but when they are disrupted
         by the toxic behaviors of a friend, you can be negatively affected in a variety of
         ways. Learning how to handle the most frequently experienced conflicts will provide
         you with the foundation necessary to respond to other unexpected friendship setbacks.
         In the following chapters, we explore the value of healthy social connections, the
         unspoken expectations of behavior, and guidelines for intentional self-exploration
         and relational decision-making. We hope that you enjoy reading this book and that
         it provides relevant information and helpful suggestions for refining and strengthening
         your friendscape.
      

      
      
   
      Part I

      Understanding the Need
for Social Connection
      

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 1

      The Need for Community

      
         
         
      

      
      What’s the first thing you tend to do each morning after you’ve fed the dogs, poured
         your coffee, and sat down at the table or desk or on the train? A decade or two ago,
         women would likely have mentioned something about opening the newspaper or checking
         out the Today show or Good Morning America. The current answer for many of us is probably “checking out the news on my phone,”
         “catching up on e-mail,” or “taking a look at Facebook.” No longer are we tied to
         landlines, corded or cordless phones, or inflexible network television programming
         schedules. We can consume just about any form of media at any time that works for
         us. What hasn’t changed is our need to stay connected to our friends and our social
         communities.
      

      
       When Mark Zuckerberg created Facebook for its original limited purpose, he struck
         social gold and unintentionally found the perfect solution to meet the primal need
         for social connection. The latest statistics from the Pew Research Center[1]    indicated that half of adult Facebook users have over two hundred friends in their
         networks. Clearly, we are a society that likes to connect. We are “friending” people
         we knew in middle school as well as people we just met this morning. 
      

      
      Growing our networks virtually, however, might not be the same at all as growing our
         networks in real time. The latter social circle may be the true measure of your social
         capital. Not all of us might feel comfortable calling on every one of those two hundred
         and some “friends” for some of the more demanding aspects of friendship. Most of us
         have a limited number of people we could reasonably expect to lend us a few hundred
         dollars, pick us up on the highway if our car has broken down, or let us whine about
         work for hours at a clip.
      

      
       Women enjoy Facebook for reasons somewhat different from men’s.[2]    We like to see the photos and videos that are posted—it helps us feel more connected
         than e-mail and saves the time of a phone call when schedules are tight. We also like
         to connect with a lot of people at one time—uploading a single photo can share exciting
         news with all of our friends in one click—whether it’s the photo of the new graduate,
         the brand-new grandbaby, the blushing bride, or a new SUV. Whether we have good news
         or bad news, we enjoy contact with our friends to help us celebrate or commiserate
         the significant and insignificant moments in our lives. 
      

      
      With a Little Help from Our Friends

      
      A sentiment musically phrased by the Beatles[3]    five decades ago provided a clear summation of what we all need most in life—good
         friends to help us get through it as easily as possible. People are driven to connect
         and build interpersonal ties with others for the purposes of comfort, security, and
         belonging.[4]    In fact, social engagement can enhance our self-esteem[5]    and leave us feeling better about the world and ourselves. Not only do we enjoy
         intrinsic rewards from social interaction, we also rely on our ability to build communities
         in order to advance civilization; today, these include online and virtual communities.
         Throughout history, social organizations have grown increasingly complex as our ability
         to “tame the world” has increased. Historically, community collaboration allowed people
         to enjoy benefits and reap rewards that individuals or even families could not generate
         on their own. We have learned to rely on others to produce the goods that we cannot
         produce ourselves—whether it’s vegetables from a garden, wool from a sheep, an engine
         for our car, or healing for our hearts. This mutual reliance speaks to the faith we
         have in others’ ability to help us meet our needs. 
      

      
      Ancient Chinese Secret?

      
      Although complicated trade rules, taxes, and bartering agreements are in place for
         dealing with others around the globe, these are simply formal extensions of the inherent
         social exchange rules that bubble up within any culture that has the potential to
         sustain itself and thrive. In ancient China, Confucius used naming as a tool to promote
         and protect social order.[6]    He would assign names to citizens to reward and inspire positive and productive
         behaviors as well as remove and reassign names when the named virtue was absent. The
         success of this system relied on the value individuals placed on their position in
         the social order and their willingness to uphold the value of their literal and metaphorical
         good name. This form of leadership actually served as the tool to provide oversight of the
         peaceful societal structure that Confucius believed would encourage compassion and
         justice. These values were accurately perceived as essential to societal strength
         and longevity. Values, such as those encouraged by Confucius, continue to serve as
         the foundation for healthy friendships.
      

      
      Care and Compassion Never Go Out of Style

      
      Compassion and justice require that individuals are able to understand and appreciate
         others’ perspectives. These are akin to empathy, which is the ability to see the world
         as if you were in another person’s shoes. This is another skill that allows humans
         to be supportive of their neighbors. In fact, research shows that we appreciate and
         follow social rules even when doing so goes against pure reason and logic.[7]    It’s as if we are programmed to make choices that are in the best interest of
         the community even if they do not support our own personal gain. Sci-fi fans may even
         recall a classic exchange between Spock and Captain Kirk from the 1982 Star Trek film, Wrath of Khan. Spock proclaimed, “Logic clearly dictates that the needs of the many outweigh the
         needs of the few.” Captain Kirk affirmed, “Or the one.” We are hardwired to both rely
         on and support our communities, and when we develop friendships with others, it makes
         our communities nicer places to be. 
      

      
       As new relationships develop, we take into account a trust-influenced “time perspective”
         in our relational decisions.[8]    As you get to know a new friend more intimately through increasingly personal
         interaction, you are able to assess your friend’s levels of commitment and investment
         in the developing relationship. Early on, just like in new love, you need evidence
         of a new friend’s reliability to invest in the relationship at the level that you
         are investing. Many people seem to have a mental scorecard on which they keep a running
         tally of social credits and debits. After a friendship has matured, you no longer
         need the scorecard because your history with the friend provides all the evidence
         you need of her commitment.[9]    
      

      
      Time Will Tell

      
      In interviews with women about friendship, almost every woman answers one question
         in a similar way: What makes your relationship with your best friend special or different? The responses uniformly reveal appreciation that she and her best friend can be out
         of contact for a day, a week, a month, or a year or more, and pick up right where
         they left off. It is as if no time at all has passed, and the lack of recent interaction
         or exchange is immaterial—the scorecard no longer exists, and no one worries about
         who made the last call or who gave the pricier birthday gift. The relationship is
         built on history and trust—and I bet your own answer about your own best friendship
         is probably a variation on this theme. Your relationships with friends grow in direct
         proportion to the level of mutual trust and mutual commitment you bring to them. However,
         your earliest relationships may influence every subsequent social relationship, for
         good or for bad.
      

      
      Family Patterns Affect Social Connections

      
      Before you first step outside your own yard to make friends with other kids on the
         block, your early attachment experiences with your mother or father may have already
         created firm expectations about social relationships. Even as tiny babies, we are
         picking up cues about the infant-caregiver relationship in terms of the social exchange
         system in place as well as learning about trust and dependability. When a friend assumes
         that she will always get her way in the friendship, you might think to yourself that
         she was probably spoiled as a child. On the other hand, parentified children, those
         who have to step into an adult role as children due to economic or environmental circumstances,[10]    might grow to be friends who caretake and assume responsibility for their friends.
         Early attachment experiences have been shown to predict the patterns of attachment
         that we experience as adults.[11]    The foundational attachment theory suggests that there are four separate attachment
         styles: secure, disorganized, anxious-avoidant, and anxious-resistant.[12]    These patterns are observable in very young children and communicate the strength
         and the flavor of the relationship between a child and her primary caregiver. 
      

      
      Secure attachment is the most robust and healthy form. During infancy, you will develop
         secure attachments to your caregivers if they provide consistent, satisfactory care.
         You learn that the world is a kind place and that people who care about you will support
         you and make sure your needs are met. Anxious-resistant attachment, often called ambivalent
         attachment, is potentially a result of a caregiver who is overly unavailable. A young
         child needs the love and support of her caregiver, but experiences a caregiver who
         is not adequately present in the relationship. Anxious-avoidant attachment describes
         the relationship between a child and a caregiver who may have interjected abuse or
         neglect into the relationship. It is as if the need for attachment is present, but
         the futility of seeking engagement keeps the child from initiating it. Lastly, disorganized
         attachment manifests as confusion for a child in terms of her response to the presence,
         departure, or absence of her caregiver. This may arise from a child’s inconsistent
         experiences with her caregiver, which lead to a confused, disorganized response.
      

      
      In terms of friendships, if you extrapolate some of these early scenarios into adult-to-adult
         connections, you may recognize some of the qualities of those friends you might describe
         as “toxic.” Their behaviors may actually be self-protective behaviors that were modeled
         in unhealthy early bonds. For instance, an ambivalent child may grow into an ambivalent
         young adult who desperately longs for warmth and social connections. However, her
         early failure to receive the positive, supportive presence of her primary caregiver
         in her early years may have left her unskilled in the mutual give-and-take necessary
         for friendships. She may be willing to go out of her way to please a friend, err on
         the side of codependence, and be almost overwhelming in her need for approval and
         enmeshment. She may also be the friend who encourages your less than best behaviors
         (e.g., addictions, promiscuity, and so on) so that she can be the one you depend on
         or the one who enables you.[13]   
      

      
      The avoidant child may grow into the friend who stays on the periphery of your social
         friendscape. Having been hurt by social relationships early in life, she may be hesitant
         to seek out close relationships as an adult. The expression “once burned, twice shy”
         is an apt description of the friendship-avoidant adult. She may long deeply to feel
         belongingness within a group, have a close, intimate best friend, and be present and
         available for others; however, she just might not know how. She can be that “on and
         off” friend whose dependability and sense of empathy may be a bit spotty. The disorganized-attachment
         style results in a friend who seems to be always on her guard, afraid to fully trust,
         and ready to spring into action if threatened. It has even been suggested that a person
         who learns this style of attachment may seek to add chaos and dysfunction into her
         adult relationships, as this is what is familiar to her.[14]    In summation, the potential for bringing “toxicity” into a current friendship
         may be predicated by our past experiences in our earliest one-on-one relationships.
         
      

      
      Self-Awareness and Self-Appraisal Are Essential
to Healthy Relationships
      

      
      Throughout this book, a variety of friendship stories and behaviors will be described.
         Some of this material may leave you feeling a bit uncomfortable or uneasy if you recognize
         some of your own behaviors in the examples of toxic friendship exchanges. If this
         is the case, use this new self-awareness to begin making changes in how you choose
         to engage with your friends. While people are often quick to blame the other person
         when a relationships fails, it is critical to accept that regardless of where you
         place the blame, the only person whose behavior you can change is your own. Therefore,
         if you are currently ending a toxic friendship and perceive yourself as having been
         in the right, you may need to reflect on and revise any behaviors that might have
         contributed to the friendship’s derailment. Alternately, if you are coming out of
         a friendship breakdown and recognize that you may have been a large part of its demise,
         use the information in the book to enhance your friendship skills so that you can
         build healthier relationships. Bear in mind that our past relationship experiences
         may play a significant role, for better or worse, in our current and future relationships.
         Recognizing the areas in which you may need to further refine your friendship skills
         can be the first step in transforming yourself into the type of friend everyone longs
         to have in their lives.
      

      
      Whereas counselors never want clients to feel that it is okay to lay all of the blame
         on their parents for what is going wrong in their lives today, our early experiences
         can shape how we approach friendships or other intimate relationships. More than one
         client has jokingly asked me if her therapy goal could be “a happy childhood.” There
         is also a T-shirt that promises “It’s Never Too Late to Have a Happy Childhood!” While
         we cannot alter the past, we can learn how to minimize any negative vestiges of control
         it holds over our current relationships. However, some friends seem to be hanging
         on to past relationship patterns for dear life, and their inflexibility can lead to
         sabotaged friendships and frustrated friends.
      

      
      Conflict Avoidance and Conflict Management

      
      Some of us might remember when we were younger and could spend huge chunks of time
         with our friends—spending the night at each other’s home, spending long weekend days
         or summer days playing together and sharing meals at each other’s family table. Do
         you also remember what often happened after too much time together? Squabbling, arguing,
         sharp voices, and maybe a liberal dose of whining and complaining about who was always
         getting whose way? While most of us relished the time we spent with our friends, eventually
         we would grow a little tired of their company and conflict would erupt. At this point,
         parents might have been quick to intervene and call for separation and some downtime
         before fists flew or recriminations got too loud. Even the best of friends can experience
         conflict in their relationship. Learning when and how to let go of conflict or address
         it head-on is a skill that is gained over time, and the metaphorical battle lines
         are different for every friendship dyad.
      

      
       When we asked women to share their most significant instances of friend-to-friend
         conflict or to describe toxic friendship behaviors, the responses were as varied as
         the women who shared them. Friendship breakers included such critical incidents as
         stealing romantic partners or potential partners, public criticism, borrowing money
         that had never been repaid, revealing confidential conversations to others, going
         too long between communications, calling animal control for a barking dog, and refusing
         to pick up a friend’s sick child at school when the child’s mother could not get off
         from work. Women give their hearts and souls to their relationships, but when conflict
         rises up, some women are quick to cut their losses and move on, while others are willing
         to give a friend chance after chance. Learning to know when it is best to let go can
         be harder for some of us than for others.
      

      
      Sometimes, choosing to end a relationship is the healthiest choice. Other times, opening
         a dialogue to address and resolve the incident is the best path. If you are currently
         in the throes of a friendship conflict, there are several important factors to consider
         before making the decision to let go or hold on to the relationship. We encourage
         you to consider the upsetting incident in terms of patterns—is this a new blip on
         the radar or one more betrayal in a long history of letdowns? We encourage you to
         consider the overall value of your friendship in terms of the past, the present, and
         the potential future benefits. We also encourage you to consider your own role in
         the relationship. Your boundaries, tolerance, self-esteem level, and willingness to
         play into a friend’s poor behavior are areas that also warrant self-assessment. As
         noted in the preface, we provide suggestions and guidelines to help you determine
         the path that best fits your current circumstances. The appropriate solution may range
         all the way from letting the incident go to addressing and resolving the conflict,
         or even to ending the relationship.
      

      
      Time to Seek New Friends?

      
      How do you decide when it’s time to seek out new friends? Researchers, and logic,
         indicate that the threat of social exclusion from your current friendship circle is
         a significant motivating factor. Due to our undeniable and immutable drive for social
         connection, fears that we no longer fit in with our group can send us foraging for
         new friends. The threat of exclusion also motivates us to work harder to get along
         with others, to see potential new friends as more inviting than we might ordinarily,
         and to invest more into a new friendship more quickly than we might have in the past.[15]    We want to maximize the likelihood of successfully establishing new friendships,
         and we are willing to make a heavy initial investment. However, behaviors beyond group
         exclusion might compel women to sever existing friendships and seek out new connections.
         While each woman’s tolerance for another’s poor behavior varies due to multiple factors,
         implicit social contracts and rules are embedded in our culture and in our expectations
         of our friends.
      

      
      In this book, we take an in-depth look at ten unspoken rules that are necessary to
         keep relationships on track. Prior to an examination of the individual rules, the
         next chapter will provide an overview of the friendship needs and friendship development
         patterns of girls and women over the life span. We all need assistance from our friends,
         but what that help looks like shifts dramatically over a lifetime, as described in
         the following chapter.
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      Chapter 2

      Friendship Patterns from Girlhood through Older Adulthood

      
         
         
      

      
      Several decades ago, Irina Dunn coined the phrase “women need men like fish need bicycles”
         to humorously describe her stance on women’s independence.[1]    A modified version of that phrase may actually be more accurate in its summation
         of women’s social support needs: women need friends like fish need water. Females are ready to build relationships with others just about as soon as they
         take their first breath.[2]    Gazing at their caregivers and attending to and responding to vocalizations are
         the earliest ways that infant girls work to forge relationships. And as girls grow
         into women, most gain traction and more sophisticated skills during each successive
         year.
      

      
      While the need for social support makes its presence known from earliest infancy,
         the value of friendships and our friendship behaviors shift over the course of our
         lives. Social identities also may change dramatically across the life span depending
         on our unique maturational paths. Girls can go from “zero to homecoming queen” in
         a heartbeat if the social environment and their social confidence support this type
         of zeitgeist change. However, many women have shared that they tend to stay relatively
         consistent in their preferences for social group size, composition, and function.
         With the advent and proliferation of social media platforms, staying in touch and
         maintaining friendships have never been easier. Friends are able to touch base, make
         plans, share news, and offer support in what almost feels like “real time” even when
         miles and miles apart.
      

      
      While there is really no single right way to “do friendships,” there are some relational
         behavior similarities across age groups. A stage-by-stage overview of what researchers
         currently know about the role and function of friendships over a woman’s life span
         is presented in the following sections, but bear in mind that your own experiences
         may differ based on a variety of individual factors.
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      Early in life, girls are generally quick to seek out friends in their neighborhoods,
         their preschools, or their day-care centers. In fact, between the ages of three and
         five, most kids have already identified a “best friend” in their social circle.[3]    By the time children are in elementary school, most can name three to five best friends.[4]    These early friends may very well be a part of our support system for a significant
         amount of time.[5]    For some young girls, the role of “best friend” is filled by different players
         depending on the day of the week or hour of the day. Others may show unflagging fidelity
         to a single best friend, and their relationship may endure throughout their lives.
      

      
      Although a child’s earliest friends are most likely children of their parents’ friends
         or nearby neighbors, as children’s worlds expand they begin to intentionally seek
         out friends with whom it is easy to get along and who are temperamentally similar
         to themselves.[6]    Even very young girls already know what kind of friends they prefer and understand
         “in-group” and “out-group” dynamics. Moreover, young girls begin building metaphorical
         boundaries around their friendship groups, or cliques, by the early elementary school
         years.[7]    
      

      
       The value of belonging is keenly appreciated by girls, and they learn early that
         there is power in groups. They also learn that the exclusivity of a group requires
         gatekeeping in order to maintain its selectivity. Unfortunately, whether due to media
         exposure, changes in child-rearing practices, or changes in the environment, even
         the youngest girls are showing tendencies toward “meanness” at earlier ages than in
         the past. Research findings suggest that kindergartners and preschoolers already take
         action and satisfaction in intentionally excluding other children.[8]    This can be accomplished through a variety of means ranging from social isolation
         of other girls to verbal taunting, all the way to physical aggression, if a girl feels
         it is necessary. Although toddlers throw tantrums, preschoolers are learning how to
         use relational aggression to get the responses they want from peers. Mean girls may
         start out as “sugar and spice” but show a tendency toward “spit and vinegar” early
         on. While these types of hurtful behaviors are not the norm for the majority of young
         girls, the need for females to fit in continues to intensify as they mature.
      

      
      Almost Teens

      
      By around age eight, young girls have grown into the “tweenage” category, which is
         a contemporary label for girls between eight and twelve. This period is the extended
         rite of passage into teenagerdom during which parents witness significant changes
         in their daughters. A transformation occurs as childhood trappings give way to early
         adolescent passions and identity development efforts. By the time girls reach those
         tween years, many are usually finely skilled in their ability to navigate and influence
         their social environments. Young adolescent girls strongly rely on their friends to
         help them cope with the day-to-day challenges they face, and it is clear that friends
         are especially helpful in handling social challenges presented by other peers.[9]    Unfortunately, the tween years are also the period in which verbal, social, and
         cyberbullying behaviors are ramping up even though physical bullying behaviors are
         thankfully dwindling.[10]    Researchers and practitioners are working hard to find effective and innovative
         ways to eradicate bullying behaviors. For example, one school has even explored the
         practice of teaching self-defense to middle school students as a way to combat bullying.[11]    Regrettably, there does not seem to be an easy cure for the harm caused by some
         girls’ misguided efforts to meet their social goals, which can range from social domination
         for some to simply social acceptance for others.
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      This period is perhaps the most intensely friendship-oriented of a woman’s life, and
         these relationships are essential for healthy social development during this period.[12]    True, women value social capital from the cradle to the grave and the playroom
         to the boardroom, but teenagers “feel” their friendships in an ardently intimate and
         primal manner that is seldom matched again. Not only does being a part of a friendship
         group provide social support and belonging, it also gives teenage girls the “mirror”
         they need to see their own identities more clearly. 
      

      
      Whether adolescent friends are experiencing conflict or mutual support at any given
         moment, aspects of the identity development process are being affected by their interactions.[13]    In fact, friendships in adolescence play an integral role in the shaping of a
         young woman’s individual identity. Peer groups provide the reference points by which
         teenage girls seek to establish their individuality by faithfully embodying the norms
         of their friends as well as their fashion, hairstyles, expressions, speech, and other
         characteristics. Adolescence is often a period of unforgiving self-evaluation during
         which girls obsess about their skin, their hair, their bodies, their clothing, among
         other things. Although only pockets of change are visible, the media are starting
         to reflect a rejection of airbrushed perfection. One example of the changing and more
         realistic beauty representations is found in the innovative Dove advertising campaign
         that encourages female adolescents’ self-acceptance. Ads such as these represent the
         front edge of an effort to change our current culture of self-judgment and the internalization
         of false standards of beauty. Unfortunately, adolescents still have a difficult time
         being patient with their own DNA-dictated physical development. Thus, having a group
         of supportive and accepting friends can greatly ease the transition from girl to woman.
      

      
       Not only do friends provide acceptance and companionship, they are also potential
         pathways to popularity for some teens. Depending on a teen’s goals, her choice of
         potential friends may be based solely on their social status rather than any special,
         more intrinsic qualities. Popularity, however, isn’t always based on strong social
         skills. In fact, it can often be the teenage girls who are the least socially responsible
         and rule oriented that earn the highest level of popularity.[14]    
      

      
      Over the long haul, teenage friendships that are established only to serve as “status
         friendships,” meaning relationships that are designed to send a message about the
         members’ relative social standing in the larger group, are unlikely to endure for
         long. Further, girls who choose friends based on what they can get from the alliance
         in terms of status or tangible resources seldom maintain lasting popularity as a friend
         among their peers. A young woman who establishes relationships built based on mutual
         affinity and the shared goal of intrinsic satisfaction is likely to have greater success
         as a friend over the long term.[15]    Strong friendships provide social support, acceptance, and belonging; they may
         even provide some insurance against involvement in harmful romantic relationships.[16]    Ideally, friends are able to help ground their teenage peers during this tumultuous
         period of development. As older adolescents move into the next phase of life, friendships
         will more clearly reflect exactly who a young woman is on the inside, not just the
         persona she wants people to see on the outside.
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      Due to recent intriguing studies of the human brain’s developmental course, it is
         now believed that the adolescent period actually stretches into the early to mid-twenties.
         To describe the next phase of life, the years between adolescence and around age forty,
         we are using the term twenties and thirties as the descriptor. During these years, women are starting their careers, entering
         significant long-term romantic relationships, and taking on responsibilities beyond
         what they carried in their earliest twenties. In this book, the adult developmental
         path is described as being segmented into three distinct phases: twenties and thirties, midlife, and older adulthood. While there are not hard-and-fast age boundaries for these stages, the developmental
         focus and the experiences of each stage are clear. 
      

      
      Women in their mid-twenties and thirties are immersed in a multiplicity of milieus
         as they focus on the development of their relational, community, and professional
         roles. Two syndicated television shows, Sex and the City and Friends, provided rich examples of how this period of life may unfold. Women in this period
         tend to rely on friends for support as they tackle new jobs, romantic relationships,
         relocations to new neighborhoods, and so on. While the value of “heart and soul” friends
         never dims, friends of convenience also have great value. For instance, building friendships
         with other women at work can be beneficial to your career success and job satisfaction.
         Neighborhood block parties or dinner clubs can be a welcome element of social connection
         in new communities. Establishing friendships, not just trading hellos over the fence,
         can deepen the pleasure you experience in your community. 
      

      
      During this life stage, women are expected to show up and perform in a wide variety
         of social contexts. The energy available to meet these new commitments is often balanced
         against the energy required to establish and maintain a significant romantic relationship,
         another typical focus of this period. During these intensely busy years, it is really
         not any surprise that research found that the majority of women between the ages of
         twenty-five and forty found it challenging to keep friendships strong and vibrant.[17]    These years can be filled with opportunities to move up the ladder, across the
         country, and into new clubs and organizations. Being able to create connections with
         people at the places where you are headed, when you arrive, and where you want to
         go next is often a more valued skill than hanging on to relationships from your past.
      

      
      Although the number of women who opt to have children was on a steady decline during
         the last several years,[18]    and the United States ranks near the top of the list for child-free women,[19]    the median age for a woman’s first pregnancy is still right around twenty-four.[20]    And millennials appear to value motherhood more strongly than marriage as a goal.[21]    Regardless of age, any woman who is headed toward motherhood as the next step
         on her path will find that having friends right where you are can be integral to successfully
         navigating this portion of your journey.
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      Having company in the form of supportive friends along for the ride on the “mommy
         track” is not only pleasant, it is essential. Upward mobility is frequently related
         to career paths that require geographical transience for women and men. Given the
         current economic climate, it is likely that you may need to relocate just to get that
         first job. As children arrive in families far from extended family members, developing
         a social support network of other mothers is often the key to successful child rearing
         and sanity maintenance. Regardless of whether she is employed outside the home, mothering
         is a 24-hours-a-day, 365-days-a-year job for a woman. Without a group of understanding
         friends, a mother’s mental health and emotional health both take a huge hit. In fact,
         without a good support system in place, new mothers are five times more likely to
         suffer postpartum depression.[22]    As babies grow into preschoolers, the need for social support continues as mothers
         face what seems like a myriad of new challenges, new anxieties, and new questions
         as children develop. Connecting with other mothers whose children are the same age
         or a little older than our own is extremely helpful,[23]    as it can sometimes seem as if no one but another mother would ever understand
         what we are experiencing. 
      

      
      In addition to building and solidifying friendships with other mothers who can provide
         empathy and support, mothers frequently rely on friends for a variety of instrumental
         support needs. These can include carpooling kids to and from school and extracurricular
         activities, sharing “room parent” duties or taking your place at the school event
         if you are unable to show up, picking up your child at school in an emergency if something
         prevents you from getting there, babysitting on a moment’s notice, and the list goes
         on. One mother shared that one of the benefits she valued most in friendships with
         some of the other mothers she knew was their willingness to have her child over for
         an afternoon as a companion to their own—even if a mother did not particularly like
         her all that much. No matter how you consider it, motherhood can be intense, and the
         shared understanding of exactly what good mothering requires allows mothers to be
         supportive and friend-like, even if a true friendship does not develop.
      

      
       There are as many different types of mothers as there are types of children. Mothers,
         like everyone else, typically find it easier to build strong friendships with women
         who share their interests. They also find it easier to befriend those who have parenting
         styles somewhat similar to their own. However, a finding regarding the relationship
         between parenting styles and children’s friendships might be surprising. The parents
         who were more laissez-faire in their parenting, rather than being either rigid or
         flexible, actually raised children who developed better friendships.[24]    Rather than a suggested method for helping your kids build healthy friendships,
         however, this may be more of a reflection on whether a child’s friends provided more
         relationship structure and predictability than her parents. The arrival of children
         into a family is almost always accompanied by some measure of unpredictability, but
         with friends around to provide support, it is easier for mothers (or fathers or comothers)
         to keep the family rolling steadily along.
      

      
       As children turn into teenagers and gain more independence, you may realize that
         some earlier established friendships with mothers of your children’s friends no longer
         offer the value that they once did. However, new friendships may develop as your children
         get involved in new activities. There are “booster clubs” for parents of high school
         athletes, band members, and cheerleaders. Traveling athletic teams invite a great
         deal of parental investment of time. School-based drama groups often send out calls
         to parents for assistance with sets and costumes. These are just a few of the possibilities
         for mothers to connect with other moms who might be potential new friends. Before
         long, though, the high school child will become a young adult and emotionally (if
         not yet physically and financially) leave the family nest. This transition heralds
         a change for mothers on many different fronts, and this typically happens just as
         women begin taking the initial steps of the passage into the middle third of their
         lives.
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      The term midlife has grown increasingly fluid and somewhat nebulous as we hear it used to describe
         varying bands of ages. For our purposes in this book, we will be using midlife connections as the descriptor for women from about the time they are ready to celebrate their
         fortieth birthday throughout the next couple of decades after this milestone. We are
         looking at this period of life truly as a “connection” between early adulthood and
         older adulthood. C. G. Jung, the founder of analytic psychology, described the middle
         years as a time in which we explore and integrate aspects of the psyche that had been
         obscured from awareness during our earlier years.[25]    It is a time when we do a fair amount of self-reflecting and taking stock as well.
         During these years, many women are able to reclaim more personal time. The previously
         required heavy investments in raising a family or solidifying a career are ebbing,
         and women are able to shift their priorities to fit their changing needs. Of course,
         there will always be exceptions, such as women who are beginning new careers or who
         had their children later in life, or who are grandparents now caring for their grandchildren.
         While external circumstances differ, the inner development typical of this period
         will be ongoing.
      

      
       With this shift of focus, there are often significant transitions in social relationships.
         Friendships that were built on the shared needs of instrumental assistance and emotional
         support during the taxing “child-rearing years” may have run their course. Taking
         up new pastimes, letting go of old responsibilities, and having more freedom to spend
         your time as you see fit all provide opportunities to edit your social relationships
         as you desire.[26]    Existing friendships may deepen during this time, as authenticity is easier to
         offer others and self-judgment often decreases with age. Women who can accept their
         own shortcomings and faults may also more easily accept their friends’ imperfections
         when they are irrelevant to the relationship. On the opposite end of the spectrum,
         women may distance themselves from friends who have little to offer in terms of honesty,
         acceptance, or fulfillment of their share in the bargain of friendship.
      

      
      One survey respondent, Cheri, believes staying in touch is the key to maintaining
         an authentic friendship, especially during the midlife years: “That’s the bottom line:
         don’t drift apart. Marriages, children, grandchildren, jobs, [and] time constraints
         all put severe pressure on friendships as you grow older. You have to really make
         the friendship a priority and give it time and space to exist!” The need for social
         support is present throughout our lives, but the types of individuals that we feel
         comfortable “letting in” to our lives shift with maturity. Some of us may open our
         arms widely as we seek ways to give back to our communities. Others may draw in their
         friendscapes[27]    a little tighter as they reach the point where personal priorities overshadow
         others’ demands for the first time in decades. The friendscapes we cultivate during
         the middle third of our lives may greatly influence the well-being we experience as
         we enter the final phase of our lives.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      Entering the final third of your life can be accompanied by significant upheavals
         in virtually every sector of your life—social, professional, geographical, personal,
         and even familial. The loss of loved ones is typically an inescapable facet of growing
         older. It’s no wonder that having a social support network in place is extremely important
         to your emotional and physical well-being in older adulthood. Whether you are facing
         high-stress or low-stress events, good friends will help you cope with the ups and
         downs of life.[28]   
      

      
      As we grow older, life events often affect the size of our friendship circles, and
         they tend to grow a little smaller as we age. As a matter of fact, our friendscapes
         undergo the greatest amount of transition during this final third of our life.[29]    Luckily, however, this is a case in which size doesn’t matter. Whether a woman has just one good friend or one hundred friends, positive
         relationships will positively influence her health and welfare. And if one of those
         friends is considered a best friend, then a woman enjoys a little added natural protection against emotional depression
         and compromised well-being.[30]    Women in this life stage are becoming more reliant on social media sites and electronic
         communication. In fact, a recent report from the Pew Research Center noted that over
         45 percent of individuals sixty-five years and older use social media sites.[31]    Just knowing that you are a part of a social support network enhances your self-esteem.[32]    A sense of belonging, at any age, is key to feeling that you matter to others
         and that your life has value.
      

      
      The value of friendship, companionship, and support in older adulthood cannot be overemphasized.
         Some women depend on their best friends, some on their new friends, some on their
         old friends, and some on their family members to help them meet their support needs;
         however, there are basically three types of social-support-system friendscapers.[33]    Some women are independent friends who do not need deeply intimate relationships but enjoy having friends available
         for specific activities. Others are discerning friends who enjoy a small number of deeply connected relationships. The last type
         is the acquisitive friend who takes joy in her ever-growing collection of friends. Regardless of how
         we craft our support networks, it is clear that being a friend to others is possibly
         the most valued role of all as we age.[34]   
      

      
      The Rules of the Game

      
      As we move through our lives, our interactions with others educate us on the unspoken
         rules of friendship. Researchers have been exploring these rules for many years, and
         Argyle and Henderson are some of the earliest researchers to empirically investigate
         the roles and functions of friendships. In fact, in their culturally diverse studies,
         they uncovered the presence of over forty friendship rules in place.[35]    These rules fall into four categories: exchange rules (trading favors and services);
         intimacy rules (mutual trust and confidence keeping); third-party rules (accepting
         that friends engage in additional relationships); and coordination rules (friends
         should stand up for one another).[36]    
      

      
      In preparation for this book, we invited women to share their experiences with “toxic
         friendships.” We asked them to share exactly what happened, how they responded, and
         what they learned from these relationships. We used their responses as guidelines
         in determining which rules are most prevalently breached today. The next section of
         this book includes ten chapters that each focus on a separate rule, or flashpoint,
         in friendships. The rules that address the most frequently mentioned conflict zones
         are as follows:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Trust and confide in your friends and be trustworthy in return.

            
         

         
         	
            Show your friends empathy and positive regard.

            
         

         
         	
            Understand that your friend has other friends and be accepting of these friends.

            
         

         
         	
            Show your friends emotional support.

            
         

         
         	
            Volunteer assistance when a friend is in need.

            
         

         
         	
            Repay favors without being asked.

            
         

         
         	
            Stand up for your friends and their interests when they are not present.

            
         

         
         	
            Do not “bring down” or intentionally annoy your friends.

            
         

         
         	
            Do not criticize a friend in front of others.

            
         

         
         	
            Do not criticize or be jealous of a friend’s other relationships.

            
         

         
      

      
      The rules listed above fell into three basic categories: Being, Doing, and Refraining. The first three rules suggest “ways of being” with your friends that are essential
         to a healthy relationship. Rules 4–7 describe actions that should be taken to ensure
         that the friendship is strengthened and maintained. Rules 8–10 are behaviors to avoid,
         as they create rifts that cannot necessarily be repaired.
      

      
      While many of these rules may sound a bit simplistic and appear to be clearly common
         sense, some girls and women do not appreciate or respect the importance of honoring
         these unspoken rules within their relationships. Within each chapter addressing a
         rule, we provide a brief overview of the rule and examples of how breaking the rule
         might play out for girls and women in each life stage. We also share suggestions for
         appropriate responses and factors that you might want to consider before taking action
         when a rule has been broken. While there may be times when ending the relationship
         seems the only option, we provide questions and insights to help you consider whether
         a friendship crossroads spells the end of the journey. We will start with what might
         be the most foundational relational rule of all: Be trustworthy and trusting of your friends.
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      Part II

      The Rules of Friendship and
Their Role in Relationships
      

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 3

      It’s a Matter of Trust

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #1: Trust and confide in your
friends and be trustworthy in return
      

      
      Following this first rule is truly the bedrock of a healthy relationship, and while
         this rule should “go without saying,” too often, friends may say too much. The secrets
         shared and confidences revealed may be made all too public. As a counselor, one of
         the authors routinely provides her clients with a space where they can truly let go
         of their burdens and reveal their secrets, their troubles, their fears, or their aspirations.
         In fact, one of the most valued aspects of counseling is the level of confidentiality
         that exists between counselor and client. Virtually everything a client shares with
         a counselor is kept confidential unless the client has expressed knowledge of or intent
         to harm herself or others. In the case of friendship, this commitment to a friend’s
         right to confidentiality should also be upheld to that very same point. In fact, trust
         is one of those key building blocks of friendship that lie at the core of this social
         relationship.[1]    However, when it comes to toxic relationship incidents, betrayal of trust is probably
         the most frequently cited friendship rule violation. For many women, due to past experiences
         of emotional or other abuse, broken trust, or a significant breach of confidentiality,
         placing trust in another may be the hardest task they face in establishing close relationships.
      

      
      Sometimes we have experiences, thoughts, and dreams that we feel driven to share with
         a friend. Sometimes nothing feels better than “telling all” to your friends, whether
         you seek confession and forgiveness or need to share a burden too heavy to carry alone.
         Perhaps you are recounting the most amazing first date ever or describing what a fool
         you made of yourself at the bar or revealing something you discovered that maybe you
         should not have found out. We also use our friends as sounding boards for the big
         decisions and the small decisions we make in life. We trust our friends with our secrets,
         because we know that friends won’t “tell a soul.” In fact, there are likely few females
         who at one time or another have not started a conversation with those very words,
         “Don’t tell a soul, but . . .” Although trust should be sacred between friends, there
         were interviewees from every life stage who shared that they were repaid with betrayal
         for having placed their trust in a friend.
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      Little girls enjoy telling “secrets,” creating funny stories, enthusiastically exaggerating
         wildly, and sometimes saying outlandish things or repeating words or stories they
         know that they should not just for the joy they get in the “shock value” their tales
         produce. However, young children may also inadvertently reveal “secrets” to which
         they should not have been privy in the first place. Seeing unexpected things or hearing
         unexpected words at a friend’s house may prompt a child to share her discoveries with
         other children or her parents. One young woman revealed that she curtailed her daughter’s
         visits to the home of one of her friends when her daughter described explicit magazines
         that she and her friend found on the coffee table in the family’s TV room. This mother
         used her daughter’s secret as a teaching moment regarding the types of “secrets” that
         are okay to keep and those that should be shared with others. Mothers are in an excellent
         position to educate their daughters on being a trustworthy friend and keeping their
         friends’ secrets safe when they’re safe for keeping. Researchers have found that a
         mother’s modeling of healthy socialization during a girl’s childhood will have a lasting
         effect across the years.[2]   
      

      
       During the years heading toward adolescence, young girls begin genuinely to appreciate
         the value of loyalty in a friend, the support inherently found in friendships, and
         the freedom to open up and share their inner thoughts and feelings with their friends.[3]    Whether a preadolescent is sharing the identity of her secret crush or revealing
         fears about her parents’ relationship, she is learning to be careful in whom she chooses
         as her confidante. 
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      Research shows that revealing personal secrets is traditionally one of the most intimate
         forms of social exchange between friends,[4]    and an adolescent girl’s world is potentially a landmine of secrets. In fact,
         self-disclosures are a significant part of the friendship satisfaction equation. We
         use self-disclosure almost like a glue to bond our relationships more tightly.[5]    For better or worse, teenagers share with their friends information not only about
         their likes and dislikes but also about the big moments in their lives such as their
         first kiss, their first taste of alcohol, and other important “firsts.”
      

      
      This sharing by adolescents is evidenced by a story shared by Janie, a woman now in
         her late twenties. Janie noted that she can still recall the odd mixture of pride
         and shame she felt when she was in high school and confessed to her best friend that
         she had a one-night stand with one of the football players at her school. Describing
         herself as “ugly duckling,” she had not been popular in high school and spent her
         junior year, regrettably, just like her sophomore and freshman years, without a boyfriend
         or even a first date. As junior year was ending, both she and the football “Romeo”
         were hired for the same summer job of lifeguarding at the beach. A group training/cookout
         early in the season led to something she’d never expected to happen. That night, Janie
         and the boy “hooked up” on the beach. Janie recalled that she could not wait to tell
         her best friend about it. Unfortunately, after the incident was shared, Janie’s best
         friend could not wait to tell another friend what had happened. This “other friend”
         happened to be the sister of the young man, and, of course, the secret was soon common
         knowledge. As Janie went on to reveal, the fallout for her got even worse when she
         found out that “Romeo” had laughed about what had happened with his friends.
      

      
      Janie went on to say that she had been thankful that it happened in early summer,
         after school was out, and that the “news flash” had lost some of its shock value by
         the time the new school year began. Recalling the event today, however, still has
         the power to stir up the anger and humiliation Janie experienced when her friend broke
         her promise of secrecy all those years ago. When Janie asked her friend why she had
         shared her secret, the friend’s motives were far from malicious. Her friend told Janie
         that she had assumed that Janie and the football player were going to be a couple,
         and she was happy for Janie and simply excited to share the news with the boy’s sister,
         another friend. Thus, even the innocent sharing of a friend’s news or experiences
         can lead to inadvertent betrayal. It is always best to ask for explicit permission
         from a friend before passing along significant news related to romance, professional
         issues, academic concerns, and similar topics.
      

      
      In adolescence, knowledge is power, and sharing personal information—about a friend
         or oneself—seems to be increasingly accepted behavior. In a world where your identity
         and your life are chronicled in a public forum, whether through instant messaging,
         texting, Facebook, Instagram, or Snapchat, “secrets” just don’t seem to be kept as
         tightly as they once might have been. A “good reputation” also seems to be less valued
         than a generation ago, as the cultural mores regarding sex, drugs, and other once-taboo
         activities have loosened. In fact, a recent study indicated that over 50 percent of
         one university’s freshman class had texted sexually explicit messages (termed sexting) before they turned eighteen and over a quarter of these students had sent sexually
         explicit photographs of themselves via text messaging even though there are legal
         ramifications related to this form of communication.[6]    Keeping sexting private between you and a romantic interest relies on your romantic
         partner’s trustworthiness. Unfortunately, the sharing of such sensitive messaging
         can happen much too easily with today’s “reply all,” “forward,” and “post to wall”
         technologies. However, it appears that adolescents who recognize that sexting has
         legal consequences are less likely to sext than those who are unaware of its illegal
         nature.[7]    In addition to the legal deterrents, adolescents who have been victimized by the
         sharing of their private messages are likely to curtail their sexting, based on some
         of the stories shared by our interviewees. 
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      Life can be full of challenges, transitions, and new opportunities during these decades.
         Sometimes new beginnings also herald the passing away of something that no longer
         serves a purpose in one’s life. Trust can be violated in many ways, and when a friend
         can no longer be trusted, it may be time to assess her value in your life. One young
         woman described her own experiences with broken trust very broadly: “When a friend
         takes too much from the relationship and doesn’t reciprocate. Also, when a friend
         constantly crosses your boundaries or tries to change you into someone you aren’t.
         Additionally, a friend who judges others too harshly, which causes you not to trust
         being yourself with them. These are all toxic because intimacy cannot be achieved
         with someone you can’t trust.” The interviewee’s last sentence sums up a basic truth
         about friendships or any other close relationships: intimacy requires honest vulnerability.
         Yet when there is fear of negative ramifications from honest and open self-disclosure,
         authenticity of the relationship is compromised, and it cannot grow deeper.
      

      
       Women in this stage of life are heading off in so many different directions seemingly
         simultaneously that they definitely appreciate it when friends can be consistent,
         if not constant, in maintaining a sense of mutuality in the relationship. Unfortunately,
         when the only consistent behavior is letting go of promises, sharing information that
         should remain confidential, betraying you by lying, flirting with your significant
         other, or letting you down, then it is time to take away the friend’s power to do
         these things within the relationship by exiting the friendship. Taking a wait-and-see
         approach is one option, but cutting your losses by drawing the line may be the best
         option you can select. Other times, your friendship might just need a “cooling-off
         period,” and then it can be gotten back on track.
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      Most mothers spend a fair amount of time making creative solutions during the course
         of their daily lives. Some of the on-the-fly solutions may stretch the limits of believability
         and sensibilities, but desperate times can call for desperate measures. Desperation
         can also lead to some retrospectively humorous circumstances that mothers feel are
         worthy of sharing for the comic factor alone. The old expression “thick as thieves”
         can describe the bonds of moms and their friends. A couple of sociologists have suggested
         that the self-disclosure of misdeeds between “thieves,” or those who push the legal
         boundaries, places each one at risk of being blackmailed by the other. Thus, with
         this shared liability between “thieves,” a shared trust is established.[8]    Mother-to-mother friendships, like the much-needed bonds of trust between “thieves,”
         are deep and rich.
      

      
      Sometimes mothers themselves push the envelope when they have run out of diapers,
         wipes, clean baby clothes, or patience. Sharing your parenting mistakes with other
         mothers can be freeing. Confessing always seems to make us feel a little better. In
         fact, this is one of the reasons that “talk therapy” can be so effective. Trusting
         your friends with a tale of how you left your child in a dirty diaper longer than
         you would have liked because you were waiting for your partner to get home later that
         afternoon with a package of the diapers that you had forgotten to buy that morning
         can lead to your mom-friends sharing similar stories of “oops moments.” Moms know
         what it is like to be overwhelmed at times or to yell at their kids sometimes because
         their nerves are shot, then apologize to them later as guilt creeps in. They, like
         you, perhaps, understand how stay-at-home mothers can dread “the witching hour” (a
         term coined by Dr. Spock to describe those predinner hours from 5-ish to 7-ish, when
         your patience with your children may be out the door and you are eagerly awaiting
         the arrival of a supportive partner).[9]    
      

      
      Anne, a mother of two preschool daughters, shared a relevant anecdote. She had confided
         to a couple of friends that sometimes when a dinner recipe calls for wine, she likes
         to enjoy a glass as she prepares the meal. She stated that with the kids settled down
         in front of Sesame Street or Nickelodeon, the single glass of wine helps her relax while cooking as she waits
         for her partner to return from work. After sharing what she thought was a “no big
         deal” story with her friends, she was shocked when she discovered that one of her
         “confidantes” was spreading rumors that Anne was halfway to a drinking problem! Anne
         said that she had never realized that confiding in friends could be so potentially
         risky or that her friend would be so judgmental. Anne affirmed that she is now a lot
         more cautious with self-disclosures. Although Anne couldn’t get up the courage to
         confront her friend, another mutual friend did follow up with the gossiper. Anne’s
         protective friend informed the gossiper not only that the story she was spreading
         was not based on fact but also that spreading rumors about friends was not a behavior
         that the larger circle of friends would tolerate.
      

      
      Some mothers shared similar tales regarding cooperative babysitting agreements that
         fell apart. Several described times when a friend would offer to watch her kids at
         a later date if she would look after hers for that afternoon. However, when the babysitting
         mom tried to collect on the offer, the reciprocation offer was put off, canceled,
         or forgotten. Agreements for carpool duty or school pickups that had been made, but
         “forgotten,” had left more than one child stranded at home or at school or practice.
         This story suggests that when it comes to mothering, trusting other mothers is essential,
         especially in regard to sharing assistance for getting kids’ needs covered. When a
         mother bails on her friends, she may find herself in desperate straits herself if
         her lack of trustworthiness leads friends to decide against extending any more friendship
         “credit” in terms of instrumental assistance. Mothers need to stick together, and
         if you are a mother and have a friend who is not dependable, you may want to let her
         know the risks of exclusion from the “village” that is needed to help raise a child.
         This may be the wake-up call that keeps her from getting voted off your and other
         mothers’ friend-oriented “island.”
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      Midlife is often a time when women are finally able to state what they will and will
         not accept in relationships. By this time, many women have realized that they no longer
         have to embody the “sugar and spice and all things nice” identity. Being assertive, making and keeping boundaries, and tolerating the shortcomings
         of true friends becomes easier; tolerating the misbehavior of superficial acquaintances
         grows more difficult and less likely. Ridding yourself of friendships that compromise
         your integrity or lead to hurt feelings or wasted time will bolster your self-confidence
         and self-esteem and allow you more space to experience the joy of honest and open relationships.
      

      
       As one woman in this life stage shared, the behaviors that she believed were “friendship
         breakers” included “constantly being let down . . . for instance, arranging a meet-up,
         then while waiting, getting a text (when you’re already at the restaurant) saying
         she can’t make it or that she might get there, but it will be very late. Lying to
         you, sometimes for no particular reason and sometimes to manipulate situations [is
         another deal breaker].” She added that when she had to “constantly wait around for
         a ‘friend’ who was always approximately a half an hour late, or a complete no-show,
         time after time,” she eventually “blew up at her and she stormed off . . . and we
         never met up again!” As the respondent noted, dependability is a key virtue for many
         women. When a friend continues to let another friend down, her unreliability can eventually
         short-circuit the connection. In midlife, especially, women are at a point at which
         they feel more comfortable setting limits and owning and defending boundaries. Dependability
         and willingness to consistently be there as promised are clear measures of the value
         of friends at this stage of life.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      It seems that as the years go by, the number of secrets some women keep grows and
         grows. Interestingly, researchers have found that older women are less likely to reveal
         as much personal information or share as many secrets as younger women do. This may
         due to more modesty relative to new cohorts of women who use social media to announce
         everything from grades and diagnoses to breakups. Older women also may fear judgment
         by their friends and shy away from revealing too much personal information.[10]    However, when a friend betrays the confidence of any woman—even in older adulthood—the
         friendship can become a source of distress and tear away at a woman’s overall well-being.[11]    
      

      
      Regardless of age, confidentiality and trustworthiness are requisites for satisfying
         relationships. Further, making promises and keeping one’s word are of great value
         between friends of any age. When the years are winding down and much of one’s autonomy
         and independence is slowly—or  quickly, in some unfortunate cases—being reined in,
         a person’s word is one of the most long-retained abilities. When you let down a friend
         through willed choice, not unexpected circumstances, you step across a line that may
         be difficult to retract. Keeping promises and honoring confidences is a way to show
         your word is good and your support and appreciation for your friend are steadfast,
         no matter what your age or your circumstances.
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      When it comes to friendship, loyalty and trust are essential aspects of the most basic
         definition of this relationship. When a friend betrays you through sharing what you
         had expected to be private communications or not fulfilling a promise that had been
         made, it can be grounds for ending the relationship. Trust, once broken, is often
         difficult to rebuild. Here are some thoughts and perspectives to consider as you decide
         how you would handle a friend who has let you down or spoken too freely.
      

      
      Information as Currency

      
      Let us return to the anecdotal story shared earlier in this chapter regarding Janie,
         the young woman who was betrayed by her best friend. In response to the story, some
         may wonder how it all went so wrong for Janie. She trusted her secret to a friend
         who simply didn’t perceive the potential consequences of her actions. Why would anyone
         reveal a good friend’s secrets? And how would she not recognize the potential damage
         that may result? This is a question with as many different answers as there are people
         who answer it. Some people may truly be clueless, as in the case described above.
         For others, insider information is like currency—having something to share, that should
         not be shared, is like having money in their pockets. Some people may trade this information,
         your secrets, with someone else for some other type of valuable commodity, such as
         the social status that comes with being a “person in the know,” or to receive another
         person’s bit of “privy information” in trade. Gossipers somehow “forget” that they
         promised to keep the information you shared confidential. These friends may also assume
         that once you’ve shared with them, you are going to be sharing with others.
      

      
      “Hey, Did You Hear About . . . ?”

      
      In the case of another friend, revealing a secret may not even be something she intended
         to do, but she allowed herself to get carried away in conversations. These “friends”
         do not intend to breach the request for confidentiality; they may believe that they
         are adding to a conversation or keeping someone in the loop. They may casually open
         up a conversation with a “Hey, did you know . . . ?” as they spill the beans. Some
         people truly have no filters and just share whatever comes into their heads without
         a second thought. Whatever the reason, the result is still the same. Therefore, the
         actual secret holder must really manage the revelation of her confidences. Simply
         put, if you cannot trust a friend to maintain your confidences, then you need to avoid
         sharing confidential information or personal secrets with her.
      

      
      This friendship rule is about ethically inspired relationship agreements. Without
         keeping your friends’ secrets safe or living up to your promises, you may find the
         number of trusting friends you have quickly diminishing. When we enter into relationships,
         we have to realize that no matter how close we might be to another person, we still
         cannot control anyone’s behavior but our own. Trust, then, is a liability, and we
         take risks when we trust our secrets to others.
      

      
      Once Shared, You Lose Control of the Content

      
      Controlling the “controllables” in a friendship means controlling your own communication,
         your own behaviors, and your own expectations of that relationship. Remember, even
         the innocent sharing of another’s news can create fallout from which recovery is difficult—for
         both friends and for the relationship. Trust is earned, and you must provide the trust
         your friend needs as well as the respect your friend deserves. And if you find out
         that a friend is broadcasting your secrets to others or failing to live up to her
         promises, you can take control of where your role in the friendship goes. Edit what
         you share. Edit the time you spend together. Edit your expectations. Let your friend
         know that what she’s doing is not okay. Let her know how you want the friendship to
         play out. Learning to trust again can be a challenge, but a solid friendship is rarely
         built without a few obstacles to be surmounted along the way. 
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      When relationships are tested, they can either grow stronger or wither and die. Weigh
         the cost of the loss of the relationship against the benefits of maintaining it. Decide
         what the best path for you might be and, please, take the high road! Don’t let yourself
         follow your friend’s poor example of “tell all communications” even if you drop her
         from your “friends and family” circle. Practicing the behaviors we expect from others
         is the surest way to receive them in return and for others to see you as someone to
         trust. 
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      Chapter 4

      Just the Way You Are

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #2: Show your friends empathy
and positive regard
      

      
      Empathy and positive regard are two of the basic core conditions of counseling.[1]    These two conditions contribute to the facilitative relationship between counselor
         and client, and they also must be present to establish and maintain the relationship
         between two friends. Empathy allows us to understand our friends, and positive regard
         is necessary for us to actually like our friends.
      

      
      Colloquially, empathy is described as the ability to walk in another’s shoes or see
         the world through another’s eyes. Essentially, empathy is the ability to understand
         your friend’s world and experiences as if you were your friend. Empathy leaves us in tears as we watch movies in which someone loses
         out at love, experiences a painful loss, or experiences triumphant, unparalleled joy
         at the most unexpected, moving moment. We don’t just cry because we are “sad” that
         someone’s heart has broken; we cry because we have stepped into the world of the movie
         character and we are feeling what she feels as she feels it. Empathy is a powerful skill that enables us to immerse ourselves and
         to care deeply in the experiences of another.
      

      
      Empathy is said to exist almost from birth in some children, as evidenced by their
         “sympathy crying” when they hear other babies in distress. Empathy develops over the
         next decade or two, and girls typically develop the quality more quickly than do boys.[2]    As a girl reaches adolescence, it appears that her mother’s own level and modeling
         of empathy affect how well she will develop this skill.[3]    Thus, we generally see a range of empathetic responses among our friends. 
      

      
      Positive regard is the appreciation and fondness we feel for a friend. We may assume
         that our friends must surely like us, but when we have feelings of insecurity about ourselves in the relationship,
         we begin to believe that our friends are just “pretending” that they hold us in positive
         regard.[4]    In fact, once a person begins to doubt the authenticity of a friend’s commitment
         to the friendship and to her, the relationship will likely begin to weaken and crumble.
         Authentic positive regard is what we need from our friends, and when we doubt that
         it is present, we turn what we fear, an unstable and insecure relationship, into a
         newly constructed current reality—a fraying friendship. Thus, mutual, palpable positive
         regard is essential to a strong and enduring friendship. In the following sections,
         we share stories illustrating how a lack of empathy or acceptance can create friction
         in friendships, potentially leading to the end of the relationship. Also provided
         are points to consider in making the decision of whether to repair or terminate the
         relationship. 
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      For young girls, friendships are frequently based on moment-by-moment allegiances.
         For example, children who sit at the same assigned table in class may develop friendships
         that are related to proximity and the situation. Other friendships may be born out
         of shared interests, as exhibited during recess or free center time in school. However,
         even elementary school girls already know the power of the words “I don’t like you
         anymore.” These words can cut a girl or woman deeply, regardless of her age. 
      

      
       Reciprocal relationships during these years grow more intense over time, and the
         need to belong to a social clique ramps up as girls move toward middle school. Positive
         regard is often communicated through the choices a girl makes when she picks a partner
         for school activities, sends invitations to her slumber parties, and decides whom
         to sit beside at lunch. Yet for the young girl who is sitting alone or never invited
         to other children’s parties, the feeling of being disliked can have a lasting effect
         on her self-esteem and adjustment.[5]    
      

      
      Exclusion from friendship groups, name-calling, bullying, ostracism, and baiting are
         just some of the unacceptable behaviors that girls use to torment each other. Friendships
         may even be formed to trick an unsuspecting girl into trusting another girl. The girl
         who is duped may then be made fun of cruelly or teased for fabricated reasons or for
         any weaknesses she may have revealed to the false friend. Less popular girls may also
         be victims of cyberbullying (see chapter 9 for more information on cyberbullying).
         This form of bullying has a heartbreaking public side and involves emotional cruelty
         that playground name-calling does not.[6]    The proliferation of news stories about emotional and social damage done via social
         media among youth from late elementary school on up underscores just how integral
         the role of social acceptance is to healthy development. Educating young women about
         the potential damage that social rejection or exclusion can have on acquaintances
         may help them extend their natural empathy to include those they might not typically
         befriend.
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      The need for social approval continues to grow in significance throughout this next
         developmental period. The desire to find a group in which you feel accepted and have
         a sense of belonging is intense. The gym class, the long morning break, and the cafeteria
         are just a few of the hot spots where teens desperately need one or two companions, at least, and friends, at best. Many of us can recall the stress we felt in high school when finding out
         our class schedules and assigned lunch periods. Quick communication via phone or text
         often followed so we could find out our friends’ schedules. When a girl ends up in
         the “wrong” lunch period, the one that none of her friends were assigned, she may
         feel anxious as she scouts out the potential lunch buddies those first few days. Finding
         just one person who is a candidate for this situational friendship can make a huge
         difference for her. Feeling that just one person in the room likes you can ease anxieties in high school cafeterias, and years
         later at events such as large, impersonal cocktail parties or wedding receptions.
         Most of us know what it can be like to walk into a large group, similar to the ones
         listed above, and check out each knot of people to look first for familiar faces.
         If none are seen, we seek out people who look like they have the potential to be “conversational
         companions” for at least the first few precious minutes needed to get acclimated to
         the room.
      

      
       While finding someone we think will like us is more of a challenge for some than
         others, adolescents can be extremely fickle as they sort out their places in the social
         pecking order. It can be painful when a friend you have known for years suddenly transforms
         her self-identity and moves from one social clique to a new one, leaving you behind.
         There are certain periods during adolescence when young women seem driven to reinvent
         themselves or let go of false identities that no longer serve them. The periods between
         middle school and high school, junior and senior year, and high school commencement
         and college or work are all prime times for reinvention. When a teen re-creates herself
         prior to entering the new setting, she may also make changes in her appearance, behaviors,
         and attitudes to reflect those of the new group with whom she wants to fit in. The
         need to be liked and accepted shapes the identities of many teenage girls. However,
         in seeking to be accepted, liked, and understood by a new clique, she may be letting
         go of ties to her former friendship group. This can leave behind bad feelings among
         those young women.
      

      
       One young woman, Manda, described the pain she felt when a lifelong friend, Kami,
         transformed herself over the summer between high school and college. The close friends
         were both heading to the same university but had decided against being roommates after
         having been warned that the best way to lose a friend was to room together. Unfortunately,
         Manda learned that there were other ways that college could break up a friendship.
         Manda was studious but fun-loving, and she had chosen the pre-dental track. Kami was
         equally academically minded but was more interested in the social sciences. When they
         met up on their first evening on campus, Manda said Kami already “looked” different
         than she had a week ago back in their hometown. The changes in her friend’s hairstyle,
         makeup, clothing, and the way she carried herself made her seem like a stranger. 
      

      
      Manda related that she was not surprised when Kami shared that she was going to be
         rushing sororities that first semester and wanted to look like she fit in from the
         beginning, in case some of the women she met on campus or in classes turned out to
         be members of the sororities that she was hoping to be asked to join. As Manda described
         it, “It was like she was a stranger to me that night, I didn’t understand the new
         Kami and it was like she didn’t like the same old me. Twelve years of friendship had
         evaporated. Just like that. And when a friend turns into someone that wouldn’t like
         you now if they were first meeting you, then it is like those years of friendship
         were all a lie. The only time we really spoke after that was when we happened to be
         sharing a ride back to our hometown.”
      

      
      Research shows that as young women move through late adolescence, they are less likely
         to identify as strongly with particular cliques or groups.[7]    As they mature, they begin to place much higher value on each individual relationship
         and each friend rather than having as much concern over the group to which a friend
         belongs. When friendships hit crossroads in this period, it may be easier to let go
         of an unsatisfying relationship to conserve energy for establishing new and more rewarding
         friendships.
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      As we begin to forge our new identities—in either the work world, the family milieu,
         or college or graduate school—we seek out friends who really “get us” and understand
         the experiences and lives in which we are immersed. Some women shared that when they
         chose to return to graduate school, they felt irreparably separated from many of their
         friends who were devoted to climbing the corporate ladder or building families at
         that time. For some women in this age group, networking may be more important than
         building deep friendships. Grad students connect with law students, executive trainees
         connect with other executive trainees or those just a level above them, newly partnered
         or married women enjoy connecting with other coupled-up women. Women who are enjoying
         life without romantic entanglements may prefer adventuring through life with other
         single women. Friendships with those you don’t initially like can develop based on shared experiences that allow each of you to empathize and understand
         one another’s life.
      

      
      While these friends serve a useful purpose in your life, you may also need friends
         whose company you enjoy and with whom you have a mutual affection. One woman shared
         that she had been let down in friendships in which her perspectives and experiences
         were discounted and/or disregarded. She shared with us the steps she now took to avoid
         suffering similar letdowns in relationships: “My current friends are chosen more carefully.
         I listen more with a balanced attitude. I’m not holding back my voice or editing so
         closely to not ‘offend’ the other person. I take a lot of care to see how they are
         in their lives and ask questions but not too invasive. I try not to offer unsolicited
         advice. And I’m accepting things as they are. I always mean what I say and communicate
         clearly and seek to understand.”
      

      
       Another woman shared an experience in which she felt that one of her friends liked
         her only for what the friend thought she saw in her, not her authentic self. As she
         described it:
      

      
      
         Tina often referred to me as her best friend. I don’t know where she got this idea.
            We had a few things in common, but I never felt comfortable opening up to her, and
            I certainly didn’t consider her my best friend. She was popular and seemed well liked,
            so I was flattered by her attention. I ridiculously tried to be what she wanted. And
            predictably it was a disaster. She became overbearing and pushy and I took it for
            as long as I could and then finally stood up to her. That she could not tolerate.
            She dropped me and now ignores me and while it hurts to be treated like that, it is
            a relief to be out from under her control.
         

         
      

         When a friend tries to make you into something you are not, an authentic relationship
         is simply not possible. Many of us can be flattered by the interest and attention
         of a potential new friend who seems to embody the qualities or status that we long
         to have for ourselves. However, if that person seeks to change you or seems attracted
         to aspects of your behavior that are not a true reflection of your core self, it is
         doubtful the new friendship will endure. 
      

      
      Another woman in this group shared how challenging it can be to understand another’s
         perspective and to maintain a sense of positive regard when a friend is behaving in
         ways that challenge your core beliefs. Describing a toxic friendship experience, our
         respondent recounted, “I had to support my girlfriend through multiple affairs that
         she was having on her husband—a really great guy. That was really hard, to not be
         angry with her and say what I really thought, but to be supportive and understanding
         of her feelings and listen to why she was doing what she was. Especially since I have
         my own very strong feelings about the sinfulness of affairs, but we had to keep our
         discussions about her and her experiences.” This friend went beyond the limits of
         what many might do to provide support and empathy for a friend. When a friendship
         requires that you temporarily let go of values that you hold dear, it may lead you
         to question your own behaviors and choices. Unless there is an equal return and commitment,
         friends who expect unflagging loyalty and support of their questionable behaviors
         may not be the ideal friends to possess.
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      Motherhood, as we touched on in earlier chapters, can create a wedge in some women’s
         friendships. Child rearing entails new responsibilities that can sometimes keep moms
         from participating in activities that they enjoyed prior to the arrival of their children.
         Sometimes it seems that only mothers can fully empathize with other mothers, and some
         friendships do not survive the transition to motherhood. Some mothers shared that
         it can be difficult for some child-free friends to understand that choices such as
         partying until the wee hours of the morning, smoking when socializing, meeting up
         at restaurants where children are unwelcome, or gathering at homes that lack adequate
         childproofing no longer work for them. And on the flip side, a child-free woman shared
         that she felt her friendships suffered because “most of my friends work and have children.
         I work, but no kids, so finding time to get together is hard.”
      

      
       Mothers are often in a unique position in which they navigate their social commitments
         and relationships guided by their children’s social activities and friendships. They
         may hang out with the parents of their children’s friends at playdates or birthday
         parties, even if the desired positive regard is replaced with benign indifference.
         Motherhood has been called the hardest job in the world, and that metaphor arguably
         can be taken a little further. If it is true that you do not have to like the people
         with whom you work, it may be true that you do not necessarily have to like the other
         mothers on whom you rely for shared child care, outings, and so on, as long as everyone
         can get along and do their fair share. When a mom in your group shows disinterest
         in you but is still a great mom to know and the mother of your own child’s good friend,
         sometimes you have to accept that not everyone will be your friend and that not everyone
         will appreciate your perspectives. Mothers of young kids often walk a tightrope trying
         to balance a family’s social priorities. Recognizing that not everyone in the village
         can be best friends may help you handle those acquaintances who play a valuable role
         through instrumental assistance but offer little in terms of warmth and friendship.
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      By the time women reach this stage of life, most are relatively confident in who they
         are, what they need, and what they will no longer tolerate in life. Energy for seeking
         new friendships or turning superficial acquaintanceships into deeper friendships may
         begin to wane. Midlife is a period in which women assess their lives and relationships
         at levels of scrutiny that they may not have used since adolescence. If a friendship
         is found lacking, there is less fear of what will be lost by letting it fall away.
         A woman in her forties shared her perspective on friendships that turn toxic: “A toxic
         friend is a friend asking you to help her reach her own goals, but gives you nothing
         in return but an empty glass. You just have this gut feeling that she is cold and
         empty, that she no longer cares about [you] or anyone or anything but herself. These
         kinds of toxic friends have their own agenda and they will use you and make you think
         that they really care about you, but they really don’t.”
      

      
       By midlife, if friends lack positive regard or seem unable to understand you and
         your experiences, you are likely ready to let these friendships end, unless there
         is some significant instrumental or historical justification for maintaining them.
         Another woman in this age group shared her suggestions for how some of her less rewarding
         friendships could be made better: “[Women need to] realize that friendship is not
         just take. They need to appreciate what they truly have in life, rather than their
         ‘poor me’ attitudes. They need to show more understanding and consider others’ perspectives
         once in a while. Friendships need effort from both sides.” When there is little interest
         in your own well-being and a lack of understanding of the road you have traveled,
         there is little incentive for maintaining the friendship. 
      

      
      Midlife brings you to a place in which you may see the worth of friendships in ways
         you previously have not. If relationships are no longer reciprocal, they can be ended
         more easily now. However, if you are committed to rebuilding the friendship, be honest
         about the perspectives and perceptions you have of a friend’s poor treatment of you.
         Some women are blind to the power their words or actions wield even when unintentionally
         causing you harm. Letting friends hear your side of the story may be helpful, but
         remember that some women are incapable of providing the warmth and kindness you desire.
         This does not mean that you should automatically terminate the relationship. You will
         just need to bear in mind the limits some friends have in providing the qualities
         that you prefer.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      Not surprisingly, older women are typically wiser in their social-relationship decision
         making than younger women. Eloise, a woman in this stage of life, shared that “as
         I have grown older, I have streamlined my inner circle. I am [choosier] about whom
         I trust.” Circumstances often limit the amount of energy and time available to expend
         in maintaining relationships, so they let go of those that serve no purpose and work
         quickly and effectively to solve their relational issues. As we age, we also value
         more strongly those friends who are similar to us in terms of beliefs, morals, and
         spiritual practices. We prefer to be in the company of those who share similar histories,
         and this preference leads to choosing and maintaining empathetic and understanding
         friends. As a woman in her sixties affirmed about her own choices, “I am less inclined
         to have friends just for friendship’s sake as you do when you are young. [I] definitely
         [value] quality over quantity.”
      

      
      When asked what the breaking point for her might be in a friendship, another woman
         shared that “not being accepted for who I am” spelled the end of friendships for her.
         However, when a friendship bridges differing lifestyles, caring deeply and holding
         strong regard for a friend can allow the relationship to endure. This same woman went
         on to describe the lessons she learned about developing empathy for friends whose
         lives were following a path different from her own. She suggested that it was helpful
         to “keep a respectful distance. Remain silent, but have the kettle ready for a cup
         of tea. Let things go when offended and wait for the friend to return to my world,
         rather than me saying I am offended.” She had seen a friendship end through her own
         unwillingness to accept diverse differences in the past but now realized that when
         you care for someone, you need to be kind and accept that understanding another is not always possible. She also shared that when a friendship has been unalterably
         broken, sometimes the best path is “simply walking away and not looking back when
         you know in your heart it ain’t gonna work.” 
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      In terms of offering friends positive regard, it really is as essential a condition
         as the presence of trust between friends. Truly, if you do not feel a sense of affection
         or fondness for a person, an acquaintanceship is unlikely to become a friendship.
         Therapists offer clients unconditional positive regard, which translates into acceptance
         of a client with no personal judgment entering the relationship. With friends, a healthy
         dose of positive regard is also essential, but it may be tempered with an “I like
         everything about her, but . . .” and you can still call her a good friend. If the
         assessment of your fondness for her deteriorates into something more along the lines
         of “Everything she does drives me crazy, but at least she . . .” the friendship’s
         depth and authenticity may be fraying a little more than might be easily repaired.
      

      
      As studies show, empathy varies among individuals. Some people develop empathy early
         in life and can “walk a mile in a friend’s moccasins” almost as early as they can
         walk. Others may have had poor parental role models, so their own levels of empathy
         may always be a bit on the lower side of average. However, everyone’s level of need
         for empathy from others varies. Some women do not feel the need to display their vulnerable
         emotional side with friends and may not even notice that they have befriended someone
         with less empathy than another. However, some of us may have highly developed levels
         of empathy and tenderness and desperately need our friends to meet us where we are
         in terms of empathetic understanding. In the following sections, we will address the
         potential mismatched “empathy quotients” between friends.
      

      
      Do You Need This Person in Your Life?

      
      At times, situational friends, or perhaps situational companions is the more appropriate term, are every bit as valuable as closer, more authentic
         friends are in other circumstances. For instance, if a high school girl needs someone
         to sit beside her during an assembly, a class where she has no other closer friends,
         or at lunch, sitting with someone who is even halfway kind can be better than sitting
         alone. Some women are willing to hang out with moms of their children’s friends even
         if they don’t particularly like them all that much, just so that they can facilitate
         the development of their children’s friendships. Sometimes what is most needed is
         an impersonal, nonobjectionable companion, even if a friend is the company that we
         would prefer. In situations such as these, perhaps it is best to be satisfied with
         less than a friend and more than a stranger. Just like little girls who need someone
         to be their “swim buddy” at camp, sometimes merely having someone along for the swim
         (or ride) beats hanging out alone on the sidelines.
      

      
      Are You Better Off with Her or without Her in Your Life?

      
      There is a difference, of course, when the impersonal companion sitting with you now
         is someone who was once a close friend. People can outgrow or phase out of relationships.
         This can happen for many different reasons, some of them related to personal or developmental
         changes and others attributable to external circumstances. 
      

      
      Some of us have friends we have known for years and through a million different incarnations
         of identities. You may have the type of friend who chose to “run with the wolves”
         one year and the next she was “running with the wolves” of Wall Street. Even if you
         just can’t fully empathize with what drives her or fully understand where she is coming
         from, if there is a deep, authentic, mutual connection, you may be pals with her no
         matter where she is in her head or her life. If the positive regard remains, a friendship
         can prevail. 
      

      
      On the other hand, you may have a friend who went from being your hard-driving, business-savvy,
         motivated colleague and strongest competitor at the law firm to a barefoot, craftsy,
         stay-at-home mom or vice versa. You may have tried to maintain the friendship but
         realized that you no longer are on the same page or even in the same book, and that
         trying to find a way to reconnect is waylaid by attitudinal, situational, and chronological
         challenges that are too pervasive to surmount. Or a friend may believe that you no
         longer fit in her life, her affection for you has waned, or you are just too far from
         the same wavelength to understand her new identity now.
      

      
      Positive Regard

      
      When there is nothing resembling mutual admiration or affection between a pair of
         former friends, there is little motivation to continue to invest energy into the relationship.
         As the stories shared in this chapter demonstrated, when you are consistently left
         feeling as if you hold no value for one another, it is doubtful that the relationship
         is worth pursuing any further. When a friend only seems to “like you” when she is
         in need, red flags should go up and you should step back to see the relationship more
         objectively. You may need to ask yourself if the occasional feelings of care and warmth
         she offers are worth the periods in which you feel ignored or disregarded. One woman
         shared her own perspective on reciprocity in personal interest and regard: 
      

      
      
         The breaking point for me is usually when friends only talk about their own problems,
            issues, wants, needs, and desires, and will not tolerate listening to anyone else
            and their problems. I have found that sometimes people start out as great and involved
            friends but will start to migrate over to complete self-involvement over time. I used
            to think the switch might be temporary, but it never is. I have a clock near my phone,
            and when I think a friend is starting to self-obsess too much, I start timing how
            long the friend talks about herself, and how much time I get to spend talking about
            what is going on in my own life. When I notice a large time imbalance, I cut the cord.
         

         
      

      Although some may find this a little cold or too severe, or if you are not ready to
         give up yet on your own relationship, you should initiate a discussion with your friend
         regarding your unhappiness with the relationship and her level of regard and lack
         of empathy for you. Unfortunately, however, the friend who has the greatest need to
         continue the relationship generally has the least amount of influence to change the
         relationship. As one twenty-something interviewee summed it up, “The hardest thing
         I’ve had to do in a friendship is be the one who cares more. It leaves you being more
         vulnerable than the other.” Almost all interpersonal relationships reflect this dynamic,
         but if you know you care too much and you have a friend who you feel “cares enough,”
         you may be able to work out the current conflict if you feel that your expectations
         can be shifted to meet with the relational reality.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      For healthy friendships, the ability to empathize with a person and a feeling of mutual
         affection are essential building blocks. While not every acquaintance is going to
         be transformed into a close friend, if you feel that the energy required in maintaining
         even an acquaintanceship with another is draining, then perhaps it is better to let
         the relationship draw to a close. When a friend no longer provides you with the feeling
         of being understood or no longer seems to take pleasure in your company, these are
         signals that the relationship has likely run its course. Opening yourself to new potential
         friendships may be more productive than trying to resuscitate the dying relationship.
         When you reach this type of crossroads, you can give your friendship one more nudge
         to determine if you need to follow a different path or pick up where the challenging
         relationship broke down.
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      Chapter 5

      Any Friend of Hers Is a Friend of Mine

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #3: Understand that your friend has other
friends and be accepting of these friends
      

      
      The focus of this friendship rule is the importance of embracing, not excluding, the
         other people in your friend’s life. This means a couple of things in terms of healthy
         relationships. First, this rule emphasizes the need to avoid behaviors that would
         suggest that you view the other friends of a friend as rivals or competition for attention
         from your friend. Second, it provides encouragement for you to envision your friend’s
         other pals as potential friends of your own.
      

      
      The Friendship Paradox

      
      Cultivating friendships with the friends of a friend can be a straightforward method
         of strengthening your own social support network. Some of the early work of identifying
         potential friends has already been completed, since these potential friends are already
         in the friendship pool of your friend. In fact, research on the relative sizes of
         friendship groups revealed something mathematically interesting and a little mind-boggling.
         According to Feld’s theory of friendship paradox,[1]    the pool of potential new friends (who are already the friends of a current friend)
         may be quite large. 
      

      
      Statistically speaking, your friends, on average, have more friends than you do. This
         truth is derived from a complex mathematical formula that has to do with weighted
         averages. Of course, it also suggests that among your own friends, you may actually
         be the most popular and befriended member of someone else’s friendship group. However,
         researchers have recently extrapolated this finding to suggest that your friends also
         may be more interesting than you are.[2]    Therefore, being open to befriending your friends’ friends may definitely have
         value for a variety of reasons, as you can add to your friendship network as well
         as increase the diversity of your friendscape. Moreover, if you are that friend who
         is most interesting or has more friends, it would only make sense that you would enjoy
         the opportunity to add variety to your social support system.
      

      
      Have you ever shown up at a good friend’s party, met another of your friend’s friends,
         and spent the whole evening building a new friendship? It feels good to connect with
         someone new and with whom you already have something in common—your mutual friend—and
         then realize that you are building your own social network through the newly established
         friendship. We choose our friends based on shared interests, activities, or life stages.
         Thus, when it comes to a current friend, it may seem natural to believe that “any
         friend of hers is a friend of mine.” 
      

      
      Researchers have found that the perceived similarities between people determine how quickly an acquaintanceship intensifies
         between two potential friends.[3]    Moreover, if a mutual friend believes two people have strong similarities, this
         also fans the flame of friendship.[4]    When a friend says, “You and my other friend are going to really hit it off—you’ve
         got so much in common,” you and the not-yet-met other friend are already building
         a friendship, even if you do not consciously realize it. Unfortunately, researchers
         have found that people tend to make overly optimistic estimations of the similarity
         between themselves and their friends.[5]    Thus, when true feelings about controversial issues arise, unexpected conflicts
         can occur between friends if they hold opposing views. While we are predisposed to
         like the friends of our friends, these potential new relationships can go awry in
         many ways. In addition to the obstacles created by conflicting personalities or conflicting
         beliefs, potential new relationships can be obstructed if jealousy or insecurity enters
         the relational triangle. 
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      As young girls mature, their play also develops. Solo play of earliest childhood gives
         way to parallel play, then group play, and finally to cooperative play during the
         early elementary years. However, most young girls have a strong preference for even-numbered,
         not odd-numbered, cooperative play groups. Whenever three or five girls are together,
         one girl always seems to be left out of the group. This sense of isolation, even if
         temporary, can be painful, and attempting to break into the play of friends can be
         difficult. It can be distressing when a young girl views her good friend’s “other
         friends” as merely rivals for her friend’s attention.
      

      
       Parents and caregivers who oversee playdates or who handle “chaperone duty” at the
         playground have likely witnessed the drama that can erupt when one child is intentionally,
         or unintentionally, excluded from a group. Encouraging your own child to play with
         other children in the classroom, on the playground, or in the neighborhood can be
         the best defense when she is being squeezed out of another dyad or group. Modeling
         for her by developing friendships with friends of your own friends can be a valuable
         long-term investment in helping her to be open to potential new friends. As a young
         girl moves toward teenhood, however, there can be times when acceptance of her friends’
         friends as new friends raises concerns for families. Adolescence is a time of rebellion
         and for pushing past approved limits.[6]    Teens are driven to explore beyond the safe boundaries that had been in place
         for over a decade. Sometimes the friends a teen daughter brings home are ones parents
         wish would have stayed beyond their daughter’s reach.
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      During adolescence, social groups are often the “smallest unit of measurement” for
         females. For most teens, the more friends two youths have in common, the more likely
         the pair is to be friends, themselves.[7]    In addition, high schools are a breeding ground for group labels in which membership
         describes where you stand in the pecking order of popularity or acceptance. Identification
         with the “jocks,” the “cheerleaders,” the “hipsters,” or the “grinds” can tattoo a
         label on a young woman that has the power to define her entire high school experience.
         Breaking out of a stereotype can require that a young woman break out of her social
         group, regardless of how comfortable its familiarity may be.
      

      
       Social networking makes it much easier to forge new acquaintanceships with friends
         of friends by making a single click for a “friend request.” Depending on individual
         privacy settings, you can learn a great deal about a friend of a friend well before
         you initiate an online connection. Just checking out the potential acquaintance’s
         “likes” or “comments” on your current friend’s wall can provide a wealth of data.
         This can make it easier to find common ground and isolate a shared interest on which
         to build a new friendship. One young college woman, Beth, however, realized the dangers
         of opening up too much of her profile, posts, and friend information to even “friended
         friends.” Beth went to a concert with friends; afterward, the group went out and ran
         into other friends of her friends. They all had fun playing darts and talking, so
         Beth had no qualms about “friending” the new friends that night. Unfortunately, one
         new friend appeared to be a “friend stalker,” as Beth described her, and began adding
         comments to Beth’s recent and older posts. She then began sending friend requests
         to Beth’s other Facebook friends. Beth blocked this person on Facebook when she found
         out about the “creepy” behavior of this new acquaintance. Encouraging young women
         to be careful online cannot be overemphasized. With the easy access to strangers who
         pose as potential friends, online social networking needs to be handled with care.
      

      
       During this stage of life, social networks can grow exponentially if you are open
         to befriending the friends of your current friends. However, social media and open
         access pose problems that may be more difficult to resolve than simply “unfriending”
         a person. On the other hand, refusing to stretch your social network and refusing
         invitations to events that include new people from beyond your current clique can
         be unfortunate. When you encourage a friend to put other relationships aside to focus
         only on your friendship, you may be steering your friendship toward its dissolution.
         Behaviors to avoid, according to our interviewees, include insulting a friend’s other
         friends, refusing to hang out with a friend if other friends are present, or expressly
         demanding that she drop other friends. Few friends want such an exclusive relationship,
         and if you refuse to “join the party,” you may end up hanging solo a lot longer than
         you would like.
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      During these years of building and fine-tuning your adult identity, it is extremely
         beneficial to expand your social and professional networks. You never know who might
         be in the right place at the right time to help you take that next personal or professional
         leap. However, this is also a time in which your choices may define how others see
         you. Making decisions that make sense for where you are headed, not just where you
         are, can be an important consideration in your networking/friendscaping pursuits.
         Thus, willingness to opt in when invited to get together beyond the office, the gym,
         or the yoga class may help you make connections that help you clarify your identity
         and where you fit in.
      

      
       Unfortunately, some friends’ aversion to sharing friends with others can make it
         hard for new connections and friendships to develop. One woman, Allie, shared the
         following anecdote describing a “friend of a friend” situation that turned toxic:
      

      
      
         A friend of mine, Gail, was very demanding of my time and she had a hard time understanding
            why I would want “time off” from hanging out with her to spend time with other friends.
            So I was surprised when Gail invited one of her work friends, Jennifer, to join us
            one night when we were meeting up for dinner. Well, it turned out that Jennifer and
            I really clicked and realized that we had a lot in common and shared a love for running.
            As she and I began spending more and more time together either on the trails or just
            hanging out, the friend who had introduced us became extremely jealous. When I tried
            to organize get-togethers for all of us, Gail would show up, but behave like we did
            not want her there. After a while, I got tired of Gail acting like a spoiled child
            and stopped trying to include her. Although Jennifer and I are still great friends
            and training for the Chicago Marathon together, the friendship with Gail has pretty
            much petered out for me.
         

         
      

      We choose friends who like the same things we do, but it is not always as easy to
         accept that our current friends might like our new friends better than they like us.
         Furthermore, it can be disappointing when our friend’s friends are not the kind of
         friends we would choose for ourselves. Learning to skillfully and intentionally design
         your social landscape is especially important as you settle into your professional,
         social, or familial identity. These decades are typically spent in active pursuits,
         and having a network of supporters can make the journey a lot more pleasant. Being
         open to growing your network through meet-ups with friends who bring along other friends,
         getting to know business friends outside of work and meeting their other friends,
         and going alone to the party hosted by the one friend you have in spin class are all
         ways to create a stronger and more flexible friendscape. By limiting your willingness
         to be “the new kid” in a group, you may be limiting your future opportunities for
         fun and adventure.
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      Friendships with other moms are essential during this period of life. Many of us like
         to check in with other mothers on every aspect of infant development as well as every
         button pushed by adolescents who are turning us gray well before the seven-passenger
         SUV is paid for or traded for the two-seater sports car. Connecting with friends of
         friends can happen frequently during these years. For example, if your child wants
         to play lacrosse, you likely ask your friends if they know anyone else whose child
         has tried the sport. Or if your child needs serious orthodontic work, you may ask
         friends if they know anyone who goes to Dr. Brecklewhite. These are just two examples
         of a multitude of resources that our friends and their friends might provide. This informal “mother-to-mother resource connection” provides
         a service very similar to Angie’s List but doesn’t cost a dime.
      

      
       There are times, though, when “friends of friends” relationships may not take off
         in a positive direction. Values conflicts, child-rearing practice differences, and
         simply divergent personalities can present barriers to friendship development. Since
         not everyone is going to be your best friend anyway, this should not be a big deal
         for most women. There can be times, however, when “her friend” might become more like
         “your enemy.” One such instance was described by Sue, the mother of two daughters,
         eleven and five years old. Sue shared that her daughters were excited by an invitation
         to a holiday cookie exchange tea party being held by a relatively new friend of Sue’s
         who had a couple of daughters close in age to Sue’s own. 
      

      
      Eager for the event and the opportunity to get to know more people in the town to
         which Sue and her family had recently moved, the trio thoughtfully chose their cookie
         contribution recipe, baked the treats, and shopped for dresses. The girls had a great
         time at the party and had no trouble meeting and befriending other guests. Sue, however,
         realized that the friends of the hostess were unlikely to be on her own holiday party
         guest list. The other mothers arrived in jeans and T-shirts, brought in boxed wines
         and six-packs of beer, and hung out in the kitchen, going from “tipsy to sloppy” while
         the little girls, all in their holiday best, watched videos, ate cookies, and played
         computer games. When it comes to motherhood and friends of friends, values carry great
         significance in predicting the development of new friendships. 
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      By midlife, we are usually much more confident about who we do and do not want to
         let into our lives. New friendships are generally more intentionally crafted, and
         we are more careful in how we invest our energy. As friendship circles shift, though,
         older friends may begin to feel uprooted by new relationships that better fit our
         changing needs. A woman in her forties shared the following story about this type
         of situation:
      

      
      
         I allowed my old friend Lisa to live with me and my husband for a week while she was
            in between living situations. My friend was being really needy during this time, so
            I decided to plan a kind of “date night” with her. When we got to the restaurant,
            the whole conversation centered on her dislike for one of my newer friends. She tried
            to convince me not to be friends with her.
         

         
         I tried to be cool and tell her, “Look, how you feel about her has nothing to do with
            me and I’m sorry you feel that way.” However, she kept on insulting my friend and
            trying to convince me of how bad of a friend she is to me. . . . I finally got a bit
            mad and told her to stop trying to manipulate me. She got so defensive and angry.
            She showed me a really ugly side to her and I took a good mental note: this woman
            has some deep-rooted problems and I am not sure this is the kind of friend I need
            in my life right now. . . . [Over time], I started to think about her and all the
            red flags that had gone off in my head, plus how I felt that she was being ungrateful
            since I let her into my house. I then decided that I did not want to have anything
            to do with this person again and that it was the end of the friendship.
         

         
      

      When you have reached this stage of your life, it is time to begin carving out boundaries
         that protect you from negative forces and friends who detract from your life. Moreover,
         if you notice red flags in a relationship, you should listen to your intuition and
         your gut instinct.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      As older women’s friendscapes begin to decrease in size, there tends to be less interest
         in building new relationships. As one woman shared, she has streamlined her friendship circle for greater ease in maintenance. Yet, with the risk of friendships
         fading away due to a friend’s infirmity or death, it is essential to stay connected
         to others and to be open, at least, to considering befriending the friends of your
         friends—or even friends of your children. 
      

      
      Maggie, a widow, shared that she was heartbroken when she first had to let go of her
         own home and move into the home of her son and his wife in a nearby town. She felt
         that her existence was growing smaller and smaller, as she felt isolated from her
         former neighbors and her church family. Maggie recalled how worried her daughter-in-law
         became about her well-being as she saw Maggie becoming increasingly reclusive. Eventually,
         the daughter-in-law successfully cajoled Maggie into substituting at one of her monthly
         Bunco games when another friend had to miss the game. Maggie laughed in sharing that
         she had not had that much fun in ages, and she realized that the good time enjoyed
         by her daughter-in-law’s friends and herself was well worth the effort it took to
         bridge the generation gap.
      

      
      No matter what life stage you are in, being mindful of your social support network
         is important. As your network shrinks, it is important that the friends who remain
         are those on whom you can count for uplifting, satisfying support. When your own friendscape
         has thinned out too sparsely, it is greatly beneficial to respond positively to invitations
         to connect with friends of friends or friends of family. If someone who cares about
         you should happen to try and “force friend” you, be open to the opportunity of enriching
         your support system. Good friends and a sense of belonging make life especially enjoyable,
         especially during this stage of life.[8]   
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      When we throw a party, we may smile and assert “the more the merrier” as our invited
         guests show up at the door with their own friends in tow. We may be thrilled by a
         dinner invitation from a good friend whom we haven’t seen in a while but cringe when
         we drive up and see three “strange” cars already in the driveway and realize that
         the evening is probably not going to provide the chance for the relaxed heart-to-heart
         chat you had been hoping to enjoy. Perhaps you have been the person who has shown
         up at an invitation-only function thrown by a friend and simply expected the host
         to rejoice at your arrival and embrace the other three friends you brought along?
         Sometimes we assume that any friend of ours will be equally loved by any of our other
         friends. However, sometimes a friendship is “big enough” between just a pair of friends.
      

      
      Humans definitely enjoy belonging to social groups, but sometimes we all want to be
         the “best friend” or “closest friend” or “special friend” of someone whose friendship
         we cherish. At times, though, we must handle being part of the “three” that make a
         crowd when we’d rather be part of the “two” that means company. The following questions
         will help you decide how to handle your place in line.
      

      
      Is Your Good Friend Making Poor Choices?

      
      Have you ever had that eye-opening experience when you accepted an invitation to an
         event from a new friend—whether it’s a dinner invitation, a birthday party celebration,
         or a weekend at their lake house—and arrived at the scene only to be surprised by
         some of the other guests who were there? If you feel uncomfortable with some of the
         unexpected, although not uninvited, guests, etiquette suggests that you make the best
         of a bad situation. Staying long enough to be “seen” and having a believable justification
         for needing to scoot out early are essential if you do not want to risk your relationship
         with the hostess. 
      

      
      If you are truly concerned about your friend’s choices, you may want to open up a
         conversation about this topic at a later date. This would only be appropriate if you
         feel that is in your friend’s best interest and you feel comfortable and confident
         that it can be done in a manner of curious concern, not judgment or condemnation.
         To conduct this discussion effectively, you need to be able to provide objective facts
         about the situation, examples of specific behaviors that you observed, and clear descriptions
         of how the other person’s behavior has negatively affected this friend. These conversations
         can turn out very poorly if the speaker is not prepared and comes across as making
         accusations rather than sharing objective information with caring and concern.
      

      
      Is Your Ego Obscuring Your Vision?

      
      We all want to be liked, most of us enjoy being liked “best,” and some of us may get
         a little miffed when a person we consider one of our “best friends” has loads of others
         she considers just as close. If this happens to you, perhaps it indicates not only
         how popular your friend is, but also how awesome you yourself must be to have built
         a friendship with someone so popular. We choose friends who are similar to us, so
         assume that your friend is opening the door to potential new friendships with new
         people as wonderful as you both are. When friends encourage us to connect with their
         “other” friends, you may be pleasantly surprised to see your own friendship circle
         grow. Besides, being the center of another’s friendship circle can be draining. Replace
         any possessiveness you feel for your friend with gratitude for her having other good
         friends in her life, and this attitude shift may increase your friendship’s longevity.
      

      
      Would You Like the “Other Friends”
 under Other Circumstances?
      

      
      This is an essential question to ask yourself, and its answer really should help you
         decide whether to pursue the formation of a new friendship with your friends’ friends.
         Within any environment in which you are active—for example, professional, neighborhood,
         group, or club—there exists a diverse array of personality types and potential friends.
         Imagine these friends of your friend as members of one of these other settings. Would
         you naturally gravitate toward them or away from them? Sometimes even an adult is
         capable of “cutting off her nose to spite her face.” If you would enjoy getting to
         know someone under different circumstances, opening up your friendship circle to these
         friends of your friend may be the right thing to do. However, if you feel strongly
         that there is no setting in which you would strike up a conversation, much less a
         friendship, with these individuals, then just handle any group gatherings with grace.
         You do not have to “fake friendship” with every friend of a friend, but if you value
         the original relationship, it can be important to be kind, if noncommittal.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      In this chapter, we have explored the rule that you should be open to befriending
         the friends of your friends. Being too open and accepting of persons about whom you
         know little can be risky, but unwillingness to take time to potentially expand your
         network can also have negative consequences. It is clear that this chapter’s rule
         touches on the need to refrain from possessiveness of your friend’s time and attention.
         Exclusive relationships may be expected in romance but have no place in healthy friendships.
         Having a BFF (best friend forever) can create a special and gratifying relationship,
         but trying to co-opt every bit of her leisure time or her attention seldom leads to
         a positive outcome.
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      Chapter 6

      Being There with Emotional Support

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #4: Show your friends emotional support

      
      As a counselor, I’ve learned that there are many situations in life in which little
         can be done to make things better for someone beyond offering your warmth, caring, and authentic presence. While clients
         frequently come to counselors to be “fixed,” a large number come to be heard, understood,
         and experienced in their authenticity without judgment. These are valuable gifts of
         self that even untrained professionals also should offer their friends as a matter
         of course. Unfortunately, as therapists know all too well, not every woman can find
         a group of supportive, nonjudgmental friends. And those who do not often end up asking
         themselves (and their therapists) what is wrong with them, not what is wrong with their friends. 
      

      
       Sometimes we may be to blame for wrecked relationships and frayed friendships if
         we do not offer the qualities necessary for relationships to thrive. Other times we
         may invite relationship difficulties if we befriend individuals who do not possess
         the traits necessary for maintaining healthy friendships. Some people do not yet exhibit
         the emotional stability or maturity necessary to create or maintain healthy relationships.
         Learning how far short some people fall of our expectations can be a painful experience
         as described in the following sections.
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      In early girlhood, learning to care about one another is supported by our cultural
         tendency to outfit every young girl with at least one or two play dolls that need
         care and tending. Little girls will “ooh” and “aaah” and “poor baby” their dolls as
         they begin practicing caregiving skills early. As little girls grow and enter school,
         their innate and nurtured support-giving skills may face challenges, especially when
         their social worlds grow more complicated and less simple.
      

      
       One woman, Jenny, recalled an early experience of riding the bus to school for the
         first time after her school year had already been in session for a few weeks. Jenny’s
         parents had driven her to school prior to her inaugural bus ride that year. While
         this arrangement made family mornings a little less hectic, it also set Jenny up for
         a much more distressing experience later on. Because she had not ridden the bus initially,
         she had missed the time when everyone found their favored seat and seatmates. She
         recalled that the first day she got on the bus, she stood there by the driver and
         looked with terror at the seats, which all had been filled with at least one rider.
         Nervously glancing at the sea of faces, she finally saw a friend from her class sitting
         beside a girl Jenny did not know. Jenny and her friend’s eyes met and locked for a
         moment before the seated girl broke eye contact, shook her head “no,” and went back
         to chatting with her seatmate. This one moment of interaction was powerful enough
         to inspire Jenny to vow that she would never leave a friend unsupported as she had
         been. Being there for friends at this age may mean saving a seat in the cafeteria
         or on the bus, walking home with a friend when she gets a detention, or comforting
         a friend when her pet dies or her parents separate. Most young girls are well attuned
         to distress signals in other people for many different reasons. These range from being
         genetically prepped for empathy responses to being immersed in cultural socialization
         to be caregivers. When a friend leaves a friend hanging and hurt, she probably has
         some idea of the pain she causes.
      

      
       Moving from childhood into the almost-teenage years can bring another layer and phase
         of emotional and personal development for girls that requires the renegotiation of
         social support networks. Middle school often brings together students from several
         different elementary schools and, as new networks form, the rungs on the social ladder
         may shift. Physical development rates are also highly variable, and as young girls
         mature, slower-to-develop girls may negatively compare themselves to their friends
         and experience the feeling of being misfits or “ugly ducklings.” Emotional support
         from friends can provide the necessary sense of belonging that is especially valued
         as girls reevaluate friendships and self-concepts during these years.
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      Adolescence is fraught with a million opportunities to be emotionally hurt by others,
         including peers. The path through high school and into adulthood can seem like a series
         of landmines in which maturity, independence, conformity, and belonging are tested.
         Young women check in with friends for emotional support for an expansive variety of
         decisions, including the outfit they choose to wear the first day of high school,
         entering sexual relationships with their boyfriends, or what to do after graduation
         from high school or college. It is also the time when women are probably most likely
         to withhold support intentionally to punish or exert power over peers. Regardless
         of where a young woman fits into the social strata in her community, a feeling of
         social belonging is essential to high school survival. Our friends reflect our projected
         self-identities, and we turn to them for support and understanding.
      

      
      Some adolescents may actually be doing themselves a disservice with their tendencies
         to engage in group rants or to co-ruminate with their friends.[1]    Co-rumination is basically the tendency to discuss your problems to an excessive
         degree with others. Adolescents typically find a significant amount of satisfaction
         in this activity, as it can elicit a great deal of voiced emotional support from their
         friends. However, co-rumination can have negative consequences for young women, as
         the intense focus on problematic situations can lead to a negative emotional state
         that is associated with adolescent depression.[2]    Brainstorming solutions and sharing feelings can definitely work to bond friends;
         however, an obsessive rehashing of negative events and reactions can be detrimental
         to mental health.[3]    
      

      
      Although virtually all teenagers are going to experience and need to process negative
         events in their lives, one adolescent, Kriss, shared a story about having a friend
         who refused to look for solutions or change her perspectives. Kriss affirmed that
         her friend’s consistent focus was on how badly she was treated by her parents, how
         teachers had it in for her, and how her sometimes-boyfriend was too unpredictable
         and often unavailable. When Kriss realized that spending time helping her mother do
         housework was more appealing than spending an afternoon with her negative friend and
         that Kriss could do nothing to support her friend “enough,” she decided it was time
         to let the friendship fade away. Adolescence is tough enough, but having friends who
         are bottomless pits for sympathy and support can be more than most teens can handle.
      

      
      As teens head further toward adulthood, the situations in which they may need their
         friends’ emotional support can vary widely. Some young women may deal with eating
         disorders and need friends who do not “bail” on them when they are actively in a binge/purge
         cycle and who do not encourage these behaviors either. In cases where friends are
         making risky choices that have health-related consequences, it is essential that you
         support their efforts to get help—even if this brings up your own issues around the
         disorder or behavior. When it comes to substance use, if a friend is expecting you
         to cover for her or enable her to use and abuse illegal substances, you may need to
         withhold this type of support for her risky behaviors. Quality support of your friend
         may also require that you step up and encourage her to seek treatment. Good friends
         support their friends’ efforts at sobriety and clean living and remain loyal even
         when their friends struggle with use/abuse triggers and slip-ups. Coping with and
         overcoming substance use problems is seldom simple, but good friends who stick around
         even when things get rough can make a significant difference in the long run.
      

      
      In speaking with college women, stories about support addressed issues about social
         and romantic relationship conflicts. One interviewee, Rochelle, shared that her worst
         social experience in her college career to date was when she and a good friend went
         to their first fraternity party during their freshman year. She said everything was
         fine for the first hour or so, but then her friend disappeared into the kitchen and
         never returned. This friend had left Rochelle by herself with a group of inebriated
         people she did not know. Rochelle later found out that her friend had left the party
         with a boy from one of her classes without considering how this decision would affect
         Rochelle. Rochelle said that she “pretended” that it was all okay the next day when
         her friend called, but that was the last time Rochelle counted on friendship or support
         from this person. Good friends should never leave one another stranded at a party
         or event when the original arrangement was to arrive and depart together.
      

      
      The young-adult period of life is filled with uncertainty and possibilities for disappointment.
         When a friend finds it too difficult to get outside of her own perspective and recognize
         a friend’s need for support, the friendship may be on its way to a well-warranted
         ending. Finding a balance between independence and interdependence during these years
         can be challenging, but young women definitely should be able to count on their friends
         for emotional support.
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      As one twenty-something women stated, the most significant reasons she could name
         for ending a friendship included lack of support and compassion from a friend. Support
         may be needed to help us cope with losing out on a job opportunity or professional
         advancement, to commiserate with us when a romantic relationship fizzles or explodes,
         or to help us deal with weight gain, heartache, or bad hair days. Compassion and support
         should be givens when it comes to authentic friendships. Asking for help, of course,
         may be a lesson that many women need to learn. Although women today are taught early
         to be bold and fearless as they follow their professional and personal dreams, calling
         on others for backup or guidance might still present a challenge. Knowing how to respond
         to a friend’s failure to provide needed support is explored at the end of this chapter.
      

      
      By the time three-quarters of the women in this country reach age thirty, they have
         already entered into their first cohabitation with a partner.[4]    Furthermore, experience shows that new romantic relationships can affect friendships
         much more strongly than new friendships affect romantic relationships. At the opposite
         end of the romantic spectrum, thirty to thirty-one years of age is the median age
         for first divorce for women.[5]    During this type of life event, our friendships are likely to rise in their level
         of importance as we rely on friends to help us manage the emotional roller-coaster
         that breakups may bring. Women who have failed to be present for their friends as
         they’ve placed all of their energy into their romantic relationships may painfully
         regret this choice if a romance fades and they are now trying to mend friendships
         that they had allowed to wither. When asked about past toxic friendships and what
         had led to past friendship breakups, a woman in her mid-thirties revealed, “For me,
         it was her consistent dropping off the face of the earth as soon as she was in a romantic
         relationship. She would call me and ask for dating advice, but never make any effort
         to actually connect.” She felt abandoned by her former friend and, without reciprocity
         of support, she had no reason to continue investing in the friendship.
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      Entering into motherhood can be a brave decision as a woman embarks on a totally new
         way of being and living; instrumental support and emotional support are often essential
         ingredients in a successful journey. One young woman shared an example of just how
         early the need for support might be felt as a woman begins her journey to delivery,
         as well as how hurtful a careless and thoughtless friend can be. As the new mother
         related, “After having struggled to get pregnant, my husband and I were elated to
         discover that we had finally conceived. Two months later my friend announced she too
         was pregnant and followed with ‘and it didn’t take me as long as you.’” The callousness
         of this friend was heart wrenching, and the young woman added that she let the relationship
         fade into more of an acquaintanceship. She is now careful to surround herself with
         friends who are more secure in themselves and more able to offer emotional support
         and empathy. We heard of another woman who was quick to build new boundaries when
         a toxic friend not only withheld much-needed support after a traumatic loss but also
         went on to tell her that her “full-term stillbirth was an act of punishment by God.”
         This woman quickly ended the friendship and is now less likely to open up to friends
         as easily as in the past.
      

      
       Learning to be a good mother can be challenging. When a child is ill, there is an
         even greater need for the emotional support of friends. One woman shared that when
         her child was placed on dialysis, she had two good friends with whom she quickly shared
         the news. Unfortunately, she said that neither of them “bothered to phone or be a
         shoulder to cry on. . . . I was always there for them, but when my time came, they
         just walked away. It was hard for me then and still is today.”
      

      
      Although the incidents shared in the previous paragraphs may be uncommon examples,
         new mothers need emotional support for extreme circumstances as well as the ho-hum,
         everyday challenges that mothers face. When children do poorly in school, have trouble
         making friends, are cut from the athletic team, or fail to meet expected developmental
         milestones, it is important to have friends who offer emotional support coupled with
         a nonjudgmental attitude. Most mothers try hard to do the right thing when raising
         their children; emotional support from friends when new mothers do something right
         or wrong can mean so much to their future sense of competence.
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      Once we reach our forties, most of us have lost patience for mind games and pettiness
         in friendships. We are ready to “call it as we see it” and move on, if need be. Emotional
         support is perhaps the most essential ingredient of our friendships at this point.
         Typically, midlife women know who they are, and while there may still be some uncertainty
         about their next adventure on the journey of life, they are sure about the type of
         friends they want along for the ride. When a friend has been in our lives for decades,
         it can be especially disappointing if she fails to provide emotional support when
         it is most needed. One woman, Yvonne, shared a story that illustrates not only the
         absence of emotional support but also the complications that arise when friends “choose
         sides” in the breakup of romantic relationship:
      

      
      
         My only real heart-to-heart friend informed me she would be attending the wedding,
            across the country, of my ex-husband and the woman he had been sexually and romantically
            intimate with during our marriage. He was still my friend’s neighbor and she stated
            she wanted to be respectful and attend. We went through a month of back and forth
            in regards to her decision. She knew it hurt me but stated she wanted to go and she
            was giving me fair warning to get over it. Through e-mails, calls, and in-person meetings
            we both explained how we felt. It became clear to me that my feelings weren’t important
            enough. She had watched me go through the affair start to finish and I just couldn’t
            understand her position to celebrate their union. I told her I could no longer continue
            our friendship. She stated that I would come around. It’s been two years since I’ve
            spoken to her.
         

         
      

      When it comes to solving dilemmas such as this, there is seldom an easy solution.
         Whether you believe Yvonne was being too rigid or her friend was being too insensitive,
         what matters most in this situation, as it does in any friendship conflict, is the
         value of open communication. Although the current situation was deemed too toxic for
         Yvonne to continue the relationship, her willingness to actively open the initial
         lines of communication regarding her friend’s choice is an important attribute in
         a friend. Unfortunately, her friend’s inability to provide the level of emotional
         support that Yvonne needed suggested that the friendship was more one-sided than Yvonne
         had assumed. Regrettably, research has shown that people who have more trouble establishing
         and enjoying close relationships are less likely to be able to offer emotional support.[6]    
      

      
         Another woman shared that she had to end a friendship with a friend who simply
         could “not be there during hard times. She just wanted to be there when times were
         fun.” She went on to add that this friend could not be present for her or console
         her after the death of someone for whom she cared deeply. Another woman shared that
         her friend of over two decades not only was unsympathetic and unsupportive when she
         shared that her partner was losing his job but also began persistently cajoling her
         with encouragement to “not worry about the future and just have fun today.” She felt
         that her friend could not appreciate the severe financial stress the couple was feeling
         because of the loss of income.
      

      
       Most women appreciate and long for a friend’s emotional support as they face unexpected
         emotional stressors, such as a divorce, or expected losses, such as losing an elderly
         parent, or facing normal but disruptive life events, such as transitioning to a newly
         empty nest. This period of life can be one in which relationships deepen as women
         gain greater self-knowledge. In many cases, your supportive presence can make a significant
         and positive difference when a friend is moving through physical, emotional, and relational
         transitions. Giving too much of your own emotional energy is not encouraged; being
         steadfast and available while also clear about your own limits to be there is essential.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      As mentioned in chapter 2, our interactions with friends change as we age. For most
         of us, however, the need for someone’s warm presence and understanding never fades,
         no matter how old we are. Life transitions might now be more emotionally trying as
         increased longevity means we have even more decades to turn habits into immutable
         patterns. Losses, too, sadly become a routine part of living—and run the gamut from
         losing independence to losing a lifelong partner. Friends can be a balm for the suffering
         that is experienced during these years. Friends who do not show up or support women
         during these transitions may be missing out on one of the last opportunities to exhibit
         their concern, loyalty, and care for their friends.
      

      
       Good times in life can also arise out of transitions. The ascent into grandmotherhood
         can bring significant joy and potential stress to a woman’s life. One woman shared
         a story of a friend who voiced resentment of her spending what the friend considered
         “excessive” amounts of time with her grandson. Her friend was also unable to support
         her willingness to allow her grandson and his mother, her daughter, to move back into
         her house when her daughter returned from military service abroad. This lack of support
         and the selfishness shown by her friend were sufficient cause for the relationship
         to end. As the circle of friends gets smaller as your days grow shorter, emotional
         support may be the most valued gift a friend can offer another, and it should be the
         resource most easily and abundantly available to provide.
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      Emotional support is a key component of friendship—having a group of people to whom
         we matter is what social connection is all about. Friends, though, also have lives
         of their own, and sometimes we must make allowances for their priorities at the expense
         of our own. At times, however, a line must be drawn regarding acceptable and unacceptable
         supportive behavior. Following are some questions to consider in determining your
         next steps in the relationship.
      

      
      Does the Lack of Emotional Support Reflect 
the Climate or the Weather?
      

      
      When working with clients who are experiencing any type of mood disorder—depression,
         anxiety, severe stress, or just a blue funk—counselors need to know the duration and
         intensity of the concern. The climate refers to the long-term, overarching state of
         affairs. Some of us might always be a little unhappy, pessimistic, or cynical. Other
         people might exist in a climate of joy, hope, and optimism. Typically, you will have
         friends who represent a wide variety of different climates or temperaments, which
         is totally fine. The weather is the temporary state we’re in—and generally reflects
         the current circumstances of our lives. A normally unhappy person might feel a brief
         surge of joy when something extraordinary happens in her life. A normally joyful person
         may drop into despair when something unfortunate befalls her. These are normal reactions
         to abnormal circumstances.
      

      
      When a normally supportive friend fails to provide support, you may need to determine
         whether the incident reflects a temporary behavior choice (the weather) or a more
         permanent and less changeable personality trait[7]    or change in their commitment to the friendship (the climate). Even our most cantankerous
         or cynical friends should be willing to offer some form of emotional support when
         we are in need. When a normally supportive friend has failed to be there at a critical
         moment, you may want to explore the circumstances a little more thoroughly.
      

      
      If a friend who is normally supportive just cannot be there for you because of something
         that has unexpectedly shown up in her own life, cut her some slack. We cannot necessarily
         control our responses to unexpected or unpleasant events that show up in our lives.
         There are also times when intersecting needs for support occur between friends. Storms
         can appear out of nowhere and disappear just as quickly, but regardless of how prepared
         we believe ourselves to be, emotional storms can take an unexpected toll. If the weather
         is rough, hang on and wait for things to clear. However, if you feel that the relationship
         is suffering more than a normal dip in its give-and-take, this may indicate a more
         significant shift in its strength or stability. Some of us can tolerate “arid, desolate
         conditions” better than some, while others of us can more easily handle the “rainy
         seasons and monsoons.” Only you know when you need a climate change.
      

      
      Have You Been There for Her When She Needed You?

      
      Sometimes our own immediate desire for attention, support, or an audience will skew
         our perceptions of our own behaviors in a relationship. For instance, you might remember
         that night when your friend called at 2:00 a.m., needing to talk to you about the
         ugly argument she had with her partner. You listened, comforted, and chatted with
         her on the phone until you fell asleep at dawn. Unfortunately, that night was almost
         a dozen years ago, and you have screened her calls since then and picked up only on
         the rare occasion when you were bored or feeling lonely yourself. When the give-and-take
         of emotional support becomes undeniably unbalanced, you may need to reflect on whether
         your own “giving” warrants the amount of “taking” that you want to receive. Looking
         honestly at your shared history may open your eyes to the disparity in what each of
         you has invested and the dividends each of you has received.
      

      
      Do You Make It Easy for Others to Support You?

      
      Some women can be their own worst enemy when it comes to receiving support. They might
         minimize the efforts made by their friends and judge them as inadequate. They might
         trivialize their own difficulties, which can obscure any clear message regarding the
         need for support. The need for some women to appear “together” even when life is raining
         down problems and suffering can keep friends from recognizing just how grateful these
         women would be for expressed support. For women who are aloof and distant, friends
         may have a hard time reaching out for fear of being rebuffed. Researchers found that
         women dealing with serious illness and strongly in need of emotional support were
         potentially limiting the support they received through their own behaviors.[8]    It was found that the more frequently they used curse words or swore, the less
         emotional support they were offered by others. Before recrimination of your friends
         for failing to be there for you, it may be useful to engage in some objective and
         honest self-reflection.
      

      
      Vaguebooking

      
      Facebook is a powerful social tool, and when assistance is needed, many women resort
         to putting out an “all hands on deck” call on their Facebook page. The ability to
         communicate with a large number of people at one time can be intoxicating, but some
         needy friends may also use Facebook to “vaguebook” their friends. This is the practice
         of posting status updates that are designed to prompt friends to post back for more
         information or support, but provide little in the way of actual content. Examples
         might be “I cannot believe that a friend would treat someone like this!” or “Okay,
         officially frustrated.” This is not a healthy or effective method of seeking support
         from others. If you are a vaguebooker who feels friends are not providing adequate
         support, it may be helpful to be more open and clear in expressing genuine needs.
         If you have friends who vaguebook and then complain that their friends do not offer
         the support they expect, you might want to have a one-on-one, direct but supportive
         conversation with them regarding the message sent by their ambiguous communications.
      

      
      Are Your Expectations Realistic?

      
      Sometimes we may want a friend to be more than a friend; we may want a friend to be
         our mother, our therapist, and our psychic all rolled up into one. While it may be
         normal to occasionally want that kind of support, it is not normal to receive it from
         a single person. For young adolescents, friends are practically full-time companions—through
         face-to-face contact, phone calls, or texts. When they need a friend, they can find
         one as quickly as they can text 911 on their cell phones. As we grow older, however,
         our friendships begin to take a less central role in our lives as we begin to focus
         more on the less purely social aspects of our lives. As noted in the earliest chapters
         in the book, romantic relationships can eclipse friendships just as professional responsibilities
         or motherhood might. The amount of emotional support a friend can provide may be strongly
         affected by the balance of the other priorities in her life.
      

      
       Have you ever noticed that after you have experienced a trauma or crisis in life,
         you feel the need to tell and retell the story of the event to others? For instance,
         an older adult may know exactly where she was and what she was doing the afternoon
         she learned that President Kennedy was assassinated. For the current adult generation,
         the tragedy of 9/11 may be the mass trauma that is still so fresh in our psyches that
         we can provide a detailed narrative of where we were and what we were doing the moment
         we first heard about and saw the news that the Twin Towers had been struck. We feel
         the need to tell our story over and over, as if we are using familiarity and repetition
         to integrate the experience into our mental framework. This is a normal process for
         abnormal events. However, if you also feel the need to tell and retell your stories
         about frustrations at work; disappointment with your significant other; anger at your
         parents, children, or the cop who gave you the speeding ticket; the rude person who
         cut into line in front of you at the bakery; and so on, you may be expecting more
         support and attention from friends than they should be expected to provide.
      

      
       Friends cannot provide an unending supply of praise, patience, encouragement, comfort,
         or reassurance. Just like you, they can hit the “emotional empty” mark. When the support
         you ask of a friend is enough to cause “emotional bankruptcy,” you need to honor the
         limits of this friend. If you know that you are especially “high maintenance” or “needy,”
         you may need to cut your friends some slack. If your friends seem to have less tolerance
         for your complaints or lamentations, you might benefit by asking them if you come
         across as too needy or demanding. If you realize that the problem friend is really
         yourself for needing too much, not your friend for giving too little, take steps to
         scale back the need for an audience of supporters. You can research some self-help
         practices for self-soothing and self-care. Meditation, yoga, journaling, and exercise
         are all excellent ways to gain self-awareness and self-control, in terms of understanding
         and making sense of the events in your life. Truly, being a good friend to yourself
         is one of the most enduring and positive developments you can manifest.
      

      
      Are You Better Off with Her or without Her in Your Life?

      
      Counselors often ask this question of their clients who are trying to decide whether
         to stay in an iffy romantic relationship. The same question applies to friendships—if
         a friend brings other resources to the relationship that outshine her ability to be
         sufficiently supportive when needed, then you may decide to bend the support rule.
         Emotional vampires, those friends who suck your energy and demand your support but
         give little or nothing in return, are the kinds of friends we can all do without.
         Negative relationships actually compromise a person’s health and well-being. You have
         to decide if this woman’s presence is worth the cost of her friendship. If you choose
         to maintain the relationship, it is important to acknowledge that you are intentionally
         making this choice so that you can focus on the positive aspects of the relationship
         and allow the negative aspects to remain in the periphery of your emotional lens.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      It is pretty much a given that friends are expected to provide emotional support to
         one another during the good and not-so-good times. Unfortunately, each woman’s need
         for emotional support and capacity to give emotional support can vary based on life
         stage, priorities, commitments, as well as many other variables. When a friend cannot
         meet your needs, there are several choices for resolving the situation. One option
         is to open a dialogue with your friend to explore the imbalance you perceive in the
         relationship and make adjustments in expectations or behaviors. Alternately, you can
         choose to step back from the friendship if you believe the friend is incapable of
         offering what you need from this relationship. You also could choose to end the friendship
         if you feel that investing any additional energy into the relationship would only
         drain you further with no likelihood of replenishing your emotional resources. We
         rely on friends for support, but when a friend does not offer it as adequately or
         as freely as we would like, careful evaluation of multiple aspects of the relationship
         is suggested.
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      Chapter 7

      A Friend in Need

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #5: Volunteer assistance when 
a friend is in need
      

      
      Being able to rely on friends to be there to offer emotional and instrumental support when things get rough is an essential ingredient in the maintenance
         of healthy friendships. The value of concrete support is evident between the youngest
         of friends as well as the oldest of friends. As one young interviewee shared, “If
         someone is never there for you, despite you being there for them in their times of
         need, then it is worth ending the friendship.”
      

      
      Most of us tend to take pride in independently meeting our own needs. Probably a lot
         of us might feel a little guilty or hesitant in asking others for help. Many might
         hope or assume that our friends can sense and respond to our needs without us having
         to make a direct request. Despite possible reluctance, take a moment and reflect on
         exactly which friends you would be willing to call on for assistance if the need arose.
         Who would you have an easier time asking—new friends or old friends? Friends or family?
         Most of us would probably have to answer, “It depends.” Situations and circumstances
         call for different “SOS signals,” and different friends are able to rally or assist
         in some cases better than others. There is probably nothing you would not do for the
         friends you count among your closest if they sent out a call for support.
      

      
      According to many women we’ve interviewed, the true test of a friendship can be the
         measure of comfort a woman feels in asking someone for assistance when needed. If a friend seems hesitant
         to ask you for assistance or turns down offers of assistance you willingly provide, it is unlikely
         that you would feel comfortable asking her for assistance. Expectations surround reciprocity between friends; however, one woman
         respondent shared that friendship should be about generosity, not simply reciprocity.
         But when offers of assistance are rejected, there may be something deeper going on
         for your friend or within the relationship. 
      

      
      Expectations about support are usually implicit or unspoken, and this may be a part
         of the significant pain that we feel when assistance is not provided when needed.
         Asking for help can take courage. Refusing to provide it when needed can totally derail
         a friendship wherever we are in life.
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      For little girls, a friend in need can be a very important asset indeed. Entering
         the new world of preschool or elementary school can be challenging for many young
         children as they leave the comfort of their own backyards or day-care centers to enter
         unfamiliar environments where the unspoken social rules and the major players may
         differ dramatically from their home turf. The need to find one’s place can be felt
         as acutely by little girls as it can be by high school students. Unfortunately, the
         playing field for little girls is just as fraught with drama and friendship vagaries
         as any other time in life. In fact, as noted earlier in the book, mean girls are breaking
         in their bad behaviors before they ever reach elementary school.[1]    
      

      
       We interviewed a woman who still recalls a day, twenty years in the past, when her
         “best friend” stood silently by as other girls on the playground grabbed her new glasses
         and ran off across the playground with them. The friend’s only response to the situation
         was a suggestion that Barbara had better run after those girls quickly to get her
         glasses back! That day ended a friendship, and, sadly, it left Barbara with a lack
         of trust in others that still exists today. The look on her face and the tone of her
         voice as she shared this experience emphasized what a powerful mark this social lesson
         had left on her.
      

      
       By the time we reach middle school, most of us have already learned our place in
         the social pecking order in our schools and neighborhoods. Depending on our place
         in the social strata, we may be surrounded by friends who are eager to step in and
         help us meet our needs. However, we may also be at a lower stratum where social pressure
         keeps others from lending a hand. According to Wiseman’s[2]    description in the book Queen Bees and Wannabees, a person who sees our need but stands by while we are alternately tormented or ignored
         may be wrestling with her own dilemma. She may feel totally bound by allegiance to
         the social leader even though she is morally torn by a desire to respond to our need
         for help.
      

      
       The years between ages five and twelve have been described by Erik Erikson[3]    as the stage in which we focus on the issues related to the developmental crisis
         of “industry vs. inferiority.” During this period, we focus on playing by the rules
         and keeping an eye on the level of fairness in life. Allowing ourselves to ignore
         the need of another to maintain our own sense of competency is a challenge that can
         be overwhelming to tweens. Often, the “nice girls” are the ones whose needs are most
         frequently ignored if their niceness does not equate with popularity. It can feel
         better to be on the “winning team” than to risk exclusion by helping someone with
         less social clout.
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      As tweens grow headlong into adolescence, this may create even more deeply embedded
         patterns of conforming behavior for some. Other teens, however, embrace a stronger
         sense of individuality and exhibit more autonomy in their identity development. These
         teens have less need to seek the approval of peers. These teens often are the friends
         who can be authentic friends. They are the ones who can see beyond the superficial image that adolescents
         portray and judge a peer’s worth based on values deeper than superficialities such
         as fashion sense and hair. Unfortunately, even less superficial teens can get wrapped
         up in their own expectations and nonconforming identities and make bad decisions regarding
         friendship behaviors.
      

      
       When asking women about the types of behaviors that might end a friendship, lack
         of support almost always comes up. For adolescents, support can take on many different
         guises. For one girl, it might be friends who cover for her with her parents when
         she is engaged in behaviors or with people with whom she shouldn’t be engaged. Support
         might be a friend getting another friend safely home when she’s intoxicated or giving
         her a ride to school when she does not have a car.
      

      
      Teens may have to make a lot of judgment calls on what type of support is okay to
         offer and what type of support is really “enabling.” These are tough calls that most
         adolescents are still trying to figure out, as they are not yet able to make mature,
         rational decisions.[4]    Thus, adolescents’ decisions about relational reciprocity, fairness, and depth
         may all be based on skewed views that arise within their own unfinished, still-developing
         brains. Some teens may decide that it is better not to support a friend’s misbehavior,
         but the fallout of “doing the right thing” can be outright hostility, resentment,
         or a broken friendship. Adolescents’ decisions can have powerful impact on their social
         status.
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      These emerging and young adult years include many transitions, often including and
         beyond romantic commitments. We’ve heard from many women that they value the support
         their friends offer during this period of their lives as they move from student to
         professional and as they become active members of their greater communities. Instrumental
         support may include everything from carpooling to work together to accompanying a
         friend to a party so that she does not have to go alone. Support can also be shown
         by friends who are willing to loan one another a few dollars or pick up the tab for
         drinks when the month is lasting a little longer than their available cash. Unfortunately,
         not everyone can count on their friends as much as they might need and/or wish.
      

      
      One young woman shared a story of having gone out with friends to a club that was
         twenty miles from their neighborhood. She became separated from her friends during
         the evening, and they left her behind when they departed. She related that when she
         realized they were no longer at the club, she had phoned one of her friends and asked
         her to come back and get her. The friend offered to do so, but for a hefty price.
         After that experience, the friend who had been left behind says she is cautious and
         highly discerning in whom she befriends now. Friends should be willing to offer a
         helping hand when they can, and she firmly believes that friendships end when friends
         expect unreasonable “compensation” for their assistance. Learning your limits is healthy,
         but the circumstances that sometimes surround the lesson can be harsh.
      

      
      The Mom-to-Mom Network

      
      Regardless of the overwhelming and continually growing number of books addressing
         motherhood from virtually every angle, including planning for natural childbirth,
         knowing what to expect during pregnancy, soothing colicky babies, speaking the right
         language of love with spouses and children, parenting difficult kids, and so on, we
         doubt that a mother exists who has not needed to call for face-to-face support in
         a moment of sheer desperation at an untimely moment.
      

      
      Mothers are typically extremely adept at and willing to help out other mothers, as
         children bring in a million different new needs for assistance from friends, and reciprocity
         is a vital part of these friendships. In little time, a mom quickly may realize who
         she can count among her friends and who is out of the circle. In fact, one mother
         shared that the final straw for one of her long-term friendships occurred on what
         was one of her all-time worst days of motherhood. This woman described being already
         overwhelmed with caring for her spouse and two of her three kids, all suffering from
         the stomach flu; a dog that had fled the fenced-in backyard and was running through
         the streets of the neighborhood; a plumbing emergency that constituted more of an
         emergency than it probably should have been; her in-laws’ flight arriving that particular
         afternoon; and the expectation that she was to be at the airport to pick them up later
         that day. The woman was desperate for someone to run by ball practice at the school
         to pick up her third child so that she could drive the two hours to the airport to
         collect her in-laws. The friend she called was the one for whom she’d done the same
         type of favor in the past with no hesitation. However, her friend astounded her with
         a totally unexpected refusal to help out, instead sharing what she assumed was a clear
         and logical rationale for withholding support. The friend had just had her car detailed
         for an upcoming airport pickup of a business contact for her new company, and she
         didn’t want to risk having the child come down with the stomach bug the rest of the
         family had while in her car.
      

      
       There are some moments in which a friend’s temporary lack of support can be forgiven
         and even expected. At other times, a lightbulb goes off and a woman recognizes a pattern
         or a signatory event in which she realizes that a relationship might be beyond repair.
         When a relationship presents a “deciding moment” such as this, you might need to step
         back and ask yourself the questions listed at the end of this chapter as you consider
         the steps you need to take.
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      As noted previously, midlife is a time in which women face a slew of personally transformative
         opportunities and challenges in their lives. Children may be launched into adulthood
         and out of the nest, professional landscapes may shift, caregiving responsibilities
         for older relatives may be assumed, and romantic relationships may also take on new
         focus as long-standing relationships might end and new “second-chance romances” are
         begun. Friends can be needed to offer all types of instrumental support during the
         midlife years.
      

      
       Unfortunately, not every friend is as willing to be present in our lives in the way
         that we feel we deserve. When asked to describe the “breaking point” in a friendship,
         a woman in midlife described a friend who began “ignoring everything in [my] life
         . . . even life-threatening events.” Another interviewee shared that her friendship
         ended because of a friend’s lack of concern or compassion for how she was doing even
         as she was facing significant, newly diagnosed health concerns. As we move into a
         period of life when health and well-being take on greater significance and the need
         for instrumental support might increase, we may value having friends around us offering
         support more than earlier in our lives. 
      

      
      In fact, social support is an essential component in our ability to cope successfully
         with major illness and disease.[5]    Support can be provided in a variety of ways during these years—a friend may be
         needed to provide transportation for medical treatments, to walk your dog or water
         the garden if you are out of commission, or to volunteer as your “walking buddy” to
         help you keep diabetes under control. However, the presence of toxic friends can only
         exacerbate precarious physical health problems as well as worsen or generate emotional
         health problems.[6]    Cleaning up your friendships at midlife can be an important step as you move into
         the next phase of your life.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      Support can also be especially valuable to friends headed toward older adulthood,
         according to Charles Lauer.[7]    In fact, he used the word tragic to describe the inequity of failing to stay in touch with those friends who have
         been present in our lives to provide support. These friends have reached a stage in
         life when they desperately need support. 
      

      
      Mary, an amazingly capable ninety-four-year-old lady, recognizes that she is beginning
         to face undeniable limitations in what she can physically accomplish nowadays. She
         relies on assistance from neighbors, she shared, much more than she would like. However,
         living as she does in the snow belt of the Midwest, the weather adds significant challenges
         to her basic household chores, such as getting out the door and down her front steps
         for her daily walk or getting her trash cans to the street. Mary admits that she can
         be ornery, but she surprised herself with the unexpected anger she felt toward a neighborhood
         friend who neglected to throw her paper up on her porch on a particularly blizzardy
         morning. Her anger, she knew, was out of scale to the issue, and she realized that
         it wasn’t the friend at whom she was truly angry. Mary elaborated that she was angry
         at her own frailty and inability to support herself in an undeniably increasing number
         of ways. Her perspective illustrates the wisdom of her years, but she went on to note
         that when it came to truly “toxic behaviors,” she saw them in family more so than
         friends. This makes sense, as younger family members are expected to step up and assist
         their maturing relatives both instrumentally and emotionally, but not everyone who
         is needed is willing to provide this type of support.
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      The fifth unspoken rule of friendship addresses a foundational aspect of rewarding
         relationships, which is that friends offer support when needed. Period. There can
         be times, though, when we do not get what we most want or need from our friends, as
         the stories above illustrated. How do you know when it’s time to sever the relationship?
         Following are some questions that you need to ask yourself as you consider your response
         to a situation like this.
      

      
      Was Your Need for Support Clearly Expressed?

      
      If we do not indicate or if circumstances do not clearly show that we need support,
         we have to recognize that our friends are not mind readers. Actively communicating
         your need is the surest way to increase the chances that your needs will be met. This
         can be important to remember when you find yourself blaming a friend for not “knowing”
         you needed her to show up even though you didn’t send out a call for help.
      

      
      Is This a Friend to Whom You Would Give 
What You Want to Receive?
      

      
      It would be wonderful if a friend could drop everything to rescue you from a bad date,
         a visit from in-laws, or lunch at the least favorable cafeteria table, whenever necessary.
         Unfortunately, you have to remember that your friends have lives of their own, and
         circumstances do not always allow for immediate gratification of your needs. Would
         you leave work in the middle of an important meeting to come to her aid? Or would
         you wait until the meeting ended and you could gracefully head out the door to assist?
         Would you kick your kids out of their beds in the middle of the night to give her
         a place to sleep if she just walked out on her partner, or would you offer the couch?
         Situations and circumstances dictate what “reasonable expectations” should be. Consider
         how far you would go for this person before you make a decision on the future of the
         friendship.
      

      
      Do You Spend More Time “Calling in the Troops”
Than You Do as a Part of the Cavalry for Your Friend?
      

      
      Sometimes we have to take an honest look in the mirror and determine if we are perhaps
         a tad more “needy” than other friends might be. Are you perpetually in need of instrumental
         support? Do you tend to “owe more favors” than other friends do? These are tough questions,
         but if the investment we ask our friends to make in our friendship is consistently
         higher than the investment we are making, we may begin to see the return on our investments
         shrinking. This shrinking occurs as friends seem less willing to provide support.
         You may need to proactively show a little more independence and learn a few new skills—whether
         it’s time management, basic carpentry, or some other area where you find yourself
         withdrawing others’ energies from the friendship bank. Figuring out the area where
         your expertise is a little weak is an important first step in growing your competency
         and relying less on others.
      

      
      Is This the First Time She’s Failed You or Just Another
Step toward the “Friendship Cliff”?
      

      
      In relationships, some of us may be optimists about the outcome and others of us may
         be realists. Those of us who tend to be optimists always assume that “next time, my
         friend will be there for me.” You assume that your friends are capable of giving you
         what you need and you always hope that the balance of the relationship will even itself
         out. However, if you have been let down repeatedly, it is probably time to reevaluate
         the relationship. If you cannot recall the last time your friend was an active member
         of the relationship—and she’s let you down once again—it might be time to save yourself
         from future disappointments and ease out of the friendship. Hopeless optimists have
         a hard time ending relationships. However, if this is you, when you are consistently
         looking around for the friend who never shows, you may grow a bit weary of singing
         solo when what you really long for is a chorus. In healthy relationships, friends
         are willing to provide backup support when a task is too heavy for one person alone.
      

      
      Realists, however, accept that people seldom change without a sizable motivating force.
         They are more easily able to assess and accept the limited future of a friendship
         when the friend has been heading steadily toward that “friendship cliff” over lack
         of support. If it’s a “first time for everything” event, give your friend another
         chance. If you notice that the pattern of a friend vanishing when you need her most
         is clearly established, the decision to end the relationship might be the best path
         to take at this point.
      

      
      Is She “Part of the Group” or “One of a Kind”?

      
      If your “no-show” friend is a part of a larger, tight-knit group of friends, it can
         be very difficult to terminate the relationship. When you continue to show up at the
         same parties, girls’ nights out, and weekend barbecues, it can be difficult to hide
         your negative feelings. Therefore, if you believe ending one friendship might negatively
         influence multiple friendships, it can be especially valuable to sit down with your
         friend and talk out your concerns about your relationship. Do not compromise other
         relationships, however, by talking to mutual friends behind your friend’s back. Be
         up front and honest with the friend who you feel hasn’t been present in the relationship
         the way you need for her to be. Opening up communication about friendship disappointments
         can be difficult. However, one woman offered words of encouragement about the best
         way to handle rule-breaking situations: “Don’t delay saying what’s on your mind. Speak
         openly and promptly about your feelings. Be honest and open.” If you find that after
         having this discussion with your friend her behavior still doesn’t change, you may
         need to accept her as she is. Intentionally shift your attention from the disappointing
         friend to the appreciation of the positive members of the group and the pleasure you
         find in those relationships. Do not let one disappointing friend spoil the good times
         you can enjoy with the group.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Social support, emotional support, and instrumental support are essential components
         of healthy friendships. We need people to lean on when times are rough and to rejoice
         with when life is good. Celebration, commiseration, and assistance are what we look
         to friends to provide. When these expectations are not met, we need to take a look
         at our roles in the relationships, the behavior patterns of friends and ourselves, and whether we reap compensatory benefits from the relationship. Only
         then can you make the decision to ignore the breach, repair the relationship, or let
         go and move on. 
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      Chapter 8

      Keep the “Friendship Favors” Balance in Check

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #6: Repay favors without being asked

      
      Most of us probably have a good friend or two, or perhaps even more, for whom we would
         spare our last dollar or give the proverbial shirts off our backs. It makes us feel
         good to do a good deed for others.[1]    Although we might not consciously acknowledge it, favors we do for our friends
         are investments in the friendship that we hope will pay off when we need a favor from
         a friend. Here in the United States, we especially tend to value friendship exchange
         systems in which reciprocity over time is enjoyed.[2]    One method of describing this expectation is with the concept of the equality matching[3]    framework. This concept is built on the assumption that both friends possess a
         shared understanding of the value of the resources that each one will be investing
         into the relationship and that both agree to honor this unspoken bargain. 
      

      
      Friendship resources include a vast variety of things, both tangible and intangible.
         For instance, you might pick up the check for your friend’s meal when she is short
         on cash. Then her next payday will mean a payback for you. Your friend’s child is
         going to be a sunflower, a raindrop, or a face in the crowd in the elementary school
         play, and your friend really wants you to accompany her on opening night. You agree
         to attend, and a couple of months later, when you need someone to go with you to the
         opening reception for the modern art exhibit you have been eagerly anticipating, your
         modern art–loathing friend will go with you because she knows she owes you—and she
         likes you, too.
      

      
      Although long-term friendships don’t require a “ping-pong payback” right away, newly
         developing and newly established friendships typically do. Trust within a new friendship
         is built by taking risks, whether these involve self-disclosure, favor providing,
         or other tasks. New friends are expected to respond with similar leaps of faith and
         similar relationship investments of personal, social, or material resources. Once
         a pair of friends has built up a history of trust and equitable sharing, favors do
         not need to be returned quite so quickly. However, when the length of time between
         favor done and favor returned grows too long for comfort, it may leave someone wondering
         if the old saying is always true that no good deed goes unpunished. 
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      Learning to share is a big lesson that children master at their own pace as they develop.
         Sharing toys, sharing the right to decide the activity, sharing cookies, or sharing
         choices about what video to watch are all paths to learning how to keep a friendship
         balance in check. Sharing is probably the most appreciated early friendship skill
         children acquire, as a matter of fact.[4]    Despite the need to share, some children have a harder time taking turns or sharing
         their toys than others. If the poor sharer is in your home, you know that the volume
         of “child’s play” can ratchet up shockingly swiftly. If you’ve had young girls in
         your home for any extended period, you are probably too familiar with the piercing
         screams of “give it back!” or “it’s my turn now!” Even older girls can end up fighting
         over screen time, control of the remote, or any of a million limited resources. Allowing
         a friend to go first can be a painful decision for some young women, whether it’s
         choosing the best slice of pizza, the best seat at the cafeteria table, which video
         to watch first, or which friend gets to crush on which boy band member. 
      

      
      Favors become more complex with time, and one woman, Tonya, recalled middle school
         as a time of torment by her “best” friend. Tonya was a math and science geek, and
         her best friend would take advantage of her academic prowess. The friend successfully
         coerced Tonya into sharing her homework for copying for a number of years. No matter
         how Tonya tried to get out of doing her friend this favor, her friend could cajole,
         wheedle, and shame her into giving in to her demands. To this day, Tonya regrets how
         easily she caved in to others’ demands when she was younger. The middle school years
         are difficult enough under the best of circumstances, but a friend who is manipulating
         a young woman’s good nature adds to the drama unnecessarily.
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      While many teens may have lost some of that competitive “me first!” attitude when
         it comes to friendships, some are developing extremely sophisticated skills of manipulation
         and persuasion. Young women also learn the value of what they can bring to a friendship.
         Their innate drives to build friendships and find romantic success provide opportunities
         for them to hone their bargaining skills in relationships. Favors given can include rides to school, seats saved in the cafeteria
         and at the stadium, clothing loaned, and communication services provided between friends
         and potential romantic partners. Girls band together, and their belongingness to a
         clique is cemented by the resources they bring to the group. The resources they deliver
         and receive will vary for the girl with the car, the girl with the coolest clothes,
         the girl who can ace calculus and helps others prep for tests, the girl who is dating
         the high school hero, and so on. The roles each young woman plays provide social capital,
         and their friendships deepen as investments escalate. Of course, there is much room
         for girls to be hurt when they provide resources but don’t receive the expected payback—whether
         they expect loyalty, an invitation, inclusion, or approval from their friends. 
      

      
      One woman, Terry, recalled her experiences with a former friend whom she considered
         her best friend as a teen. In high school, both Terry and Lisa were known for their
         good grades, involvement in the drama club and the school newspaper, and being pretty
         much “good girls.” Both were thrilled to be accepted into the flagship state university
         and decided they would room together when they headed to college. While Lisa’s popularity
         rating shone a shade or two brighter than Terry’s in high school, Terry often provided
         instrumental assistance to Lisa, including lending clothes and providing rides to
         events. Terry enjoyed basking in the reflected glow of Lisa’s high school social success,
         and she often felt this was payback enough for all of the favors Lisa asked of her.
         Once at college, Terry was not surprised or disturbed when Lisa began the next round
         of “Hey, would you do me a big favor? Can I borrow your . . . ?” Over half a semester
         passed, and Terry had been asked to lend everything from her own personally monogrammed
         sweaters to clean forks, stadium cups, and notebook paper. Unfortunately, Lisa did
         not volunteer to return any favors, and there were no “limelight” benefits for Terry
         as there had been in high school. 
      

      
      The favor balance was far from balanced for those early months, but the friendship
         went bust on a Friday morning when Terry returned from class to find a note that read,
         “Terry, borrowed your black boots and gray sweater—spending the weekend with Angie
         and her family in Raleigh.” Terry shared that the note was signed with a heart over
         the “i” in Lisa’s name, of course. As she summed up, “Okay, I had tolerated Lisa borrowing
         my socks, then putting them back in my drawer unwashed. She explained to me that she
         ‘didn’t sweat,’ so the socks were not really dirty. I tolerated her grouchiness in
         the mornings when I was trying to get ready for my early classes and I tolerated the
         lights and the music playing until 1:00 or 2:00 a.m., while she stayed up late to
         finish her homework. But the day she took my favorite boots and sweater and left town,
         I realized that I had done that girl all the favors I was ever going to do.” Unfortunately,
         Terry did not outright address her anger with Lisa. Instead, she just became distant
         and backed off from the friendship. The following semester was a very difficult one
         for both girls. They were stuck together as roommates for those final few months,
         but neither was willing to address the gulf between them, and they both found different
         roommates for their sophomore year.
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      “I had a toxic friend who always took more than she gave,” complained a woman in her
         twenties. When women are still trying to make their way and settle into adulthood,
         which includes the building of relationships and careers, they seldom have surplus
         energy available for squandering in poor friendship choices. Roommates, however, may
         be a fact of life even now, when jobs pay little and rents stay high. Learning to
         navigate sharing living space with another twenty- or thirty-something can be especially
         difficult if roommates see the relationship balance from very different perspectives.
      

      
       Gina was a new schoolteacher and her roommate, Cassie, was a pediatric nurse—they
         both had a passion for helping others, especially children, although their career
         paths had taken them in different directions. They had become good friends over the
         course of the year before they decided to share an apartment, and both believed the
         rent-sharing plan was going to benefit them financially and socially.
      

      
      Unfortunately, according to Gina, the rosy future she had envisioned turned gray shortly
         after the second month they’d moved in together. Although Gina loved cats, Cassie’s
         two felines were given more freedom and less attention by their owner than Gina would
         have liked. Gina found out shortly after they moved in together that Cassie seldom
         took care of the litterbox, and so Gina began taking care of this duty. Cassie also
         frequently visited her boyfriend back in her hometown on weekends. Due to Cassie’s
         absence, Gina was cat sitting a couple of weekends a month as well. In addition to
         getting “dumped on” for cat duty, Gina resented splitting the utilities down the middle,
         even though Cassie washed clothes every night after work and Gina waited for full
         loads to save money.
      

      
      As the lease’s renewal was growing near at the end of the first year, Gina knew that
         she could not take another year with Cassie. She dreaded the moment that Cassie asked
         her to sign a new lease, as she really liked Cassie as a friend but felt that another
         year of investing in their relationship would lead to what Gina’s finance professor
         called a sunk loss. No return could be expected. Gina was frustrated that Cassie would never understand
         that she had broken a bargain on which the two roommates had tacitly agreed when they
         first moved into the apartment together. 
      

      
      Feeling compelled to keep score with a friend is not conducive to an optimal relationship.
         Most of us would like to believe that our friends will be available to assist us without
         feeling that they “owe” us. Unfortunately, some good-hearted women end up shorthanded
         regardless of the kindnesses they offer to friends.
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      These years are full of the giving and receiving of favors between friends and neighbors.
         For instance, working women may need friends available to let in the repairman when
         they cannot leave work, or homemakers may need friends who can give them a ride to
         pick up the car when it is ready at the shop. Of course, these are just examples at
         the “40,000-foot view” of what favors between friends might look like. However, when
         it comes to real life, the favors a woman might need or provide may involve a great
         deal more than just a gallon of gas or a spare key. When asked about the most difficult
         thing she had ever had to do for a friend, one woman, in her thirties, described the
         kind of favor that takes a deep commitment to the relationship. It is also one we
         would hope, for our friends’ sakes, that we would never have to repay in kind:
      

      
      
         A friend rang me once at 4:00 a.m. as she was having what later turned out to be a
            miscarriage. Her husband was away working and she knew I’d be there for her. I rode
            with her to hospital in the ambulance and stayed with her until her husband arrived.
            I made all the necessary phone calls. She remained in hospital for a week, during
            which time I cared for her two children.
         

         
      

      This friend is the kind whom most women would love to have in their lives, but not
         everyone can be as present and helpful as this woman had been. When describing relationship
         killers, one-sided friendships are universally distressing. One woman shared her frustration
         with the lack of mutuality: “I listened to her constant moaning quite well [and for
         too long], but in the future I wouldn’t wait as long to recognize that the friendship
         was extremely one-sided and I was getting nothing from it. In fact, I often gave up
         things to keep her happy . . . [including] missing my son’s football game!” Most of
         us feel good when we do a friend or stranger a good turn, but when our kindness leaves
         our stomach churning, it is a warning sign that a change is needed.
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      By the time we reach the end of our thirties, we are hopefully able to assess relationships
         and social exchanges more objectively. Women don’t need piles of friends the way they
         might have when they were younger and are comfortable being more selective of those
         they let into their lives or keep in their lives. As women mature, the relationship balance may also be measured differently
         than when they were younger. Financially successful women may happily pick up the
         tab for their less economically stable friends—at lunch, for drinks, and even for
         vacations. 
      

      
      One woman, Keeya, with whom we spoke described an experience of what she first thought
         was surprisingly good fortune but resulted in the fraying of a formerly strong friendship.
         Keeya was a licensed counselor, as well as a fiber artist, and she wore her heart
         on her sleeve and felt the need to take care of every struggling soul with whom she
         came into contact. She gave her energy to charitable causes, lost causes, and all
         of her family and friends, as she was able. A single mother of two teenage children,
         she worked in private practice and was never as financially secure as she would have
         preferred. She was good friends with a couple who were planning a dream vacation to
         an exotic location that coincided with one spouse’s annual professional conference.
         Since this meant that the other spouse would have plenty of free time to sightsee,
         they invited Keeya to accompany them on the trip. They offered to use their credit
         card points to pay for the third airline ticket, and they had already booked a two-bedroom
         condo; thus, Keeya’s lodging was covered as well.
      

      
       The trip was as wonderful as Keeya had hoped. It was only after the return that the
         balance of the travelers’ friendship seemed to shift. Once they were all back home,
         Keeya’s friend began asking for favors that ranged from expected tasks like giving
         a ride when needed to unexpected requests for gratis original artwork by Keeya for
         gifts for other friends. When Keeya tried to protest and explain that her art was
         a big part of her livelihood, she was reminded that “the trip should be investment
         enough to justify providing the favor.” Keeya relinquished one small work of art but refused to budge on the matter again.
         Keeya laughed with irony as she noted that the friendship had fizzled before her tan
         lines had faded. 
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      As we age, our instrumental needs increase as we are less able to do for ourselves.
         This can lead some women to be more dependent on others than they would like, and
         some might feel that they are either giving too much to their friends or not being
         given enough. A woman in her sixties described the impetus for ending a friendship:
         “When you realize that you give more than the other person and you get very little
         back. You only hear from your friend when she wants something. When she dumps everything
         on you but doesn’t give you the opportunity of actually talking or sharing, dismissing
         everything you say, interrupting you, taking the conversation back to herself, and
         never once asking if everything is going okay with you.” 
      

      
       What may also be interesting about the need for balance between friends during this
         stage of life is that women prefer not to be “overbenefited” by a friendship.[5]    As one interviewee complained, “I have one young friend who wants to do too much
         for me . . . she makes me feel like an old lady. I try to get her to stop, but she
         complains that I’ll have a heart attack cleaning out my gutters. I’m eighty-three,
         have lived alone for almost twenty years, and know what I can and can’t do by now.”
         Women in friendships that were equitable or in which they felt “underbenefited” were
         actually more content with the relationship.[6] When friends try to do too much, it can create a sense of obligation for some women
         or a sense of guilt for others. No matter what age you might be, keeping relationships
         balanced is clearly important to your own sense of self-efficacy and self-respect.
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      This rule is a reflection of our expectations that we be treated fairly by our friends
         and that the investments we make in our relationship are equaled by our friends. When
         a friend does a good turn by us, we should be on the lookout for opportunities to
         do a good turn for our friend. Yet there are times, as described above, when one friend
         seems to be doing all of the giving and another seems to be doing all of the receiving.
         What are the factors that should be considered when you feel that your friend has
         “overdrawn” her credit in the relationship or when you feel that you are getting a
         higher dividend for a smaller initial investment?
      

      
      Do Circumstances Justify the Unbalance?

      
      How do you measure your friendships? Is there a universal gauge that can be applied
         to each different type of social relationship? Or do your expectations of return on
         your friendship investments vary based on the parties involved? Most likely, your
         expectations differ depending on the length, proximity, and emotional closeness of
         the relationship.
      

      
       From time to time, we recognize that our relationships may be unbalanced due to unexpected
         or unpredictable circumstances beyond either member’s control. If we experience a
         crisis, we would like to believe that our friends, if necessary, will assist us beyond
         what we may have previously invested in our relationship. If a friend needs you more
         today due to bad luck yesterday, and you value the friendship, you will jump in to
         help. As one woman shared in a discussion of equity in relationships, sometimes a
         mother might love one child more than another during a moment of special need by that
         child. So long as the other child is the one you love best when he needs it, temporary
         inequity can be just a normal part of a long-term relationship.
      

      
      What Is Your Expected Payback?

      
      What do you expect from your friendships? Are you a “high roller” who risks a lot
         if you are feeling lucky or have a feel for the odds? Or do you parcel out your risk
         taking and play the penny slots? In high school, some girls befriend the popular and
         powerful girls in their class as an investment in their own hope for “popularity by
         association.” Some girls are excellent followers and knowingly sacrifice their own interests in the hopes that the “high school top
         dog” will reward them with glory and shared attention. The payback expected is high,
         and the willingness of a girl to subjugate her own needs and wishes can make sense
         when you consider what the payoff might be for her in the high school cultural setting.
      

      
       If you feel that you are constantly being the hero, picking up the pieces, and giving
         it all you’ve got but the return on the investment has been less than what you feel
         is due, then it is time for a review of the relationship. A discussion and clarification
         of the expectations of both you and your friend are essential to mapping out the future
         of your relationship. As one woman shared, “Friendships are give and take, and not
         one-sided, where one person is always doing all of the taking, while the other is
         doing all the giving. When I see that a relationship is heading in that direction,
         I quickly get out of it. Because it’s probably only going to get worse.” When the
         payout is less than expected and your investment is draining you dry, it may be time
         to cut your losses and walk away.
      

      
      What Is Your Economic Philosophy?

      
      This may seem like an irrelevant question at first; however, research shows that romantic
         couples argue more about money than any other concern. In fact, disagreements about
         money can be heated.[7]    A close second for hot topics between couples is the equitable balance of shared
         housework responsibilities.[8]    If you are the kind of person who believes strongly that “a penny saved is a penny
         earned,” then you might have a harder time giving more than a friend in the early
         stages of a relationship. However, if you are not willing to offer a new friend at
         least a 1:1 matching program, the relationship is less likely to endure. If you cannot
         imagine ever “buying a round for the gang” or picking up the tab for the person in
         the line behind you in the Starbucks drive-through, it may also be difficult for you
         to invest tangible resources in a friendship. 
      

      
       No one should allow herself to be the one who is always giving, but there will be
         times when a friend’s needs might outweigh her investment. That leaves it up to you
         to decide whether it is worth your time, energy, and investment to keep the social
         exchange in place. If you are always saving for a rainy day, you may miss the opportunity
         to take a last-minute cruise with a friend, or splurge on a girls’ day out at the
         spa, or go crazy at the Coach or Prada outlet. If you are flat-out broke, in debt,
         or living from paycheck to paycheck, and you love your friend, withhold judgment of
         her financial decisions and find ways to enjoy her companionship that don’t put your
         opposing economic circumstances or philosophies in the spotlight. For example, she
         may be able to afford to treat you to a massage, and then you may repay the favor
         by offering to train with her as she prepares for the upcoming half marathon if she
         asks!
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      While earlier rules remind us to offer both emotional and instrumental support to
         our friends, this rule encourages us to recognize that an exchange system is at work
         here, too. Some of us might use the term karma to describe the benefits of keeping the friendship balance in check, while others
         might connect this to the earth religion–based Law of Threefold. This is the belief
         that whatever you send out into the universe comes back to you multiplied by three.
         Others might rely on the wisdom of the Golden Rule, which is pretty much endorsed
         by every faith group around the globe. Even if our friends don’t keep a scorecard,
         literally or metaphorically, it is important to show your appreciation for their good
         deeds to you by doing them a good turn every chance you get.
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      Chapter 9

      Defending Your Honor

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #7: Stand up for your friends and their
interests when they are not present
      

      
      Showing loyalty to your friends through your actions is the focus of this friendship
         rule. This includes refraining from gossiping about your friends as well as not tolerating
         the gossip of others about your friends. There is an expression that “silence gives
         consent,” and when you fail to speak up when your friend is criticized, she may consider
         you as much at fault as those who verbally attacked her. Audre Lorde once stated that
         “your silence will not protect you.” When you fail to show loyalty to a friendship,
         you put yourself at risk of losing a friend.
      

      
      This rule speaks to the necessary practice of exhibiting loyalty to your friends.
         When you silently allow others to speak ill of your friends, you are likely perceived
         as being in agreement with the expressed opinions of your friend. Friendship allegiance
         requires that you support and defend your friend’s good name. If you feel that you
         are in a situation where that is not possible, your friend might have reason to be
         concerned about the depth and authenticity of the relationship. When a situation occurs
         in which a friend fails to show loyalty, a relationship can quickly reach a crossroads.
         In the following sections, we share examples of how this can happen and provide several
         suggestions and starting points for how to respond.
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      As girls move from childhood toward adolescence, their level of authenticity in relationships
         proves to be a harbinger of strong friendships and psychological well-being over the
         long term.[1] Conversely, the damage done by “friends” at this age can have a lasting influence
         on young women, as recounted by a young woman in her early twenties: “When I was nine
         years old, I overheard a girl, who was supposed to be my friend, telling a group of
         kids that she was not really my friend, but had to be nice to me because her mother
         told her she had to, because ‘it was the Christian thing to do.’ So now I tend to
         make sure people are sincere before I commit to cultivating a friendship with them.”
         
      

      
       Some girls may have more trouble than others distinguishing between truth and fiction.
         One study indicated that a quarter of the children in the study, between ages five
         and twelve, had imaginary friends.[2]    Thus, some young girls may have a difficult time distinguishing between truth
         and falsehoods about a friend. Unless she knows for a fact that a story about a friend
         is untrue, she may innocently assume that it is true. On the other hand, she may be
         a quick and pure defender of a friend’s character when others are trying to tear her
         down. 
      

      
      As young girls head toward adolescence, the social strata begin to solidify more firmly,
         and some girls may be placed in a position of sacrificing their friends in order to
         cement their position in the next higher stratum. Gossiping is one method of bonding
         with others.[3]    Shared information about someone who is not present can create a sense of deeper
         connection through mutual knowledge of intimate information about another. While young
         children grow out of their tendency to merge fact and fiction, the older young girls
         become, the more likely they seem to be to accept gossip as truth.[4]    Thus, when a friend is being talked about in unflattering terms when she is not
         present, some girls will be drawn into believing that the words are based on fact.
         Speaking out against group opinion, too, can be very difficult for those with lower
         self-confidence or those who have lower positions in the social hierarchy.
      

      
      Cyberbullying

      
      The damage done by cyberbullying could fill multiple volumes, as it has lasting effects
         on victims. We have space only to touch briefly on this topic, but it is worthy of
         attention due to its prevalence and potential lethality. The power of cyberbullying
         to do harm and wield destruction is greater than many adults may have expected when
         they opted to bring the Internet into the home or place smartphones in their daughters’
         hands. The stories of the trauma suffered by young women who have been mercilessly
         bullied via online communications and social network sites are heartbreaking. 
      

      
      Research has shown that cyberbullying is more detrimental and induces greater fear
         than covert or face-to-face bullying.[5]    Much of its power is found in the unpredictability of strikes and the Internet’s
         omnipresence in most young women’s lives. Schoolyard bullying happens only at the
         school and only when the victim is physically on-site. The victim, afterward, also
         has a good idea about the identity of her tormentors, as a rule. Cyberbullies are
         stealthier in that they can torment their victims twenty-four hours a day from virtually
         anywhere and under total anonymity. Cyberbullies hold a power that can strike fear
         in people even when they are in their own homes and whether they are alone or with
         others. It is important that young women recognize the harm that can be done through
         this activity. When several young women get together and decide to engage in cyberbullying,
         it can take a very courageous member of the group to withdraw from the activity or
         a member with a strong level of social influence to call it off. Good friends should
         not allow another friend to be harmed, but there is a feeling of innocuousness when
         young women are hanging out in familiar surroundings as anonymous messages are relayed
         so quickly and efficiently.
      

      
      Young women need to be encouraged to recognize the danger that can come from this
         intentional attack. Cyberbullying is not a harmless prank and has negative consequences that reach far beyond an individual
         incident. News stories and personal anecdotes of the dangers of this form of bullying
         should be teaching tools to help young women understand the destructive power of their
         behavior. Perhaps most disheartening is that research shows that those individuals
         who have cyberbullied another tend to be less negative in their evaluation of this
         type of behavior and seem to minimize its power to harm others.[6]    It is essential that information about the harm done by both face-to-face bullying
         and cyberbullying be clearly communicated to young people and essential that parents
         do not condone or encourage this behavior.
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      During early adolescence, young women can reach the zenith—or perhaps nadir is the more appropriate word—of their potential for “meanness.” Social standing and
         social acceptance drive much of the daily behaviors and responses of this age group.
         Middle school and early high school cliques are typically pretty clearly defined,
         and it can be difficult for females to move between different groups. However, as
         young women move through the later years of high school and past commencement, the
         process of degrouping is set in motion.[7]    As friendship packs lose their intensity, young women are more able to select
         their friends based on individual identities, not group approval. This is a transition
         to a more adult form of social network development.
      

      
       Unfortunately, even as young women begin to exhibit greater intention and independence
         in making friends, they may still betray others. One young woman, Diana, shared that
         she had been the target of a toxic friend who vacillated between ignoring her, bullying
         her, and making snide comments about her in front of their mutual college friends.
         For her, this was the turning point in their relationship. Diana said that the “friend”
         was inconsistent and that she had, in return, been too passive for too long and allowed
         herself to be bullied for too long. When mutual friends described how she was being
         talked about her behind her back and excluded from social gatherings, she finally
         ended the relationship with the disloyal “friend.” This can be the only choice in
         situations in which a friend has lost respect for you. Diana shared that her biggest
         regret, beyond trusting the friend, was that she had to walk away from a long friendship
         without knowing the real reason behind her friend’s betrayals. As she summed up, “The
         issues got too big because we were not honest with each other and didn’t address things
         head-on.”
      

      
       Another young woman in her twenties shared this story when asked to describe any
         experiences with having to end an unhealthy friendship: “I ended a friendship only
         once, and unfortunately this was the most important friendship that I have ever had.
         My friend betrayed me twice in just three years. First, she stole my boyfriend, and
         I was able to forgive her. Then she stole my job; that was the end of that friendship
         for good. She had been my friend since we were seven years old.” Honesty between friends
         is essential, and honesty about friends with other friends is an additional expectation.
         Tearing down a friend by gossiping about her or standing quiet while others do so
         is a very poor choice of methods to build yourself up or fit in with a group. Outright
         betrayal is an equally unacceptable behavior that is an example of a friend “not having
         your back.” Traditionally, the late teens and early twenties herald women’s movement
         away from clique-focused friendships. As you move away from former cliques and social
         groups, new opportunities to broaden your friendscape will arise, and you can establish
         relationships with greater intentionality. 
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      These decades are prime time for building your adult identity, as noted in chapter
         2. While our culture has shifted dramatically in the past half century in terms of
         women’s rights and their professional goals, immutable biological differences between
         the genders still influence our behavior. For instance, evidence indicates that there
         is a difference between the crisis responses of males and females.[8]    When faced with a threat to physical or psychological safety, women will respond
         with a desire to tend and befriend rather than the fight or flight reaction that most people believe is the typical de facto fear response.[9]    Thus, passively allowing others to defame a friend—or even joining in—might be
         some women’s “go-to response” when they feel stressed or anxious when a good friend’s
         reputation is being attacked. While she may first try to defend her friend, if others
         are more persistent and they disregard her words of support for her friend, she may
         silence herself and step back from the discussion. Trying to argue against a group
         of women who share a single belief can be a significant challenge. Even though adult
         women are typically less likely to worry as much about fitting in and conforming to
         others’ expectations, many continue to have a hard time speaking out against majority
         opinion in social situations. 
      

      
       Even more disappointing than a friend who does not speak up in your defense is the
         friend who actually takes the lead in spreading gossip or outright lies about you.
         We heard from a woman who learned that one of her friends was saying horrible things
         about her to others behind her back as well as flirting with her boyfriend. This was
         especially painful because she had considered this person to be her best friend for
         many years. She was willing to take some time to consider rebuilding their friendship,
         as she related: “I tried to just distance myself from her for a while to just get
         some space, but she was tenacious and wouldn’t leave me alone. In the end, I had to
         send her a text message and tell her that I had heard what she had been saying about
         me and that I would appreciate her not contacting me again.”
      

      
      While sometimes a little bit of distance from a situation can help you clear your
         head, without taking the next step of openly addressing the issue between yourself
         and a friend, the friendship is not likely to heal. Conflict is not as easy for women
         to handle and address as it typically is for men. Women are seldom taught how best
         to handle their aggressive tendencies or their anger. Thus, many women err on the
         extremes of the emotional expression spectrum. Some women swallow their anger and
         quietly tolerate being treated poorly or silently slip away from the relationship.
         At the other extreme, women may explode and inappropriately express their anger through
         harsh words or physical acts. Some may simply dump all of their negative feelings
         at the feet of the “enemy” and dramatically exit the relationship. Choosing a more
         levelheaded but assertive path that opens up a dialogue between friends is a much
         more effective means of handling conflict. Even more valuable is the modeling of authentic,
         open communication that you are providing your friend. If poor communication practices
         and disrespectful messaging are at the root of the conflict, inviting an honest conversation
         about the damage of these behaviors is a very powerful message to send.
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      As noted in earlier chapters, having a wide and diverse social network is essential
         to managing motherhood. Unfortunately, the bond of motherhood does not mean mothers
         are above sharing gossip or speaking ill of the mother who is not present at the park
         that day. Gossiping, as a behavior, works to build alliances between those who are
         present through the sharing of potentially privileged information as well as serves
         as a method of communicating knowledge between people.[10]    When mothers get together, they often seek advice or suggestions on problems with
         their children, their partners, their extended families, and so on. When a mom shares
         a story about how another mother dealt with a similar issue, but wrongly, she is potentially providing helpful information, but at the cost of the reputation
         of the absent mom. Unfortunately, some friends are more interested in making a point
         and educating someone on what not to do or how something can be done wrong, rather
         than considering how her words may negatively affect you. 
      

      
       One young mother, Heather, shared an upsetting experience that involved her daughter
         Lindy, her daughter’s good friend, and the mother of this friend, who had long been
         a friend of Heather’s. One afternoon, Lindy returned from the friend’s house and shared
         that the other woman had said “mean things” about Heather to the two girls. When Heather
         called her friend to learn more, she was told that it was true in that when Lindy
         asked for more soda, the other woman had unkindly reprimanded the girl with a comment
         along the lines of “Your mother clearly lets you have too much sugar at home!” Heather
         and the other mother were able to laugh about this incident, but it gave them both
         a wake-up call about the potential weight of the words they spoke in front of other
         mothers’ children. 
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      During this period, as women get to know themselves more authentically, they may now
         recognize which friends will stay the course with them and which ones might best be
         left behind. When a professed friend prioritizes loyalty to a woman below her desire
         to gossip about the friend behind her back, the friendship is likely no longer worth
         maintaining. One woman in this period of life shared the following story: “I have
         ended a friendship when the friend was really not a true friend at all, but just pretending
         to be one. Behind my back to mutual friends, she tried to make me look incompetent
         and as just a bad person, in general.” She said this hurt most because the gossiper
         was “still hanging out with [her] with a smile on her face.” She shared that she ended
         the “farce of a friendship” when there had been too many coincidences in which mutual
         friends knew confidential information about her life that she had never shared with
         them.
      

      
       Midlife is also a period in which you typically feel free from prior obligations
         to tolerate the bad behavior of friends just to “fit in,” as a rule. Although you
         may value activities in the community such as women’s clubs, church groups, professional
         associations, and other similar groups, you may also value autonomy and a sense of
         congruency in your relationships. The recognition that others, even those whom you
         assumed to be friends, may not have your own best interests at heart may serve as
         encouragement for you to exemplify the values you hold and the identity you claim.
         When a friend has failed to support or defend you in a group setting, do not give
         away the power you can hold in proving them wrong. Living out your values is the best
         way to encourage the type of relationship you most value.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      A couple of the types of older women portrayed in the media include the “nosy neighbor”
         and the “gossip.” As women age, they continue adding to their vast store of knowledge
         about people, places, and things. They may share their perspectives quite openly and
         honestly with others. Where once a group of women may have gossiped about the woman
         whose piecrust was the toughest, they may now be gossiping about whose recent Botox
         injections make her look more like a Picasso than a Rembrandt. Just like with any
         friend, when the disparaging remarks or gentle digs are more entertainment than intentional
         insult, you may be able to let the friend off the hook for being a part of the conversation.
         
      

      
       At times, though, a friend’s silent agreement with another’s negative opinions about
         you cannot be ignored, and you must carefully reflect on the value of this friend
         in your life. Although research has shown that older adults tend to be treated much
         more kindly by friends than younger people might be,[11]    sometimes peers can be less thoughtful. While you cannot control the behavior
         of your friends, you do have the power to control how you respond to their unkindness.
         In fact, speaking up and expressing your feelings grows easier for many women over
         time. As you mature, your opportunities for developing new relationships may be more
         constricted. Thus, it becomes even more important to be cautious in what you share
         with friends with whom you have less trust and to focus your energy on enjoying the
         relationships with those with whom you have greater trust.
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      Loyalty is absolutely one of the most crucial elements of healthy friendships. Therefore,
         it can be very difficult to accept that a friend has allowed others to speak ill of
         you—either by quietly allowing others to speak against you or by actively joining
         in the discussion. If you discover that this type of conversation has occurred, it
         can leave you feeling vulnerable, angry, and hurt. As counselors know, expressing
         anger is often easier than expressing hurt. Vulnerability can be hard for many people
         to acknowledge, but when someone you had trusted and embraced as a friend betrays
         you in this way, it can leave you feeling raw and exposed. Choosing to continue the
         relationship may hinge on your responses to the questions below.
      

      
      What Is Your Personal Assessment of
the Damage That Was Done?
      

      
      Sometimes the damage that is done during an incident of this type seems larger and
         more significant than it actually may be. If someone shares a little too much information
         about you that is not as glowing as you would want it to be, it can be retroactively
         embarrassing if the information was accurate, or absolutely infuriating if the information
         was false. Deciding how you will handle the situation depends on the overall value
         of your relationship. If you feel that your reputation has been damaged in such a
         way that your comfort with this friend and other friends is irreparably compromised,
         you might decide that the friendship has lost its value. If the incident was just
         a flash in the pan and likely to be less memorable than last year’s Survivor finale, then you may decide that the relationship is worth maintaining. Regardless
         of the path you decide to take, offer your friend some honest feedback on how the
         incident affected you and left you feeling. Without clear communication, boundaries
         and expectations are not as likely to be honored.
      

      
      What Was the Intent of the Breach?

      
      Earlier in this chapter, we noted that gossiping about others is relatively common
         behavior that serves multiple functions; one function is to keep others from making
         mistakes. If you know that you really did something ridiculously dumb, or if something
         happened to you that you would not like to see happen to others, then you may be able
         to accept that your friend really was providing a helpful, reality-based example of
         what not to do. When you see a “what-not-to-wear” photograph in a magazine, the woman’s
         eyes are generally obstructed to protect her identity. It can be painful when a friend
         “blows your cover,” and the unflattering anecdote or “urban lesson” is directly linked
         to you by name. If you believe the friend made an honest goof and you can step back
         and see the bigger picture, the conflict may be just a minor blip on the screen. However,
         if the intent was more malicious, the outcome might be very different.
      

      
      When a friend makes a habit of talking about one friend to another to create animosity
         between groups or to wield power over others, it can be very difficult to see the
         value or marshal the energy to do the necessary revision on this type of friendship.
         Some women build alliances by sharing negative perspectives about a mutual friend.
         Denigrating the targeted and absent friend may create a stronger bond between the
         women present. Some women will use this strategy with multiple friends to create a
         collection of “us vs. her” groups with a different “her” in each group. When your
         reputation is sacrificed as a power play by someone you consider a friend, this may
         be the catalyst to end the relationship. As many women have shared, if a friend speaks
         ill of mutual friends to you, it is likely she is also speaking ill of you to mutual
         friends. 
      

      
      Are You Better Off with Her or without Her in Your Life?

      
      Some friends are timid and lack the self-assurance to stand up and defend you when
         others are making unflattering or insulting comments about you. Some people have a
         hard time asserting themselves when they hold the minority opinion on an issue. While
         you might hope that every friend would be willing to put her loyalty to you above
         her own hesitance to speak up, it will not always happen that way. Of course, if your
         friend frequently finds herself in groups where these types of conversations are occurring,
         it may be worth exploring more fully your mutual friendship and the relationships
         you have with the other individuals involved.
      

      
      Discretion is often the best choice when it comes to speaking with a friend about
         gossip that has been shared about her. Some friends, though, seem to take a perverse
         pleasure in relaying the content of gossip to its target. If you have a friend like
         this, there may be more problems in the friendship than her tendency to share information.
         A discussion of her motivation for spending so much time with those who are speaking
         ill of you might be helpful, as would a conversation about her motivation for sharing
         the gossip with you. If she is trying to gain loyalty from you by revealing unkind
         remarks of others, this relationship may not reflect the healthiest of friendship
         dynamics.
      

      
      Some women may just be hard-core gossips who mean no harm but enjoy sharing insider
         information. They simply do not realize the damage that is done by indiscriminate
         gossip. If you can handle the likelihood that you may be the topic of this type of
         friend’s conversations, accept that she may listen to, not discourage, others’ negative
         remarks about you. If you still enjoy her company, you may decide that she is worth
         the risks involved.
      

      
      Other friends may be simply “do-gooders” who do not recognize that the trade-off for
         sharing your shortcomings, errors, and misfortune to potentially protect others from
         similar mistakes may actually be the unintentional sacrifice of your good name. These
         friends may have “hearts of gold” but miss the larger message that their words convey.
         If this friend is the type you are facing, opening a frank discussion about your concerns
         is necessary. She may respond with apologies and honest expressions of regret, but
         you might still need to be careful in what you choose to share with her in the future.
         When a friend has a disappointing flaw or two among a wealth of strengths that she
         brings to your life, learning to work around the flaws may be well worth the extra
         effort.
      

      
         Unfortunately, a friend who uses the power of derogatory remarks and insults to
         build her own position within a group is unlikely to change her behaviors without
         significant motivation. An honest discussion of the consequences of her behavior on
         others can be a first step in the process, but it may not be enough to produce lasting
         change. If you decide that you are going to terminate the friendship, remember that
         whatever transpires between the two of you as you exit the friendship will probably
         be discussed in her conversation with others. Thus, it is important to handle the
         ending of the friendship wisely and to be intentional in your behavior. We heard from
         numerous women who let friendships fade away rather than directly addressing the conflict
         or relationship termination. These same women often shared that their biggest mistake
         in ending a friendship was not having these important, clarifying discussions of how
         their relationship had gotten to this point. It can take courage to address a divisive
         issue head-on, but there is strong satisfaction in knowing that you asserted yourself
         in this way.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      A friend’s loyalty should be actively engaged 24/7, regardless of where she is and
         who is present. When a friend joins others in assessing your shortcomings, finding
         fault in your behaviors or life choices, or making fun of you, it is difficult to
         believe that this friend has your best interest or feelings at heart. While some may
         view gossip as harmless entertainment, the sharing of valuable information, or warnings
         about mistakes to avoid, when a friend places you in the middle of the conversation,
         it can be emotionally painful and socially humiliating. Through self-reflection and
         open discussion with your friend, you can determine whether to maintain the relationship
         or let it go.
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      Chapter 10

      Bring Joy to Your Friends

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #8: Do not “bring down” or
intentionallyannoy your friends
      

      
      This next rule focuses on doing what you can to add to the happiness of your friends,
         while also doing what you can to avoid bringing them any grief. Friendships should
         be the relationships that offer a break from the difficulties we face in life or in
         other relationships. Life is not always “peaches and cream,” and we should be there
         to offer our friends support when they are feeling low. If a friend is only a friend when her path in life is blocked, her luck is out, her love life is a wasteland,
         or she is between jobs, she may have you confused with a therapist rather than a friend.
         If you feel that she has worn out your welcome mat or that you yourself have become
         her doormat, it may be time to speak up and share your concerns with your friend.
         Some individuals may be unaware of the impact their behaviors have on others, and
         it may take more than a few slight hints to open up their eyes.
      

      
      When your own life is filled with hurdles or you feel that you are a target for another’s
         anger, disappointment, or frustration, sometimes the company of a good friend is the
         most effective antidote to the negative energy that is being sent your way. With friends,
         you can complain about the world in general as well as the particular inhabitants
         who are causing the grief and suffering you are experiencing. Ideally, friends will
         respond with understanding, empathy, sensitivity, and maybe even chocolate! Good friends
         do what they can to cheer you up and help you reconnect with the joy and pleasure
         you long to feel again. Unfortunately, not all friends bring an upbeat, positive spirit
         to the relationship. Some friends seem to revel in cynicism, pessimism, and negativity.
      

      
      Social support is essential for our overall well-being, whether life is going smoothly
         or we have just made it through a disaster.[1]    As life grows more complicated and demands on our time grow more frequent, having
         pleasant companions along for the journey grows in importance. All of us need sympathetic
         listeners, supportive friends, and ardent allies. However, when friends exert their
         own limited energy in nagging us, annoying us, or trying to bring us down when they
         are miserable, the shared journey may not be as rewarding as we would prefer.
      

      
      When a relationship is beginning to feel more difficult to manage than it is worth,
         or a friend seems to have intentionally brought unhappiness to your door, there is
         an important question to ask yourself: Did the social exchange or incident leave you
         feeling hurt or angry?[2]    Research shows that when we feel hurt by the actions of a friend, we are actually
         more likely to consider continuing and working to enhance the friendship. When anger
         is the pervading emotion, this suggests that we are ready to consider ending the friendship.
         The following examples illustrate how friendships may present crossroads related to
         the joy or misery a friend might bring across the life span. 
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      In the earliest years, girls tend to have many different “best friends” depending
         on the day and sometimes the hour of the day. While this type of changeable affinity
         is normal, it can create hurtful situations for the young girl who is left on the
         sidelines when a new “best friend” is chosen. This can be as painful for a mom as
         it is for her daughter. However, sometimes neither mom nor daughter can do much to
         change the situation. While involving other parents in the social struggles of young
         girls may be possible, sometimes this involvement can lead to negative repercussions
         for a child.
      

      
      Probably every mother of a daughter has learned the hard way that “two girls are company,
         but three girls are an emotional breakdown in the making.” When two girls are together,
         taking turns and playing nice are easy. When three girls are present, one of them
         is almost always going to be left out. A mother’s intervention is never as effective
         as you might like it to be. However, if the girls are at your home and your daughter
         is aligning with one girl over the other, you may be able to step in and interject
         some diplomacy into the situation. If the girl who has been excluded is your daughter, this may require a different response. Some mothers might provide
         a brief lesson on kindness and good citizenship at others’ homes. Other mothers may
         suggest the girls join in a more group-oriented activity such as a Disney video, board
         game, or snack break to interrupt the current group dynamics in play. Sadly, parents
         will not always be present to intervene when a daughter’s friends fail to bring happiness
         to her life. Despite the desire to protect one’s daughter, even young girls must learn
         to maneuver life on their own two feet. 
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      Adolescents can create misery for parents, teachers, and their friends with what seems
         like a total unawareness of the reaction their behavior is producing. Kathleen, a
         high school student, shared her frustrations with another girl, Heather, with whom
         she had been friends since childhood. Although they both were considered “good girls”
         by their parents, Heather was always looking for ways to push the limits and had no
         reservations about nagging Kathleen to join her on a “walk on the wild side.” While
         Kathleen had no interest in serious drinking or breaking curfews, her friend was constantly
         begging her to cover for her or join her. The friendship was fast losing its value
         for Kathleen, but loyalty born from years of friendship kept her from letting the
         relationship go.
      

      
       When young women head off to college and leave their close friends and familiar surroundings,
         they may decide to reinvent themselves and to become the woman they had always imagined
         themselves to be. For some, the transition goes smoothly and they find acceptance
         and a sense of belonging among new peers. Others, though, may have a more difficult
         time being accepted or building new relationships. It can be difficult coping with
         less than ideal roommates or less than inviting potential friends. A young woman’s
         social confidence can be shaken if she is unable to find a niche in the new environment.
         However, with communication technologies such as texting, Skyping, messaging, and
         e-mail, young women now have the ability to stay closely connected to distant friends.
         Research has shown that close connection with a distant but steadfast, strong support
         group can minimize the emotional fallout a woman may experience from a lack of quality
         face-to-face friendships.[3]   
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      The range of ways that friends in this stage of life can bring down or annoy one another
         is greatly diverse. In the preceding years, social life and academics were the predominant
         areas of interest for young women. Now, women are intensifying their focus on careers,
         long-term relationships, and community involvement. As the stakes get higher, maturity
         and a focus on the future encourage women to take a more responsible perspective on
         social relationships. Expectations that their friends will take a similar view of
         acceptable friendship behavior may not always be met. For instance, one of the most
         distressing behaviors noted by women who had dealt with toxic friends involved the
         betrayal of friendship through any form of attempted or successful seduction of a
         woman’s significant other. Whether the seduction is mild flirting, revealing an attraction
         to a friend’s romantic interest, or outright sexual betrayal, this form of disloyalty
         is perhaps the surest way to end a friendship. No woman who shared that a friend had
         let her down this way possessed any tolerance for this behavior, and a friend could
         do very little to reverse the damage and pain caused in this type of conflict.
      

      
       Other ways in which friends may drag down a woman during this stage of life include
         constant complaining, whining, neediness, and demands for assistance or support. Financial
         issues were also frequently noted for their potential to create troublesome situations
         between friends. As one young woman affirmed, “If a friend asks to borrow money, make
         sure you consider it a gift. That way you won’t be ticked off when they fail to pay
         you back.” Speaking negatively of mutual friends or putting down your friend’s choices
         in life may be a quick way to sink the positive mood in a relationship. While some
         friends may struggle with their own emotional issues and need you to be more supportive
         than you might be with others, when it seems that a friend is intentionally trying
         to distress you, it may be time to revisit the purpose and value of this friendship.
         
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      During this stage of life, friendships tend to fall into a few different categories.
         These include the “other mothers” and the “child-free” friends. According to many
         women, there is a great divide in how these two types of friends are experienced.
         One mom, Elsa, shared that motherhood led to the revision of several relationships
         with child-free friends and that the outcomes were less than ideal. Understandably,
         she had become less free-spirited and less able to accept invitations for adventures
         on a whim as she had before starting her family. Elsa shared that there were times
         she would love to trade a late night in, filled with crying and formula feedings, for a late night out, filled with laughter and wine. However, this trade was not one that she felt comfortable
         making yet. She described one of her friends as being “noncompliant” with her new
         priorities, constantly cajoling, pestering, and begging Elsa to join her in a night
         out “just once.” Elsa expressed concern that her friend’s refusal to understand the
         changes in her life was jeopardizing their friendship, especially as the complaining
         and the badgering were wearing on her already-frayed nerves.
      

      
       Other ways that friends can bring down women in mom-to-mom networks include mothers
         who spend too much time complaining about their children’s teachers, other parents,
         or the treatment their child received from a coach, just to name a few. One mother,
         Laura, shared that her neighbor was convinced every other parent in the neighborhood
         was doing something that would damage her children’s emotional health for life and,
         if given a chance, the neighbor would drone on for hours about this “mistreatment.”
         Laura shared that she had perfected the art of cutting short this woman’s lamentations
         and accusations through the use of excuses involving repairmen on their way, dishes
         in the oven, doctors returning phone calls, and dogs needing to go out. This was working
         so far, but Laura expressed her concern that the negative narratives will only get
         worse as the neighborhood children get older.
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      According to the psychoanalyst and theorist C. G. Jung, midlife is the time when women
         may begin to embrace and express sides of their personalities that remained dormant
         in prior decades.[4]  One midlife woman shared that when she feels that someone is clearly affecting her
         emotional stability in a negative way, such as putting her down or picking fights
         over nothing, she has less tolerance than she did when she was younger. She now describes
         how she can let these friends go without the guilt that she would have felt earlier
         in life:
      

      
      
         When a friend consistently drags you down, you don’t have to justify the decision
            to end the friendship, no one has to be right or wrong. It can simply be that you
            just don’t get along. That helped me be free of the guilt-tripping that some friends
            pulled on me in the past. If it becomes a matter that you and the other person are
            just like oil and water, then it is time to part. No one has to be the villain. I’m
            almost fifty, so certain behaviors are just unacceptable to me at my age; if I were
            twenty, then I’d be more tolerant. But my peers and I, at our ages, are who we are
            and are not likely to change. So, you have to say to yourself, life is too short to
            be guilt-tripped into misery by the whiner, the petty arguer, the person who wants
            to fight over nothing and put you down.
         

         
      

      This woman has a clear sense of how to create and enforce her boundaries, but she
         also acknowledged that when a person is coming from what she termed a traumatizing
         place, she could be much more tolerant and forgiving of poor behavior. However, she
         firmly believes that it is not a friend’s role to try and “fight a friend’s demons.”
         This suggests that we may have significantly different expectations of friends depending
         on their levels of emotional well-being.
      

      
       Perhaps women across the life span might benefit from an exercise shared by a woman
         who used turning forty as the catalyst for revitalizing her life and her relationships.
         Her story is as follows:
      

      
      
         When I turned forty, I wrote a list of all my friends’ names and then reflected on
            them to determine whether they were giving back. Four were immediate “yes” responses,
            two were “no,” and three were “not sure.” I then phoned the “not sure” friends and
            invited them to catch up. Two responded, and we did spend time bringing each other
            up-to-date. Then I left the ball in their court as to whether they contacted me again
            to gauge their level of interest in maintaining the friendship. One of them did not,
            but one did call back. The third former friend simply dropped off the radar completely.
            Unfortunately, the one who did not return the call was the wife of a good male friend,
            but even though sometimes relationships “make sense,” a friend’s mutuality might not
            be what it should be for the relationship. So when I see this friend and his wife,
            I am always polite and warm but do not bend over backward to make myself be liked
            by his wife, as that is probably something that is impossible in the end, and humiliating
            to try.
         

         
      

      Some of us would probably rather not risk checking in with friends whom we have “misplaced”
         or with whom we may have lost touch, but it does provide an opportunity for you to
         take proactive steps if you feel a relationship has reached a crossroads. Willingness
         to make that first “check-in” call gives evidence of your value as a friend. For those
         friends who may be wondering where you stand in the relationship, a check-in and hearing
         your voice on the phone may bring them satisfaction and joy.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      By this point in life, many women have little patience for those friends who detract
         from their happiness. Women may be more forthright with one another when sharing what
         they think, but they also expect that their friends will do the same with them. One
         older woman shared that she felt that she had earned the right to say what was on
         her mind now that she was seventy-two years old and saw nothing wrong with letting
         her family or friends know where she stood on almost any issue. While her desire for
         authenticity in her relationships is admirable, she said she realized that some of
         her friends probably did not appreciate her honesty as much as she felt that they
         should. Calling herself a cantankerous old woman, she said that she was not concerned
         about her effect on others and was going to say what needed to be said.
      

      
       Another woman, Jeannie, is much gentler in her own approach to life and complained
         that life was too short to let anyone make her feel bad. Jeannie shared how important
         it was to reach out to others and said she sent out boxes of birthday cards, anniversary
         cards, get-well cards, and sympathy cards over the course of a year. Kindness was
         in her nature, and she stated that she has learned to just ignore the friends who
         wanted to gossip about church members or other neighbors in the community. She noted
         that everyone her age had some physical ailment or bad news in their lives. However,
         she mentioned one friend, specifically, who wanted to spend hours on the phone dwelling
         on these types of things. Jeannie did not want to hurt this woman’s feelings, but
         she said that she always felt a little down after a conversation with this woman.
         For women at any stage, learning how to enforce boundaries to minimize negativity
         in relationships is a necessity but can also be a challenge.
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      The stories above illustrate just a handful of ways in which friends can tear away
         at our own happiness or occlude our own sunshine with their own perpetual rainclouds.
         We know that as a friend we must comfort our friends when they are struggling, but
         this role is different from spending time with a friend who is trying to drag you
         down with her. Friends who nag at us to change something about ourselves or who overwhelm
         us with their litanies of woe can wear us down and sap our energy. We choose friends
         who seem to be a good fit, but when they want us to change to fit their needs, it
         may be time to reevaluate the friendship.
      

      
      Does She Try to Match You Woe for Woe?

      
      Unfortunately, some of us may have collected one of the less-than-joy-inspiring friends
         along the way. These “friends” are those who seem incapable of spreading joy or bringing
         happiness to others. There seem to be two unique versions of this friendship rule
         breaker. The first is the friend who seems driven to top every tale of woe you share
         with an even “bigger and badder” tale of woe of her own. For example, you say that
         you had a lousy day at work and will be facing three unfinished projects on your desk
         in the morning. Your friend says she had an even lousier day at work and she may not
         even have a job to return to in the morning. You share that your “almost teenage”
         daughter didn’t turn in an assignment at school and ended up in detention. Your friend
         reveals that her teenage daughter missed her period and may be two months pregnant.
         These examples represent friends who seem to work from the principle that their larger
         share of bad luck somehow “undoes” or “disqualifies” your own despair for consideration
         and commiseration. It’s not even that this friend is trying to seek your sympathy
         for her lot in life. Instead, simply winning the “bad luck battle” is her goal.
      

      
      Do You Believe the Situation Is beyond Hope?

      
      The second type of friend is the type that seems perpetually incapable of bringing
         any joy to your life or her own. While the friend described above is trying to match
         you woe for woe, this second type generously leaves tragedy and pathos on your doorstep—with
         no investment on your part required. This friend can be overwhelming, as she is the
         one whose life would be nothing without a daily dose of injustice, misfortune, or
         pure bad luck. You could spend a lifetime desperately trying to help her see the sunny
         side of life, find the silver lining, and take the wheat and leave the chaff. However,
         with this relationship intervention, you would probably be just as effective in trying
         to spin straw into gold. Neither outcome is likely going to result. This type of friend
         uses your friendship as a dumping ground for all of the resentment and unhappiness
         in her life. Sympathy, understanding, a cup of tea or a glass of wine, and a shoulder
         to cry on—these you can offer, but they are seldom the balm that is sought. There
         is just no way you can mitigate your friend’s constant misery in a meaningful manner.
      

      
      If you notice that you feel worse every time you get off the phone with a friend who
         calls you daily to recite her list of “you won’t believe it but . . .” miseries, perhaps
         it is time for you to find a way to miss those calls. Life can be difficult enough
         for all of us; there is no reason to add another problem issue to our daily tasks
         while all you may be trying to do is to be a good friend and let others feel good.
         We all need to “vent,” but we also need to celebrate the good times with those about
         whom we care.
      

      
      Do the Good Times Outweigh the Bad?

      
      If you are low on friends, and the few friends you have make you feel low, life can
         be a lonely business. Sometimes friends can be companions but not good company. Other
         times, just having someone there beside you can be enough. Therefore, you have to
         weigh your options and consider your own investment in the friendship. If you are
         trying to beat your “bad luck battle buddy” at her own game, you have the power to
         shift that relationship—just stop playing! Yes, you want to share your own trials
         and tribulations with someone, but if your friends need to top them, you need to consider
         if it is worth the trade-off or back-and-forth rounds. Let her get her bid in for
         the top low, then you can simply acknowledge the unfairness of life, validate her
         experiences, and let it go. Head out for dinner, hit “play” on the remote, head for
         the mall, continue your workouts, whatever. Just let it go and enjoy having company.
      

      
      Are You Better Off with Her or without Her in Your Life?

      
      For the friend who only brings misery and refuses to be soothed, you have a couple of choices in how you respond. The first choice
         is to be the model of a good friend. Be up front and be honest with her. Tell her
         that her lamentations are really bringing you down and taking the joy out of the friendship.
         If your words are ineffective and her complaining continues, you may have to make
         a tough decision. If you are at the point where being alone is preferable to this
         friend’s company, then you can disengage from the friendship. Be busy when she calls,
         be unavailable for future meet-ups, and when interaction is unavoidable, listen politely
         as long as circumstances dictate and then make a getaway as diplomatically as possible.
         You probably don’t want to provide any additional material for her next rendition
         of the “bad life blues” with other friends. Friends tolerate an awful lot from one
         another, but there are some rules for which consequences must be enforced. For example,
         do not let a friend suck the joy out of your life just because that’s how she adds
         satisfaction to her own.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      In closing, we want to remind you that if a friend is constantly sabotaging your joy
         in life, you may be giving her too much power in your life. We cannot expect our friends
         to be the comedian, the life coach, the court jester, or the personal cheerleader
         we may wish we had waiting in the wings to build us up when we feel low. However,
         the balance of the relationship should have a positive tone and offer more dividends
         than demand risky investments. You have the power to choose which friends you allow
         to share your resources; this includes emotional resources as well.
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      Chapter 11

      Criticism Is Not Okay

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #9: Do not criticize a friend
in front of others
      

      
      This chapter offers a look at behaviors that unacceptably cross the line from private
         to public. Providing constructive feedback one-on-one can be instructive, but making
         a friend feel bad in front of others is outright destructive. Unfortunately, there
         are times when someone you have considered to be a friend might make a negative comment
         to you about your appearance, attire, attitude, or actions in front of others. Seldom
         is this behavior really considered “okay” between friends, but each situation requires
         individual attention as you decide the path the friendship will follow.
      

      
      Akin to this rule is the corollary that friends should avoid putting you down simply
         to raise their own status. Whether you feel verbally attacked in public or private,
         it brings a relationship to a critical juncture. Criticism of others is often more
         likely a symptom of our own insecurity. People sometimes try to build up their own
         self-esteem through the tearing down of another’s esteem. It is unpleasant to imagine
         that friends would risk their relationship in such a hurtful manner, but this does
         happen. As we describe in the sections below, there are several ways to respond when
         this happens.
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      Young girls can be spontaneously and unashamedly honest communicators. They do not
         always have the filter that tends to develop with social maturity. Listening to their
         reactions and verbal responses to others reminds us of just how honest and authentic
         girls can be until they learn to hide their true feelings to meet social expectations.
         Many years ago, there was a television program called Kids Say the Darndest Things. The show’s host would prompt the kids with questions designed to provoke humorous
         answers. In addition to being spontaneous, little girls are very literal, and they
         react to the world from this unique standpoint. Thus, one girl may hear that a friend
         has gone to the beauty shop. Seeing her friend when she returns, a little girl might
         blurt out something like “You didn’t buy any beauty!” If an outfit a friend is wearing
         looks different or unlike what is typically worn, a young girl might tell her friend
         that the outfit is “ugly.” Young children hold strong expectations about how others
         should typically look, and any variations from the norm can be upsetting.
      

      
       For the most part, the authenticity between young children provides a wonderfully
         refreshing take on friendships. However, as young girls begin to mature socially,
         the potential grows for insults tossed out intentionally and with aim. In playgrounds
         everywhere, you can hear young girls undoing friendships with the words “I don’t want
         to play with you,” or, even more clearly, “I’m not going to be your friend anymore.”
         Friendships can be fickle for elementary students as girls’ understanding of the social
         schema in their schools matures. The need to belong to the in-crowd in late elementary
         school can lead friends to criticize and slam yesterday’s friends, just to fit in
         with today’s friends.
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      Teenagers’ efforts toward conformity often encourage the development of extremely
         tight relationships in which similarity is prized above individuality. These dynamics
         can create the potential for public humiliation if a friend doesn’t quite “fit in”
         or if power is gained by criticizing a friend. When a group leader chooses a target
         to belittle, the group itself may quickly follow suit to avoid being the next target.
         As Rosemary Bleiszner[1]    noted, adolescents push against parental influence,[2]    which then tightens their alignment with their friends, and the role modeling
         done by their friends carries a significant weight in how young adults choose to behave
         themselves.[3]    When friends model “ragging on someone” in front of others, it quickly can become
         the group norm. With television shows that highlight making a fool of oneself (such
         as Jackass), or making a fool of others (such as Jerks with Cameras or even America’s Funniest Home Videos), the cultural norm seems to be outright, full-on insults and mockery of even those
         you consider close friends. While these shows may appeal more to males than females,
         the “put-down” culture is unfortunately pervasive across gender and age.
      

      
       Some young women’s self-esteem levels are more fragile than others, and a friend’s
         insults or criticisms can be especially damaging for them. When a friend makes fun
         of you or criticizes you in front of a group, her words may be the product of her
         personal envy and insecurity. Her comments may be an attempt at humor, and she may
         not realize how hurtful her words are. When a group of young adult male friends get
         together, they revel in the fun of trading insults back and forth with no malice intended.
         Most same-age females, however, are much less likely to use insults as a way to bond
         with friends. Other young women have sophisticated skills in the use of sarcasm and
         irony as defense mechanisms and as ways to demean others. It can be hurtful when a
         friend criticizes us in front of others. A hasty “I’m kidding” or “just teasing” or
         texted “jk” tacked onto the end of a derogatory comment by a friend does not always
         undo the pain.
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      As your identity shifts from emerging adult to adult, it is typical to grow more focused
         in your goals and gain clarity in your social networking needs. From late adolescence
         onward, friendships are increasingly developed with intentionality versus conformity
         as the relationship motivation. As one woman in her early thirties shared, “My current
         friends are chosen more carefully, I listen more with a balanced attitude. I’m not
         holding back my voice or editing so closely to not ‘offend’ the other person. I pursue
         friends who I feel let me be ‘me’ and don’t criticize and judge. And being with them
         feels awesome!” 
      

      
       Unfortunately, some women may experience significant friendship conflicts prior to
         deciding to be more intentional in their friendship choices and before they can enjoy
         fully satisfying friendships. Being insulted in front of others, receiving harsh and
         unfounded criticism, and failing to assert oneself in a relationship can all be potential
         paths to crossroads in which the decision to continue or terminate a friendship must
         be made. However, many women have a difficult time directly addressing the shortcomings
         of friends.
      

      
         One woman shared that she was frustrated by a friend who openly mocked her within
         their group of friends for being single for so long. She went on to share that she
         has had to “demote” her friend. She shared that “technically, I have not ‘ended’ the
         friendship, but it’s certainly ‘ended’ in terms of closeness.” This type of toxic
         behavior, such as using words to hurt other people, typically influences the way that
         we face a friendship crossroads juncture. Sometimes allowing relationships to naturally
         fade away through ignored phone messages, unanswered texts, or unanswered e-mails
         can be the least difficult way to let go of the friendship. However, as many women
         have shared, one of their biggest regrets when choosing to leave a relationship has
         been not taking the time or finding the courage to discuss the concern with the friend.
         Furthermore, those who have had the satisfaction of openly conversing about the off-the-mark
         behaviors generally feel much better to have cleared the air, regardless of how well
         or how poorly the message is received.
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      Some women seem to have no sense of shame when it comes to calling out other women
         for faults they believe are present. Mothers can be especially sensitive to criticisms
         of their parenting skills when they first enter this role due to their insecurity.[4]    One woman, Adrienne, shared that her feelings had been hurt more than once by
         a friend when they were engaged in a group discussion of how best to handle a particular
         child-rearing issue. Adrienne shared that she was surprised at the vehemence expressed
         by one member of her social group toward friends’ opinions about a wide variety of
         topics, including working mothers versus stay-at-home mothers, child discipline, and
         video game ratings. Although Adrienne stated that she realized this was just the way
         this woman communicated, she had learned that she needed to sometimes give herself
         a pep talk before group get-togethers as well as remind herself, in the moment, that
         she appreciated this friend and simply had to let the harsh criticisms roll off her
         back.
      

      
       Another woman shared a very different story regarding public criticism and diverse
         perspectives on another aspect of motherhood. A young mother, Liz, described a relationship
         she had with a friend that had to be ended twice. They had been friends since childhood,
         but during their teens, Liz shared that the friend had a tendency to go after Liz’s
         past and potential boyfriends. However, in their mid-twenties, Liz gave her friend
         another chance, as she assumed they were both older and wiser. According to Liz, the
         friendship “plodded along for several years” before its next and final critical incident
         occurred. She and this woman were at a get-together with a group of friends and Liz
         was talking about her struggles to get pregnant. Liz was shocked at what the friend
         did next: “She condemned me in front of our group for considering egg sharing the
         next time I had IVF (in vitro fertilization) and said I was genetically unfit to have
         a child!” Liz shared that her friend was referring to her first child’s diagnosis
         of immunoglobulin A deficiency, an illness that is not hereditary and that her son
         had outgrown. Liz continued relating the incident: “My friend then told me that if
         I wanted another child, I should let her have it for me! I should have known from
         the beginning what she was like when she confessed that upon seeing me for the first
         time that she hated me and that her first thought was ‘she is gorgeous . . . all the
         guys will want her.’” Liz realized that this relationship was never going to develop
         into the type of friendship that she needed in her life. Public criticisms and enduring
         jealousy were two things for which she had no tolerance.
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      As a woman begins to focus more clearly on the essential ingredients for her own happiness
         and satisfaction in her life, friendships may come under scrutiny. The midlife period
         comes with an increasing awareness of the finiteness of time. Although the urgency
         varies among women, there is a common desire to have more control over the ways in
         which they invest their precious time. A woman may be making choices of significance
         that could be stretching her previous levels of confidence. Starting a brand-new career,
         choosing to leave a romantic relationship that no longer meets the needs it once did,
         and so on present opportunities for midlife women to be assertive in life in ways
         that are new.
      

      
      One woman shared a story of her own efforts to make new and positive changes in her
         life only to be belittled by a friend:
      

      
      
         The breaking point for me is when friends who feel bad about themselves make me feel
            bad about myself by putting me down. I don’t put up with that anymore. I recently
            had some positive changes in my life and am living in a nice new house now . . . and
            one of my friends who knows how much I’ve struggled to get to where I am was invited
            to my home. After leaving, she said that it felt like a “soulless place,” and talked
            about how her own older, full-of-character house was so much nicer. What she said
            really cut—I had worked so hard to get where I was now.
         

         
         When I called her on this and said that it upset me, she said “I was just feeling
            insecure about having bought an older home.” I don’t think there’s any excuse for
            putting another person down. I think people should deal with their own insecurities
            without putting this on other people. I would rather spend time alone than with people
            who do that to me. I have few friends, but the ones I have are quality people.
         

         
      

      Sometimes you are in a position to recognize the reason behind a person’s hurtful
         comments, but depending on the situation, you may still not feel it is justification
         enough to forgive and forget. We all have our own individual level of sensitivity
         that guides our responses.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      As women get older, they tend to be a bit more forthright in their communication and
         may be more likely to “call it as they see it” even when a friend’s feelings may be
         hurt. Respecting your friends, especially in group situations, never loses its importance.
         In fact, longitudinal research shows that hurtful social interactions actually compromise
         older women’s physical health.[5]    Negative social interactions have been shown to be associated with an increased
         risk for high blood pressure. Thus, when a friend shares criticisms and complaints
         about your behavior when others are present, in addition to hurting your feelings,
         it may be hurting your health. When the price for social support is compromised well-being,
         you may need to approach your friend about her behavior.
      

      
       Women in community living settings or nursing care facilities may have few opportunities
         to fully “divorce” a friend or seek out new friends. This can be especially difficult
         given the fact that the majority of older adult women already face the natural loss
         of so many members of their social support systems during this period.[6]    Therefore, they may tolerate behavior from their friends that they typically would
         not under other circumstances. Sometimes learning to accept the shortcomings of others
         is the easier path when compared to attempting to change the behavior of others. There
         is a saying that the older you get, the more like yourself you become.[7] If a lifelong friend has always been one to speak her mind or put others in their
         places, she is highly unlikely to change her behaviors at this stage of life.
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      This unspoken rule of friendship is about respect and common decency. We may see mothers
         leveling their children with harsh reminders about manners in public, women complaining
         about something their partners have done in public, or daughters challenging their
         mothers in front of others. These are not “nice” behaviors, but people get away with
         a lot more leeway with family members than they typically do with friends. If you
         have a friend who “calls you out” or criticizes you in front of others, you may want
         to ask yourself the following questions before you respond or choose to exit the friendship.
      

      
      What Is Your Personal Assessment of
 the Damage That Was Done?
      

      
      Sometimes we believe things are worse than they really are. If your friend’s criticism
         was more of a helpful critique and was not intended to truly hurt you, you need to
         consider her intent. Some friends may simply be more upfront in their communication
         styles and not recognize how their words may come across to others. Sometimes in group
         counseling sessions, a therapist will “take the temperature of the room.” This involves
         checking in with each person present to find out how they are feeling in the moment.
         This is often done at the start of a session or after a particularly intense or significant
         event in the group. This style of check-in might be a good model for you to implement
         when you experience an unsatisfactory situation with friends. If you can’t follow
         up immediately with the friend or group that was present when the incident occurred,
         you might do so at a later time. It can be uncomfortable for a lot of women to witness
         this type of personal exchange. Thus, a group check-in may help your friend recognize
         how toxic her interpersonal behaviors can be for her target and her audience.
      

      
      Was the Intent to Do You Harm or Good?

      
      When a friend is really trying to step up and provide information that can be helpful
         but chooses the wrong time and place to do it, her intent may alter your perception
         of her behavior. Sometimes the urgency of a situation might lead some friends to provide
         valid and important feedback but at what could be an inopportune time. Irvin Yalom,
         one of the gurus in the field of psychotherapy, addresses the value of immediacy and
         feedback in the counseling relationship.[8]    To be effective, feedback must be given at the proper time, which is neither when
         the circumstances are too “hot” nor when the concern has grown too “cold.” Sometimes
         being reminded about a bad habit or wardrobe malfunction in front of others may actually
         be as close to the “right moment” as possible. This may be true, for instance, if
         you are heading out the door for a job interview or first date. Other than these moments
         of absolute urgency, keeping your constructive feedback for a friend under wraps until
         a private moment with that friend is advised.
      

      
      In another vein, the subtleties and niceties of social communication actually may
         escape some women. With no intent to do any harm, they may simply share information
         at an inappropriate moment. When this is the case, there may be a variety of reasons
         for your friend’s behavior, including nature or nurture. Poor role modeling in her
         childhood might be a cause, or a physiological or neurological issue might be behind
         the behavior. Friends cannot undo these types of causes. So if that is “just the way
         she is,” you will need to choose whether to accept her and move forward or distance
         yourself from group meet-ups, especially if you are particularly sensitive to criticism.
         Some of us have thicker skins than others and cannot perceive the harm our words may
         be doing, so you may want to bring up the issue with your friend to help her appreciate
         the power of her words.
      

      
       If your friend comes from a place of negativity and has a pattern of using her words
         as weapons, you may be at a crossroads in the friendship where a decision has to be
         made. Assessing the value of her relationship overall is essential, but having a frank
         discussion with her about the damage she is doing is equally necessary. Before ending
         a relationship that you feel still has some value, make sure that ending the friendship
         is a step you are ready to take. When a toxic friend no longer provides any added
         value to your life, letting go of the relationship may be the best decision. Knowing
         that words are her weapon, however, you will want to be prepared for any verbal assaults
         that this woman may present at the friendship’s demise or with other mutual friends
         down the road.
      

      
      Are You Better Off with Her or without Her in Your Life?

      
      As one woman stated, “If someone makes you feel bad about yourself or drains you,
         they are not someone you need.” When you no longer want to be in her company or you
         are miserable with worry over what she may be allowing others to say about you, then
         it is likely that the friendship is too toxic to cure. As another woman revealed,
         “There is a telltale dread that I feel when a friendship has turned toxic, and if
         I avoid [acknowledging] that feeling, it grows worse over time.” Trust your gut and
         exit relationships that leave an aftertaste of poison. Some friendships, however,
         are worth the occasional breach and the drama that can accompany these incidents.
         When you feel that a friend’s presence in your life is definitely valuable, you may
         benefit from simply forgiving her uncharitable comments and moving forward. Friends
         who tolerate our own highs and lows and our good and bad behavior are often worth
         holding on to in spite of an occasional misstep.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Good friends provide honest, insightful, and helpful feedback to one another. They
         can serve as mirrors that are often more accurate than our own self-perceptions. We
         do need to know when our jeans really do make us look fat—but not once we are already
         at the club. We need to know that our son really is acting out-of-line at ball practice,
         but we don’t need to be called out in front of the whole booster club. There is a
         time and place for providing the insights that only close friends can offer. Simply
         put, that time and place is ideally one-on-one, in private, between friends.
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      Chapter 12

      Jealousy Is Not Okay

      
         
         
      

      
      Rule #10: Do not criticize or be jealous of
 a friend’s other relationships
      

      
      This friendship rule is about keeping yourself from feeling jealous of a friend’s
         other relationships. For women, one of the most valuable resources is social capital
         in the form of social relationships. If we believe a relationship is threatened, we
         may respond at a primal level with jealousy over the friend. We don’t want anyone
         to take what we believe is ours. However, it is not acceptable to express jealousy
         or to criticize a friend’s relationships with other friends or family members.
      

      
      When friends are the “resource,” we may see their other friends or relations as rivals.
         We may approach the friend with poorly veiled expressions of jealousy and a fear of
         being cast aside in favor of other, more appealing friends. This fear can evolve into
         clinginess. If a friend gets too clingy, most of us respond with efforts to disengage
         from the relationship even more decisively. A careful balance must be found in the
         give-and-take of friendships, but bringing in our own baggage in the form of jealousy
         and criticism can be a surefire capsize moment.
      

      
      In addition, good friends are careful to guard against feelings of jealousy of a friend’s
         good fortune. As earlier noted in chapter 6, it is important that we can share the
         joys and high points in our lives with our friends. If your success generates unchecked
         jealousy in a friend, it makes it difficult to enjoy her presence in your life when
         things are going well.
      

      
      Young Girls and Almost Teens

      
      Friendship jealousy may start early for girls. In fact, research continues to indicate
         that young girls have fewer friends, on average, than young boys.[1]    Due to their higher selectivity in choosing friends, little girls have a smaller
         pool of potential friends. Thus, there is often competition for the “best” friends,
         and girls expect exclusivity and loyalty from their closest friends.[2]    Girls are seldom too shy to demand loyalty from their friends and also often openly
         criticize friends for spending time with others. Mothers also find out early that
         when it comes to playdates for their daughters, “two is company, but three’s a crowd.”
         With an uneven number of girls in the house, someone generally feels left out and
         jealousy can quickly creep in.
      

      
      The unfiltered communications of young children often mature into intentionally hurtful
         comments by tweens, as they seek to use the threat of “unfriending” a friend if her
         behaviors don’t meet the expectations of the group. This relational gatekeeping requires
         a delicate balance. Girls must weigh the risks of terminating relationships that hold
         value against the possibility of being unable to establish connections with new potential
         friends.
      

      
      Teens and New Adults

      
      Teenage girls are intensely connected to and dependent upon their friends. A great
         deal of insecurity swirls around during adolescence as well. With the innate drive
         to develop her self-identity, yet an equally strong drive to move through these years
         in a flock of peers, the inner tension and social pressures combine to create a perfect
         storm for a young woman. Friendships are valued as markers of identity in a manner
         that will likely never again be experienced with such passionate commitment. Therefore,
         it makes sense that this age group would show significant levels of jealousy in their
         friendships.[3]  Not surprisingly, the level of jealousy a teen feels about her best friends’ involvement
         in other relationships is affected by the level of self-worth she possesses. This
         correlation may be the reason most people tend to seek friends who have the same level
         of social acceptance that they believe they have themselves. This means that if you
         and a friend have similar levels of acceptance among your peers, it is probably less
         likely that the friendship will “break up” over other, outside friendships. If you
         and a friend have similar options from which to choose in the larger pool of potential
         friends, there is less of a threat of friendship loss to “rivals” for each other’s
         friendship. The real threat is felt if your friend has greater popularity or social
         capital in the peer group. If a friend has more appealing “potential friend” options
         than you have, then you may be especially jealous or anxious over her relationships
         with others. In adolescence, the need for acceptance and the need for conformity act
         like accelerators in our quest to find our “tribe.” For teens, friends are not just
         fun to hang with; they actually determine one’s social identities. When so much hinges
         on our relational bonds, it makes sense that jealousy over other friendships and criticism
         of our relational rivals happens so naturally during this stage. 
      

      
      A great deal of drama potentially surrounds jealousy and criticism of a friend’s other
         relationships. In fact, it can be difficult to rein in emotional displays during these
         years. Although drama peaks during the high school years, relational jealousy does
         not end at high school graduation. A college-age woman shared that she had to end
         a crazy-making three-way friendship due to jealousy expressed by both friends over
         the time she spent with the other. She related that one of her friends “offered to
         stop being friends with me if it would make the other woman feel better.” She remembered
         thinking, “Aren’t we all adults here?” Unfortunately, friendship needs spring from
         an essentially primal place deep inside that can lead us to respond with less-than-optimal
         behaviors from time to time.
      

      
      The Twenties and Thirties

      
      As women begin to find their groove in their professional and personal lives, some
         of the energy that was once devoted to intensely experienced friendships is now diffused
         into these other pursuits. However, jealousy isn’t necessarily lying dormant. This
         feeling may take on a pernicious role in the relationships between some women. A woman
         at this stage of life shared the following anecdote that illustrates the breadth and
         depth to which jealousy’s roots can spread:
      

      
      
         I once helped a friend get a job in the same school where I worked. I networked, spoke
            on her behalf, and talked her up. When she did come into the faculty, she ignored
            me and was “BFFs” with a different teacher she’d known in the past. She also became
            very close to the other teacher. . . . It was all very unpleasant. During this period
            of time she admitted to me that she’d been jealous of me our entire lives (we were
            high school friends) and that she still felt that jealousy. It was all very distressing
            and still is, if I think about it. She got married and moved away to another state,
            and when she visits our hometown, where I live and where her family still lives, she
            does not call me. I don’t miss her.
         

         
      

      Jealousy and criticism over other significant relationships also create problems and
         friendship breakups. One woman noted that a friendship had ended when she heard the
         friend “saying something bad about [her] family that was unwarranted.” It is no longer
         just other friends who will vie for your best bud’s time during this period. Romantic
         partners begin to play a huge role in young women’s social lives now. Most all of
         us have probably been on both the “canceling out” and the “canceled out” end of the
         “dates over friends” equation. Too many cancellations may inadvertently cancel out
         the friendship. Another young woman, we’ll call her Josie, said that jealousy over
         time spent with boyfriends killed a former friendship. She shared with us that “[my
         friend] badgered me about spending too much time with my then boyfriend and said I
         should balance my life better”—meaning that Josie should spend more time with her friend. Josie reflected on the
         situation, agreed that her friend might be on target, and adjusted her priorities.
         All went well for a while, but “as soon as [my friend] got a new boyfriend, she never
         had time for me or any other friends, which of course hurt me deeply.” This was the
         end of their friendship.
      

      
      Mom-to-Mom Networks

      
      Motherhood can separate some friends quite quickly if only one of them is riding along
         the “mommy track.” Children take up a lot of time and energy. Friends who do not have
         kids may lack appreciation for this fact. One woman shared that as soon as she had
         her second child, non-mommy friends began to drop off her social calendar. She recounted,
         “Some friends accused me of spending too much time with my children and kept reminding
         me that babysitters were not the ‘evil’ I thought they were.” Other friends had the
         nerve to complain to her about her children’s manners and their behavior in public
         places. For this woman, it was an easy choice to furlough some friends—at least, she
         said, until her kids were a little older.
      

      
       Another mother revealed her own tendency to be a little too transparent in her feelings
         of jealousy of some friends’ lives and relationships. She confessed to being jealous
         of what some friends could afford for their families. This had led her to make a snarky
         (a.k.a. jealous) comment or two from time to time about a friend’s partner’s financial
         success. Mothers may also criticize their friends’ partners for not being as helpful
         with their kids as they feel partners should be. Another mom, Mackenzie, admitted
         that she’d expressed a little too much envy of a good friend’s financial wherewithal
         regarding her friend’s live-in nanny and the purchase of the trendiest baby equipment
         and fashionista layette. Things became strained between the friends after that, and
         Mackenzie recognized that she went too far in her remarks that day and fears that
         the friendship may be beyond repair.
      

      
      Midlife Connections

      
      The number of friends women have in midlife has usually begun decreasing as women
         typically are more independent and have less need for approval or a chorus of support
         than they did in earlier stages. As we have described, there is also less tolerance
         now for poor behavior from friends. Many midlife women consider their primary romantic
         partners as their closest friend, so the shared primary mutual relationship precludes
         a good number of potential opportunities for jealousy and criticism of other friends.
         Yet this deepening relation can create jealousy among other friends: “My friend always
         seemed to make fun of my husband or find some way to criticize him. Never to his face,
         only when she and I were alone. So I decided that maintaining our friendship was not
         worth losing the God-sent relationship that I have and cherish with my husband by
         having her undermine it with her constant negative comments.” This woman went on to
         say that after weighing all of the facts, ending the friendship was the only option.
         However, she acknowledged this was a sad decision, as their friendship had spanned
         many years.
      

      
       Although this period of life is considered the reward for all of the hard work invested
         in professional and personal pursuits up to now, there are still women who envy the
         relationships that their friends have built that seemingly outshine their own. While
         some women are more prone to jealousy than others, learning to place the value of
         a relationship over the short-term satisfaction of expressing feelings you may later
         regret is an important step. This may protect the relationships that you will be grateful
         for as you move into the next phase of your life.
      

      
      Older Adults

      
      It has been said that people get more like themselves the older they get. Also, the
         older we get, the less likely we are to hold our tongues. This is true for many women
         who now have little concern about letting friends and family know exactly what they
         think, as the following anecdote illustrates. 
      

      
      A woman, Elaine, had recently moved from her family home into a new retirement community
         with her husband. The retirement community had a well-appointed clubhouse, and the
         community offered a range of activities from yoga and meditation classes to bridge
         and Bunco games there. Elaine was pleased with their move, and she immersed herself
         in new activities and established friendships with her new neighbors. One afternoon,
         Elaine had a get-together at her house for old and new friends. Assuming that everyone
         had enjoyed themselves, Elaine related that she had been shocked by comments from
         a lifelong friend who stayed late to help her straighten up after the gathering. This
         friend criticized Elaine’s new friends, claiming they were too “hoity-toity” for the
         “old Elaine and their crowd.” This friend then complained that Elaine had “abandoned
         her true friends” for these new acquaintances. Elaine recognized the jealousy as her
         friend’s fear about the potential loss of their friendship, and Elaine was able to
         reassure her friend of her commitment to their relationship.
      

      
      The freedom to say exactly what you think may be one of the perks of growing older.
         However, that does not mean that your friends will necessarily accept or even tolerate
         everything you say if your comments include criticism of the people about whom friends
         care or the relationships friends have with others. Risking the loss of relationships
         in the interest of expressing your negative emotions, such as jealousy and envy, is
         seldom a wise choice. As support networks shrink as a function of time and the pool
         of potential friends also dwindles, the choice may be long regretted. The following
         sections offer points to consider as you weigh your reaction to a friend who’s gone
         too far or the payoff of speaking your mind for your own satisfaction.
      

      
      Finding the Solution That Works

      
      Is there a right or a wrong way to handle friends who seem jealous of your other friendships
         or familial relationships? If you invite a friend to join you in criticizing one of
         your relationships, what happens if she goes too far? It seems like everyone enjoys
         a little mudslinging every now and then, but what happens when the mud you’ve encouraged
         a friend to sling clings to a person about whom you also care deeply? These are tough
         questions that require some reflection before action can be taken. 
      

      
      With Privilege Comes Responsibility

      
      When we have good fortune in our lives, we might respond to these circumstances in
         a variety of ways. Some of us may not even be consciously aware of how our circumstances
         differ from those of others. We may be oblivious to all that we have, whether it is
         made up of material or intangible resources. Others might be aware of the value of
         our resources and feel gratitude for our good fortune. Still others may be aware,
         but rather than experience gratitude, they exhibit a sense of entitlement and superiority.
         Our perceptions of our “lot in life” shape how we respond to friends’ expressions
         of jealousy or criticism of our relationships. 
      

      
       For instance, if you are moving blissfully through life unmindful of the relative
         success of your primary romantic relationship or how well you have raised your children,
         it can be quite a surprise to hear a friend make a catty remark or express envy of
         your relationships. Thus, one way to respond to your friend’s emotional state is with
         a simple “Wow, I hadn’t realized just how fortunate I am in my marriage/relationship/family/friendships.
         Thank you for bringing my attention to this aspect of my life.”  
      

      
      If you know in your heart just how fortunate you are, let your friend know: “Yes,
         I am so lucky to have found such an amazing partner (or been blessed with an awesome
         mother or raised kids who still keep in touch with me or been able to build connections
         with so many wonderful people).” If you believe that your good fortune is simply what
         you deserve, and you value your friendship with this particular friend, you may need
         to reflect on the message you want your response to send. An entitlement-tinged response
         can be a sure way to get the friendship-termination process started. A gracious response
         will be the best choice for you if you hope to continue the relationship. In fact,
         your friend’s jealousy may even be the spark that allows you to move from a sense
         of entitlement to a sense of gratitude for all that you have. 
      

      
      When You Want What Your Friends Have

      
      Good friends recognize that in a climate of financial disparity and economic storms,
         there will always be material gulfs between themselves and some of their friends.
         Genuine and deeply valued relationships, however, should not hinge on economic homogeneity.
         Wanting what your friends have is not unusual. Enjoying the opportunity to share what
         they have can be a pleasure booster. However, resentment of their good fortune is
         simply not okay. If you enjoy your friend’s company and value the relationship, keep any negative
         or less cordial feelings under wraps—it is what good friends do.
      

      
      Many women are tempted to express jealousy or criticism of their friends’ other friends
         or significant relationships. Many of us believe that our perspectives are better
         than those of our friends because we are outside observers. But do not belittle or
         insult the “other friends” in your friend’s life. Even when she is “dissing” a friend
         in front of you, be discreet in your responses. Do not say things that could be potentially
         humiliating if, for instance, there is a likelihood that the three of you will soon
         end up in each other’s company again.
      

      
      So what can you do when your friend needs to vent about a different friend you know
         is not worth her time? Just take a cue from professional counselors and empathize,
         empathize, empathize! You can empathize by simply listening and reflecting what she
         is sharing. For instance, you might say something like “It must have felt awful when
         Deb did that!” or “I can tell you were hurt when that happened.” Or “Yes, it probably
         did change the way you looked at everyone!” You can provide a shoulder to cry on and
         an ear to listen. However, you do not have to agree or intensify the criticism of
         the other friend to show your support.
      

      
      Words That Can Come Back to Haunt You

      
      There may also be a moment when a friend has absolutely had it  with her significant
         other, or child or mother or some other bound-by-blood-or-law individual. While you
         may have already spent years wondering how your friend has tolerated this particular
         individual, this is still not  the time to agree with anything she says. Definitely
         do not add your own horror stories even if she says she has finally reached a breaking
         point.
      

      
      The ties that bind us to family connections are strong, often much stronger than many
         of us would like. While it is difficult to fully dissolve the relationships formed
         by these ties, it is easy to do damage that can remain painfully present years into
         the future. Do not risk sacrificing a friendship by trying to build a wall between
         a friend and her relations. It is better to keep your sentiments in check, because
         you never know when your words may come back to haunt you, especially if and when
         fences get mended and relationships are repaired. (Of course, there is always the
         caveat that if any aspect of a friend’s well-being—physical, emotional, or mental—is
         potentially at risk, then helping that friend take action may be necessary.) 
      

      
      Resentment of a Friend’s Good Fortune 
Is Never Acceptable
      

      
      On the other hand, your friend’s mother may be the greatest mom you know. Her husband
         may be an amazing handyman or chef. Or her daughter may know more about decorating
         than a stack of home-design books can describe. Remember, though, that these people
         are her  people. Being jealous of her access to them—or being manipulative by trying
         to get them to do for you  what they do for your friend—is never okay. You can enjoy
         their presence in her life and appreciate it when their gifts are shared with you.
         However, do not sacrifice a friendship by trying to insert yourself into relationships
         in which you do not rightfully belong. Sure, it would be awesome if your friend included
         you in a lunch date with her mom the next time she’s in town, or if her husband and
         daughter offered to pitch in on your renovation plans. But it should be their choice to share their gifts with you. It is never cool to express jealousy or resentment
         and risk ruining a friendship just because your friend hit the family jackpot.
      

      
      Turning the Negative Emotion into Positive Change

      
      Jealousy has the potential to be a complex and extremely painful emotion. It can reflect
         our own sense of inner insecurity and insufficient self-worth. Jealousy of others’
         happiness and healthy relationships also can hold us back from fully engaging in relationships
         with people about whom we care very deeply. When we want what others have, it speaks
         more about what is missing in our own lives than what is present in a friend’s life.
         Thus, if you feel a prickling of jealousy bubbling up inside of you, perhaps this
         can be used as a “red flag” to encourage you to do a little self-exploration. Examining
         that sense of deep longing or acute need that jealousy highlights may bring to light
         areas in which you may want to change or grow. When you explore those “tender spots”
         in your responses to others, you can create a blueprint for how you might like to
         shift your own choices, goals, and path in life. 
      

      
      Many of us grew up whining to our parents that some situation of their orchestration
         was just not fair. Parents’ universal response is typically “No one ever said life was fair.” Although
         these words do little to placate a child, there is little point in arguing against
         this simple truth. When a pattern of unfairness always draws your attention, it may be time for self-exploration. Reflect
         on the reasons that you tend to notice a particular scarcity in your life or, alternately,
         an abundance in your friend’s life. This might reveal something about the areas of
         life that you feel are ripe for change. Do not sacrifice a friendship because you
         covet a friend’s relationship, partner, mother, child, or social life or because you
         find fault with others in her life. Use your reactions to reshape your own life to
         bring you more of what you long for so deeply.
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      Chapter 13

      A Rule-by-Rule Guide for Parents

      
         
         
      

      
      It is challenging to deal with toxic friendships in your own life, but when you see
         your daughter’s life being influenced by toxic friends, it can be even more upsetting.
         Whether your daughter is being affected by a rule-breaking friend or is the one breaking
         the rules, we provide suggestions for appropriate parental responses. The following
         sections provide a rule-by-rule breakdown exploring how circumstances might be for
         your daughter when the rules are broken.
      

      
      Rule #1: Trust and confide in your friends and be trustworthy in return (Chapter 3:
         It’s a Matter of Trust)
      

      
      Keeping Secrets?

      
      For many young girls, secrets are not always something that they can keep secret very
         long. Most are familiar with the experience of buying someone a surprise gift, revealing
         to your child what is contained in the gift-wrapped box, and then hearing your child
         communicate the contents of the box with the recipient well before the gift is opened
         or, in some case, even presented. Just as young children have trouble discerning between
         fiction and truth, imagination and reality, keeping confidences confidential can be
         equally difficult. Helping your daughter to understand the difference between “public
         knowledge” and “private knowledge” is a valuable mission, but it may take some time
         for the lesson to be learned. Encouraging a daughter to refrain from sharing private
         information with her friends is about all that a parent can do to keep sensitive information
         from making its way around the neighborhood or schoolyard.
      

      
       As your daughter gets older, she will begin to realize the value of confidences,
         and most young girls enjoy having secrets from others. The power of holding insider
         information is not lost on young women who view shared confidences as a bond between
         friends. Unfortunately, if a friendship begins to wane, your daughter’s heart-to-heart
         sharing with her once-close friend may be something that she comes to regret. If your
         daughter discloses to you that she has shared something she should not have, damage
         control may involve a mother-to-mother chat with the friend’s mom or a mother-to-daughter’s
         friend chat, if that is the best that can be accomplished. Letting your daughter know
         that you are going to follow up with the friend or her mother is important so that
         you and she may discuss her concerns about this step. Discussing with your daughter
         the potential consequences of her former friend sharing private knowledge is also
         important. Talking through the potential negative fallout, mentally rehearsing what
         you might need to say to defend yourself, and practicing self-talk can make the actual
         situation less difficult to handle. Imagining the worst case scenario and mentally
         walking yourself through it step-by-step can also soften any emotional damage that
         might occur. If your daughter has trouble with keeping secrets, encourage her to imagine
         how she would feel if her own secrets were revealed.
      

      
       Asking young adolescents to avoid revealing confidential information to their friends
         is not likely to be effective. Friends are the ones to whom young women are most likely
         to turn when they have secrets that need sharing. Discuss the risks of revealing too
         much sensitive information with your daughter and remind her that once secrets are
         shared, she no longer has control over who else might learn her secrets. Also, if
         your daughter tells you that a friend is in danger of harm from others or herself
         or is in danger of harming others, take your daughter seriously. Depending on the
         age of your daughter’s friend and the circumstances, you may offer to speak to the
         young woman or encourage the young woman to seek assistance from professionals, or
         alert authorities yourself if circumstances warrant this course of action.
      

      
      Learning to Trust

      
      For most girls, the rule that encourages them to be willing to trust and confide in
         their friends is not hard to follow. Often young women can be a little too trusting
         of their friends. Regarding this rule, mothers may be more valuable in helping their
         daughters learn the limit of how far they should trust their friends before a friend
         teaches this lesson in a way that creates discord or difficulties in your daughter’s
         life.
      

      
       Games such as “Truth or Dare” begin relatively harmlessly at sleepovers for elementary
         school girls. This may be their first experience with being asked to share more about
         themselves than they might feel comfortable offering. As they turn into adolescents,
         these games can become riskier than in earlier years. The PG rating can head straight
         to R and slide into X with one question unanswered and one dare agreed to. Although
         the Internet and the movie industry have created a slippery slope of what is and is
         not acceptable behavior for young women, it is never too late to embrace open communication
         between you and your daughter.
      

      
       As your daughter begins spending more time with friends out of your sight and out
         of your home, make sure that you are spending more time assuring her of your willingness
         to listen to her and support her as she grows into a young woman. One of the most
         dangerous relationships develops when a mother fails to give her daughter the safety
         and support necessary for her to open up about sensitive topics. While parents are
         seen as the enemy for a decade or so, be willing to offer your daughter a truce and
         amnesty when she has information that should be shared with
a parent, not just trusted to a friend. And if you are concerned that your daughter
         is less than trustworthy for her friends, dialogue with her about the losses and harm
         she may cause if she fails to respect the boundaries of confidentiality in her friendships.
      

      
      Rule #2: Show your friends empathy and
positive regard (Chapter 4: Just the Way
You Are)
      

      
      Empathy is exhibited by children at surprisingly young ages, and young girls are typically
         more empathetic than young boys during the early part of childhood.[1]    Your daughter’s ability to empathize with other children also has been found to
         be linked with her prosocial behaviors, and these behaviors support her friendship
         skills.[2]    As we noted earlier in chapter 4, you actually play a role in the development
         and effectiveness of your daughter’s empathy level. Friends who understand us or just
         “get us” are always a special type—less explaining to do and a greater sense of connection
         between friends are two of the perks. Sadly, not every friend of your daughter is
         going to have a parallel level of empathy. 
      

      
       If your daughter is particularly sensitive to the lack of this quality in others,
         you may need to help her find a way to empathize with those friends who are less able
         to empathize with others. You might remind her that empathy is a skill that develops
         over time and with experience and that some of her friends may be unable to see others’
         perspectives just yet. However, when your daughter has been let down by a friend who
         has wronged her but cannot understand how her actions harmed your daughter, you may
         have to discuss with your daughter the need to step back from her own immediate feelings
         and take the perspective of her less empathetic friend. As young girls mature, their
         levels of empathy also grow more sophisticated, so it may help your daughter to know
         that she is just a little ahead of the curve. In terms of an adolescent daughter who
         is wounded by a friend who lacks empathy, encourage her to stretch her skills of cognitive
         empathy and take on her friend’s perspective, while acknowledging that everyone brings
         a different perspective and sensitivity to an issue. For highly empathetic mothers,
         it can be painful to see your daughter emotionally raw and wounded by the actions
         of a friend. Helping her to take multiple perspectives on the issue may help her tease
         out whether she wants to forgive the friend and maintain the relationship or admit
         that the gulf is too wide and begin to seek out other, more similar friends.
      

      
       In terms of friends who have shown a lack of positive regard and appreciation for
         your daughter, or even seem to dislike your daughter, it is hard to encourage her
         to patch up the friendship and let an incident of casual or acute disregard go by
         the wayside. Friendships are based on mutual affection and pleasure in the relationship.
         When being with someone is hurtful or when someone whom your daughter considers a
         friend is intentionally mean or unkind, she may need to be encouraged to let the friendship
         fade or, depending on her age, engage the friend in a frank discussion about her feelings.
         Allowing your daughter to continue putting herself in a position of emotional vulnerability
         is not something any mother wants to condone. Accepting this type of behavior from
         others suggests that a child might be insecure, suffering from compromised self-esteem,
         or lacking confidence. Helping her to identify her strengths and positive qualities
         and helping her to find ways to grow these may place her in a much better place to
         make healthy, meaningful friendships with individuals who truly appreciate her presence
         in their lives.
      

      
      Rule #3: Understand that your friend has other friends and be accepting of these friends
         (Chapter 5: Any Friend of Hers Is a Friend of Mine)
      

      
      For mothers, it can be heart wrenching to watch the vaguely political maneuvering within the friendship groups of young girls. As girls mature, the cliques seem to
         get more solidified. While turmoil may exist within individual cliques, there is less
         movement of girls between groups. Encouraging your daughter to be open to different opportunities for friendship
         development may help her from being pigeonholed in a particular group. Today’s kids
         may have a laundry list of friendships groups that grow each year and may have begun
         with “day-care friends,” “neighborhood pals,” “church school friends,” “Mommy and
         Me gym club friends,” and “soccer team friends,” just to name a few. With so many
         settings in which to cultivate friendships, encourage your daughter to befriend a
         variety of others. Also encourage her to be accepting of the friends of friends to
         whom you have already given your approval.
      

      
       Many of us probably recall having heard that “the more you love, the more love you
         have available to give.” Finding a way to share this with your daughter in a way that
         she can hear may encourage her in accepting and befriending the friends of her friends.
         It can be painful for some young women to walk into a party and realize, “Snap! I’m
         the only girl from the swim team/yearbook/part-time job/theater group who’s here yet.”
         Encouraging your daughter to have a high level of self-confidence can help her handle
         the temporary “outsider” feeling that she might experience when meeting up with a
         close friend and her close friend’s “other” friends. You might want to remind her
         of specific previous successes in building new friendships. For instance, you might
         share something along the lines of “Remember when you didn’t know anyone when you
         started your third-grade class but you made a best friend there . . .” to bolster
         her sense of social competence. Self-confidence and the tendency to have fun in life
         are qualities that we all appreciate in friends; inspiring your daughter to feel good
         about herself, recognize her strengths, and enjoy what life has to offer—including
         new situations—will pay dividends for her for the rest of her life. 
      

      
       And if your daughter chose just one friend from her swim team to come to her school
         friend–heavy birthday party, remind her to make sure the lone swimmer feels every
         bit as welcome as the other twenty-five guests and to make sure she knows that setting
         up conversations and connections between guests who have not met previously is an
         important hostess skill. While any friend of a friend should be considered as a potential
         new friend for you, sometimes it helps when the mutual friend bridges the gap and
         creates a connection between the two of you.
      

      
      Rule #4: Show your friends emotional support (Chapter 6: Being There with Emotional
         Support)
      

      
      As a mother, you learn early on that there are times when emotional support and unconditional
         love are all that you can offer your daughter when she is suffering from something
         as painful as colic, earaches, or sore throats. It can be difficult to witness your
         daughter suffer emotional stressors related to failure in terms of academics, athletics,
         or professional ventures. It can be the most difficult to see your daughter wronged
         by friends who do not stick by her when she needs them.
      

      
       Once called “fair-weather friends,” friends who are no-shows when a daughter is in
         need of emotional support can break a child’s heart, but they might engender anger
         in her mother. It is painful to see your daughter’s good nature and trust disrespected
         by her friends, especially when it is most needed. While wonderful character education
         lessons can be taught from an incident such as this, no mother wants to have to lead
         this lesson. When an elementary-age daughter is wrestling with unpleasant feelings
         related to having been excluded from a birthday party or group outing, the best thing
         a parent can do is acknowledge her hurt feelings. Acknowledge that sometimes friends
         do not realize the consequences of what they are doing to their friends. Show her
         your support and love. Sometimes, for parents, being emotionally present with compassion
         is all you can do for a child, just as it sometimes is with friends.
      

      
       For older daughters, there seem to be a multitude of possible “failures” in life
         that can require emotional support and cheering up from friends. These include not
         getting the grade she wanted on a test, not getting called by the boy who asked for
         her number, not making the cheerleading squad, or not getting first chair in band.
         It can be especially painful when her best friend did make the team, did get the lead
         part, or did get the call-back for the part-time job. If the friends who reached the
         goal your daughter longed for are not there to tell her that they really thought she
         deserved it, that it wasn’t that big a deal anyway, or other adolescent ways of trying
         to help a friend feel better while jumping for joy inside, then your daughter may
         be especially bereft of joy. Distraction may be necessary, in whatever meaningful
         manner would work for her particular situation. Acknowledging her double loss, not
         achieving something she attempted and then feeling ignored or hurt by friends who
         were not there to help her feel better, is also needed. 
      

      
       Regardless of your daughter’s age, if you have the sense that her friends are usually
         really good friends and that their absence in this moment is an aberration, and not
         a consistent pattern, help your daughter see this as well. If, however, this is just
         one more example of how uncaring her friends can be, you may want to help her brainstorm
         potential paths for developing new friendships. One of the basic purposes of friendships
         is companionship in the good and the not-so-good times; when friends fail to be there
         at either end of the spectrum, it may be time to look for new candidates for better
         friendships.
      

      
      Rule #5: Volunteer assistance when a friend
is in need (Chapter 7: A Friend in Need)
      

      
      With some children, getting them to pitch in around the house with age-appropriate
         housekeeping tasks can be a challenge. Setting and clearing the table are easy early
         chores, as are matching socks or folding towels. Ideally, parents educate their children
         about the value of pitching in to help the family. This can go a long way to preparing
         our children for helping others and giving back to the community as they grow older.
         It can be difficult for a mother to see her daughter’s sadness when she has been denied
         help by a friend. Depending on a girl’s age, a friend’s failure to assist may involve
         a refusal to share her own school lunch with your daughter when your daughter has
         left her lunch at home, or it might include a friend’s unwillingness to help your
         daughter finish her chores more quickly so that your daughter could accompany the
         friend to the movies. When your child has been hurt in this type of situation, offering
         her empathy and kindness is essential. Letting her know that some girls just seem
         to have a harder time helping friends than others might is also an option. Help her
         to understand that just because her friend has let her down does not give her the
         right to let her friend down in the future. Remind her that she can model giving back
         and helping others, even if friends are not ready to respond in kind.
      

      
       When your adolescent daughter has been blown off by friends who had better things
         to do than help her out when she was in need, support and understanding are important.
         Making sure that your response does not add insult to injury is essential—even if
         you know in your own heart that your daughter’s friends are unlikely to be there and
         lend a hand when your daughter is in need. Remind your daughter that even if practicing
         good friendship behaviors won’t help this particular friendship, it is great practice
         for being the friend you would want to be in any friendship. And as you commiserate
         with your daughter, don’t misstep by implying or declaring that your daughter makes
         bad choices in friends. If your daughter has trouble finding satisfactory friends,
         you may need to explore what is going on in her social world. If self-confidence,
         self-esteem, or self-worth are lacking, help plan activities that will help her build
         up these qualities. If she is trying to befriend the wrong type of friends, encourage
         her to get involved in activities in which she will interact with different types
         of peers: volunteering, community classes, civic groups, faith-based groups, and so
         on. Help her recognize the qualities that she would like in her friends and help her
         learn how to look for these qualities and be less willing to settle for less invested
         or less appropriate friends.
      

      
      Rule #6: Repay favors without being asked
(Chapter 8: Keep the “Friendship Favors”
Balance in Check)
      

      
      When children complain that “life isn’t fair,” most parents reply, “No one ever said
         life was going to be fair.” Yet, when it comes to friendships, we all generally assume
         that a friend will do for us what we would do for her. The rule of equity is much
         valued in friendships. However, when your daughter lends a hand at her best friend’s
         lemonade stand, but her best friend whines and declines when your daughter asks her
         to walk around the neighborhood while she tries to sell wrapping paper for her school,
         this is a prime example of how this rule can be broken. If your adolescent daughter
         is always willing to take on extra shifts at her part-time job when coworker friends
         need a day off, but she cannot find a friend to take her hours when she has a last-minute
         need for time off, that is another example of how friends fail to repay the favors
         they have been done. 
      

      
       When a daughter is faced with the reality that friends do not always repay the favors
         that she has done for them, mothers may respond in a variety of ways. Some mothers
         might step in and remind the friend of her daughter’s willingness to help her and
         how it would mean so much for her daughter if her friend agreed to repay the favor
         and jump in and help out. Other mothers might tell their daughters that this is what
         happens in life, and next time they should not be so eager to accommodate a friend.
         What needs to be determined, however, is whether your daughter is consistently doing
         favors for others but allowing others to take advantage of her willingness to help
         them. 
      

      
       If you see your daughter constantly on the losing end of friendship benefits, it
         may be helpful to gently share your perceptions with her. Do so in a way that lets
         her hear your words as loving concern, not critical judgment. Beginning with an empathetic
         statement such as “I see you were hurt by what your friend did . . .” may be a productive
         way to avoid any hint of criticism. Encouraging her to figure out which friends give
         as much as they get from her friendship is a good way to build on the positives. Keeping
         the focus on her strengths as a friend and her worth as a person may help her begin
         to see all that she has to offer and to refuse to take less than she is due from her
         relationships. It is important that she not be made to feel bad for her friends’ poor
         track records. Help her change her expectations if she seems to assume that friends
         let friends down; as her self-worth grows, she will be in a better place to attract
         friends who give as well as she does to a friendship. When your daughter seems to
         be giving others the short end of the stick, remind her that her friends may recognize
         the poor bargain that they have with her and may one day decide to withdraw from the
         relationship. Let your daughter know what you have observed and encourage her to step
         back and look at her past behavior as well as consider the potential future consequences
         of short-changing her friends. It is hard to see our daughters hurt by others, but
         it can be harder still to see them let down their friends.
      

      
      Rule #7: Stand up for your friends and their
interests when they are not present
(Chapter 9: Defending Your Honor)
      

      
      There are times when a young girl might end up in a group of other young girls in
         which an absent friend of hers is being judged, criticized, or made fun of. When the
         other girls in the group hold more social power or prestige than your daughter, she
         may be easily tempted to laugh and joke at her absent friend’s expense. This can be
         a poignant crossroads that is difficult to maneuver for many young girls who worry
         that their failure to join in may make them the focus of the put-downs right then
         and there. Older girls and adolescents also face difficult moments when they must
         either claim allegiance to an absent friend and risk the scorn of the group or remain
         silent and ignore, or even laugh along with, the ridiculing of their friends. When
         a friend learns of a friend’s betrayal, the friendship may be at risk of ending abruptly.
      

      
       If your daughter has bowed to social pressure and refrained from defending her friend,
         listen to her as she shares what happened. Let her talk about the reasons why she
         gave in to the group. Invite her to share what she might have done differently or
         would do differently in the future. If you believe it might help, encourage your daughter
         to come clean to her friend and let her know that she realizes that she misstepped
         by not coming to her friend’s defense.
      

      
       If your daughter learns that her friends did not stick up for her in the group, provide
         a healthy dose of emotional support and acknowledge the feelings that she is experiencing.
         Let her talk about her assessment of the situation and how she feels about the friends
         who didn’t come to her defense. She may have empathy for their situation or determine
         that it is time to cut them loose. Sharing your own assessment of the situation in
         a way that she can understand—and that highlights her strengths and self-worth—may
         help her stretch her own perception of the incident. She may recognize the intense
         social pressure that some groups exert on non–group members and be more willing to
         make allowances for her friends, depending on the situation and what she herself might
         have done. 
      

      
      Rule #8: Do not “bring down” or intentionally annoy your friends (Chapter 10: Bring
         Joy to Your Friends)
      

      
      Seeing your daughter being “ragged on” by a friend about her choices or preferences
         can be painful. As young girls turn into young women, they are going to be increasingly
         guided by peers in how they define their identities and choose their activities. When
         a friend seems to be constantly telling your daughter what she should do, what she
         should wear, how she should act, and whom she should befriend, it is distressing.
         Some young women seem to assume the power of leadership in their cliques and take
         pleasure in creating rules and expectations for belonging. The movie Mean Girls provides quite an illustrative example of this dynamic among adolescents. Unfortunately,
         group cohesion and group acceptance rest on the willingness of members to do and be
         what is expected of them by the group leader. When a young woman feels that interactions
         with her friends are bringing her down, it may be time to reevaluate the pleasures
         and benefits gained through the relationship.
      

      
       As a parent, you can encourage your daughter to recognize her unique strengths as
         an individual and to take pride in who she is and what she does. If a friend is nagging
         her to ditch the volunteer duty at the local food pantry to hang out with her on Thursday
         nights, remind your daughter of the difference she is making to so many people through
         her commitment to caring. If another friend is encouraging your daughter to blow off
         the study session for the ACT because she needs her to give her a ride to the mall,
         remind your daughter that her commitment to her future is more important at the moment
         than being a taxi service for her friends.
      

      
       Helping our daughters recognize and enact healthy boundaries with friends can be
         a challenge, but it is a labor of love that can enhance your daughter’s self-love
         and self-respect. Encouraging her to pursue her goals, her interests, and her dreams—regardless
         of friends who may want to distract or derail her—is also a valuable path for a parent
         to follow. However, it is important for both you and your daughter to bear in mind
         that even high-quality friends might ask her to do things that unintentionally derail
         her. This is part of the lifelong learning process in developing skills in setting
         healthy boundaries. While parents have some ability to control the friends with whom
         their daughters associate, it is much more effective when you help your daughter make
         her own well-planned and well-thought-out decisions. She must determine which friends
         bring happiness and value to her life and which friends weigh her down with their
         own unhappiness or efforts to control her decisions. Again, help her to understand
         that even good friends may present challenging opportunities in which she must set
         her personal boundaries.
      

      
       And if your daughter is seeking to share her angst and dissatisfaction with friends,
         let her know that she is really limiting the type of friends she will attract. Encourage
         her to explore what she is seeking in her friendships and where she may be able to
         find those experiences without holding back or dragging down another. Also, ensure
         that you are not the role model that she is using to guide her relationship behaviors.
         Sometimes parents model distance, nagging, lamenting, complaining, and criticizing
         as acceptable relational behaviors. Make sure to provide a more altruistic and productive
         friendship and relationship model that inspires your daughter to practice healthy
         friendship behaviors. Children learn what they live, and when negative interactions
         are what they see modeled, they may not realize the difference that a positive outlook
         and exchange can make.
      

      
      Rule #9: Do not criticize a friend in front of others (Chapter 11: Criticism Is Not
         Okay)
      

      
      Just as there is a rule about sticking up for friends when others are putting them
         down, we also do not want our daughters to be criticized by their friends when others
         are around, or in private. We definitely don’t want our daughters to insult or poke
         too much fun at their friends in front of others. For some young women, social pressure
         leads them to make comments or exhibit behaviors that they would never do on their
         own. When some young women have an audience, they may also be led to cross the line
         between “gentle teasing” and “blatant digs” at a friend.
      

      
       As women mature, they develop a stronger sense of identity that comes from deep within;
         adolescents define their identities from the outside in. Earning acceptance by their
         desired social group is essential to their self-identities, so metaphorically stepping
         on the toes of a friend to cement their own place in the social pecking order is not
         as unexpected as it would be for adults. We all have heard that insecurity is what
         drives many bullies to pick on others, and it is also why many young women may be
         willing to put down a friend in front of a group. Through naming another as “less
         than” others, especially herself, she is attempting to anchor her own social status.
      

      
       Informal feedback from a friend can be helpful if it is seen as constructive criticism
         and is delivered privately between the friends. Criticizing friends in public is not
         acceptable. If your daughter has been a victim of another girl’s critical remarks,
         let her know that her friend’s criticisms say more about the friend than they do your
         daughter. Remind your daughter that not everyone matures at the same rate and that
         some young women may be slow to recognize the childishness of their behaviors. Encourage
         your daughter to communicate her feelings about the incident to the friend who created
         the problem. Encourage your daughter to evaluate the friendship and determine the
         value of continuing the relationship as opposed to letting it go. If you learn that
         your daughter has been putting down friends and leveling criticism at them, you may
         need to initiate a dialogue with her to determine what is motivating her to engage
         in these negative behaviors. You may choose to encourage her to imagine how it would
         be if she had been the target of a friend’s public criticism. Open a dialogue with
         her about what she feels should be “okay” behaviors between friends. She may need
         to be educated on the potential power of her words and how friends might be especially
         sensitive to criticism in group settings.
      

      
      Rule #10: Do not criticize or be jealous of a
friend’s other relationships (Chapter 12: Jealousy Is Not Okay)
      

      
      Little girls and not-so-little girls are often too liberal with their opinions about
         others. Sometimes young girls are just having fun in a blow-for-blow insult battle
         that gets sillier and louder with each name-calling slam. They can trade highly creative
         slurs that may go from absurd to unintentionally profane in a number of rounds. Mothers
         may need to break into the game and call a halt while reminding the girls that it
         is unkind and hurtful to call each other names. If they are on a roll, encourage them
         to play a different game—trade the insults for compliments. It can be just as entertaining
         to tell your friend, “You are sweeter than the best, most chocolatey-ist cookie ever
         baked!” and be told back, “You are prettier than the prettiest pretty flower in the
         world!” It’s never too early to start young girls on the right path toward using words
         as instruments of kindness, not as weapons.
      

      
       When you overhear much more intentional slams between your daughter and a friend,
         it is imperative that you step in and let them know that it is not acceptable to say
         unkind things about a friend. If your daughter lets you know that a friend has been
         saying things that have hurt her feelings or if she seems “different” after being
         with a friend, check in closely with her. Assess whether something is going on in
         the relationship that needs an adult’s perspective or, perhaps, intervention. 
      

      
       Sometimes jealousy can be handled in a way in which everyone comes out a winner,
         as evidenced in the experience shared by Sarah, a mother of one daughter and three
         sons. Sarah shared a story about one of her daughter’s friends who felt jealous of
         the large, close, and engaged family that Sarah and her partner had created with their
         kids. Sarah’s daughter, Gigi, confided that this friend, Brittani, often commented
         on how lucky Gigi was to have parents who enforced family mealtimes, took them to
         the children’s museum, and made time for Gigi and her brothers. Brittani’s parents
         clearly adored her, but they had divorced before Brittani was out of diapers. They
         also both led high-profile professional lives that left Brittani often feeling in
         the way. Sarah recognized that flavor of jealousy pretty quickly, as she had often
         felt that way as a child herself about her friends’ larger families, so she invited
         Brittani to accompany them on day trips that summer and allowed Gigi to have Brittani
         sleep over on a fairly regular basis. Although Sarah didn’t know either of Brittani’s
         parents well enough to discuss the girl’s jealousy with them, she did make a point
         of letting them know how much Gigi and the whole family enjoyed having Brittani spend
         time with Gigi.
      

      
       Friends may be jealous of one another for many different reasons. It is best if parents
         get the complete story before rushing in and trying to resolve the situation without
         fully understanding the core concern. However, if your daughter is showing signs of
         being hurt by the comments of others or has become less actively engaged with friends
         or is complaining about how others treat her, please do not hesitate to find out more.
         Young girls begin to show aggressive behaviors much earlier today than even a decade
         ago,[3]    so if you suspect that your daughter is at risk of emotional or physical harm
         from peers, investigate and step in as needed. If your daughter is saying hurtful
         things to others, discuss her behaviors in a calm and open manner. Remind her that
         words have the power to hurt others and to imagine what it would be like if her friend
         used words as weapons with her.
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      Soccer Moms and Carpool Divas

      
         
         
      

      
      Parents spend an enormous amount of time ferrying kids from place to place during
         the first eighteen years of their children’s lives. Whether you load up the kids into
         the SUV at exactly 7:45 every weekday morning for school or before daybreak on Tuesday
         and Thursday mornings for ice hockey practice, you likely pick up another child or
         two along the way as part of a carpool arrangement. And when it is not your day to
         drive, you may sometimes find yourself anxiously looking out the kitchen window wondering
         where your children’s ride might be, especially if you are running late for something
         yourself. While most mothers appreciate the village’s assistance in the raising of
         their children, you might wish all “villagers” ran on the same schedule and held the
         same values you do. A shared interest in keeping children on the fast track to school
         and assorted extracurricular activities is not always enough.
      

      
      Pressure Cooker or Steam Valve?

      
      An ongoing, polarizing debate surrounds the value of children’s involvement in extracurricular
         activities. In books like The Overscheduled Child,[1]    parents are warned against filling every waking moment of their children’s lives
         with structured enrichment activities. Not only do children have little free time
         to create their own entertainment, to experience the unrest of boredom, or to discover
         which activities they actually enjoy, but researchers have linked highly structured,
         busy schedules with depression, anxiety, and substance abuse among adolescents.[2]    It turns out, though, that parental pressure on children to be super achievers in those mandatory leisure time obligations creates
         the pressure cooker effect, not simply involvement in the activity itself.
      

      
      Who’s on the Roster?

      
      Evidence indicates that when kids are involved in a variety of extracurricular activities,
         they will become well rounded and better adjusted.[3]    They are exposed to new situations and new behavioral expectations. They learn
         the value of community engagement. They also develop an appreciation for teamwork
         and being part of something larger than themselves. It is good to know that these
         activities have intrinsic benefits beyond parental satisfaction derived from getting
         the kids out of the basement or bedroom, as a huge number of kids are involved in
         structured programming for athletics, performing arts, academics, activity clubs,
         and service opportunities like scouts or junior docents at museums. In fact, regarding
         athletics alone, over 50 percent of high school seniors are engaged in school athletics[4]    and over three million kids aged four to nineteen are registered members of the
         United States Youth Soccer Association.[5]    One report indicated that almost a quarter of a family’s time together was spent
         in children’s sports-related activities.[6]   
      

      
      Whether a creative, athletic, academic, or socially responsible pursuit interests
         you—or more importantly, your child—a sign-up sheet is probably somewhere just waiting
         for your names. From the earliest “BYOB (Bring Your Own Baby) swim class” to local
         and regional high school “all-star” teams, children need taxi service to and from
         the pool, gym, field, school, community center, banquet hall, museum, and innumerable
         stopping points in between. In addition to the “captive time” with your own child,
         you will likely be spending a significant number of those hours in the company of
         her teammates, cast mates, fellow scouts, and so on. Add in even more time for coordinating,
         collaborating, commiserating, communicating, and contending with their mothers.
      

      
      Soccer Moms a.k.a. Hockey Moms
a.k.a. Dance Moms
      

      
      Would you believe that there are numerous research studies on the “soccer mom” phenomenon?[7]    The moniker was originally coined to describe, as a group, mothers who had the
         twin luxuries of time and economic resources to extensively invest in their children’s
         active pursuits. Many women reject being labeled soccer moms for a variety of individual
         reasons. However, one prevalent reason is that the term typically implies a single-minded,
         competitively flavored dedication to winning[8]    . . . within a world in which we prefer to believe that in the case of children,
         at least, it’s not whether they win or lose, but how they play the game. But the real
         world of parents as spectators does not always reflect such high-minded and principled
         beliefs and behaviors. Following are descriptions of a few types of parents who are
         least likely to earn the “Good Sportsmanship” or “Most Congenial” award at the end-of-year
         banquet. These types may show up in the gym, at the dance studio, on the court, on
         the field, or anywhere children gather in competitive situations.
      

      
      The Sidelined Coach

      
      This parent believes she has better knowledge of each team member’s skills than the
         coach—as well as confidence that she’d do a much better job if she could call the
         shots. She has the roster memorized, can tick off the stats for each player, and has
         a game plan for how to sew up this year’s championship. During the games, she is always
         one step ahead of the coach, trying to suggest plays, call time-outs, and suggest
         substitutions. Before the game, she tries to “brief the coach” on her strategies for
         winning. After the game, she barges into the team huddle. She also likes to connect
         with each player individually after the game to offer feedback and a pat on the back.
         Her knowledge of the game and of the players may impress you if you are just glad
         that you finally understand the difference between offense and defense or turkeys
         and spares. Her interest in the team’s success is a shared interest, for sure. When
         children are given conflicting advice, however, it can be confusing for them in a
         game they may just now be mastering.
      

      
       Team coaches can often encourage parents to step back and let them do their job,
         although there are, sadly, increasing reports of physical altercations between parents
         and coaches or referees.[9]    If your team’s sidelined coach is really just a distraction and not a potential
         disaster, you can laugh about her sideline coaching when you are at home, keep your
         child focused on the coach’s directions at the game, and gently distract her with
         questions about the game or the players if she’s getting in between the coach and
         the kids. If you decide to address the issue yourself, you may want to use the “Oreo
         Cookie” feedback model: Compliment + Critique + Compliment. First, provide a positive
         comment about something your friend does well, then add the constructive feedback,
         and then end with another upbeat message about your friend. This may not work and
         she may not change, so then you may have to decide if your child is better off on
         this team or on another after the season runs its course.
      

      
      The Megaphone Mom

      
      Similar to the sidelined coach, this mother is deeply invested in the outcome of the
         game, and her enthusiasm is often heard far across the field or high in the stands.
         She is likely jumping up and down at the edge of the playing field, shouting encouragement
         to the team members on the field. When the enthusiasm is upbeat, positive, and contagious,
         megaphone moms get everyone feeling good. But, depending on the ages of the players,
         it can be particularly problematic when parents are calling out insults or expressing
         frustration with the children on “their team” or cheering too boisterously when the
         opponents make mistakes. Parents may feel uncomfortable if the “trash talking” goes
         too far, and young players may be distracted by the feedback. If this is your friend,
         you can try to speak with her about how painful it might be for the kids whose mistakes
         are called out in public. Encouraging empathy for the kids who are still young and
         still learning the game is the best avenue for change. Calling out the parent in public
         is just following her poor example.
      

      
      The Offensive Defender

      
      This is the parent who “flips out” when her child is called for a penalty, a rule
         violation, or misbehavior off the field. Offensive defenders refuse to believe their
         children could do anything wrong and are quick to challenge anyone who says otherwise—including
         referees, coaches, and other parents who may try to help clarify the situation. Depending
         on the sport and the age of the players, it can be wise to sit back and steer clear
         when this parent goes on the attack. Just like parents who confront teachers when
         their children are disciplined at school, the offensive defenders may confront anyone
         who tries to prove their child is in the wrong on the field.
      

      
       If you are friends with this soccer mom variation (and they are unfortunately growing
         in their prevalence), you may already have witnessed her disbelief that her child
         is in the wrong on the field or in the classroom. In fact, one study showed that public
         school teachers say one of their biggest problems in the schools is pushy parents
         who force the administration to back down when children’s behavior is censured.[10]    While creating an uncomfortable situation on the field, these parents are also
         training their children to become offensive defenders. The aforementioned study indicated
         that more than three-quarters of the teachers surveyed had experienced a misbehaving
         student arguing with them about student rights and threatening that parents would
         sue if the student was punished. Similar altercations occur between parents and other
         authority figures as well. Whether it’s a child who is not given first chair in the
         school orchestra, does not get a speaking part in the class play, must sit out the
         first half of a game, or is in a similar situation, some parents overpersonalize the
         decision and place the blame on the decision maker.
      

      
      For some parents who grew up in a culture that promised “everyone’s a winner,” being
         told their children are not always winners can create internal dissonance. Additionally, many parents live vicariously
         through their children and overidentify with their children’s successes and failures.
         When competition and winning take priority over fun for parents, hostility can result
         between the adults and confusion results for the players.[11]    Depending on team dynamics, parents may be able to remind the offensive defenders
         that youth sports are about recreation, not altercation, and that modeling good sportsmanship
         is the best way to instill positive behavior in the kids. If the drama isn’t manageable,
         finding a new team or a new league for your child may be necessary. Physical safety
         is the real priority, and if you feel that it is at stake, leaving the arena is a
         wise decision.
      

      
      Carpool Divas

      
      Shifting gears, the focus now is on those friends who literally help us get our kids from point A to point B, but with a bit more attitude than we
         might like. These are the carpool divas, or the other parents who share the responsibility of seeing that your child arrives
         at key points on time and, most importantly, safely. Some mothers find themselves
         engaged in carpools for their children well before the first birthday and swapping
         out car seats on the fly. Other mothers, though, may be hesitant to allow even their
         teenagers to hitch rides with their friends’ parents. Whatever a mother feels is right
         probably is right for her child. Based on some of the types of carpool divas described by respondents, many
         mothers might wish that they had decided against shared ride systems for their kids
         as well. 
      

      
      A while back, two sociologists, Adler and Adler, explored the world of children’s
         carpooling from the children’s perspective.[12]    Their research indicated three basic types of drivers: moderators, who engaged
         the passengers in conversation and led group discussions; interventionists, who limited
         interaction to overseeing potential passenger discord and squabbling; and laissez-faire
         drivers, who left it up to the passengers to work out any problems on their own. Beyond
         driver-passenger interactional styles, described below are three other categories
         applicable to some carpool drivers.
      

      
      Tempus Fugit—Backward and Forward!
      

      
      This particular driver can drive you crazy with her lack of attention to the time;
         she may be either consistently late or persistently early. It can be a challenge to
         teach children about the value of punctuality and being ready to roll on time when
         other carpoolers are much more laissez-faire about the time. And when the late arriver
         makes you late for your own appointment or to work, it can be a potential powder keg.
         Alternately, when the carpooler is hanging out in the driveway, racing the motor,
         and laying on the horn as you try to find your daughter’s second blue sock and get
         the cat off her science project, it can be just as irritating. The necessity of punctual
         pickups should be communicated as soon as a carpool arrangement is made. Reminders
         that increase in intensity over time from gentle to urgent may need to be a part of
         the strategy if a friend is lax and you want to keep her in the group. Reminding drivers
         that both the children and their parents rely on timely pickups may be useful in some
         groups.
      

      
      My Car Is My Temple

      
      If you have children or have a reason to carry them about in your vehicle occasionally,
         you know that kids don’t travel lightly. Babies and toddlers have diaper bags stuffed
         with toys, snacks, bottles, books, and backup clothing in addition to the expected
         diapers and wipes. Young children tend to have grubby hands, “blankies,” favorite
         toys, picture books, and an imaginary companion or two. Team members have soccer cleats,
         soccer sandals, shoulder pads, helmets, basketballs, hockey sticks, tennis rackets,
         lacrosse sticks, and the possibility of bloody cuts and left-behind Band-Aids. Hauling
         kids is a messy business! Yet some carpool drivers pull up into the driveway in freshly
         washed, waxed, and vacuumed kid-transporters. One woman shared the fury she felt when
         her child was berated by a driver for “sweating on her leather seats, for crying out
         loud!” And towels alone under wet bathing suit bottoms are never enough to keep some
         of the swim team carpool drivers satisfied.
      

      
      When your friends give you grief because your kids are just kids, it can put you in
         a quandary as to how to respond when you need that mom in the carpool rotation. Let
         your children know that just like some families have different rules and expectations
         about behavior in their homes, the same applies to their vehicles. While you may not
         be able to keep your child from sweating or getting a gash in her knee, encourage
         her to alert the driver to any potential critical incidents that might require special
         care.
      

      
      Detour Delight

      
      Do you know the shortest route from your house to the next closest carpool rider?
         Do you know the shortest route between the last house and the destination? This may
         seem basic to most of the carpool drivers, but one driver typically can find a million
         reasons to make quick stops when she’s en route to her final destination with the
         car loaded with kids. When you are waiting for your son’s arrival so that you can
         get him to the orthodontist or get the family to their next event, checking “Find
         My Friends” only to find out that he is wandering through the mall with the rest of
         the carpool crew can be maddening. The detour delight driver drives other parents
         crazy by running errands or making side trips with their children in tow. For the
         parents of younger children, the fear of the driver running into a business and leaving
         the riders alone for just a second can be overwhelming. For parents of older kids,
         the thought of them wandering through parking lots or trailing after the driver on
         her errands can generate fear and anger, too. Emergency stops when a real emergency
         exists (carsickness?) can be understood, but expectations about “nonstop, express
         commutes” should be voiced and upheld by the group.
      

      
      Tips for a Smooth Ride

      
      Most parents recognize that carpools are both a necessary evil and a potential lifesaver
         when the kids have to be somewhere at some time that they just cannot make happen.
         Some carpool families have taken steps to ensure a smoother ride for everyone by having
         clear expectations and limitations in place from the outset of the year. Other parents
         think that “carpool protocols” are unnecessarily dictatorial. However, if you have
         ever had your daughter call you at work for a ride to school because she was two minutes
         late getting out the door for the carpool or if a parent has let an obviously sick
         child climb into your car, get into the middle seat, and buckle in tight, leaving
         you to race to the nearest gas station restroom, carpool protocols might be viewed
         in a very positive light. Creating ground rules early on and taking the kids (and
         parents) involved on a metaphorical “test run” in the backyard with a family barbecue
         will allow everyone to get to know each other beyond the classroom rosters and neighborhood
         streets. Seeing everyone interacting in the wide, open spaces of a backyard or park
         can also help you determine exactly the types of ground rules that need to be hammered
         out before the carpool rotation begins.
      

      
      Sharing the Ride with Coworkers

      
      What happens when adults enter a carpooling relationship? Trying to regulate the rider
         rules for children presents one set of challenges, but carpool rules for adults present
         another. Negotiating points can range from snack stops, errand running, and cell phone
         usage to smoking, just to name a few.
      

      
      One of our interviewees shared a story about her own efforts at reaching “carpool
         diplomacy” with two neighbors with whom she began sharing rides. These three women
         were eager to cut their expenses by sharing rides to the multibusiness complex where
         they all worked. They were looking forward to reduced gas costs as well as time to
         relax and unwind on the ride two out of every three weeks.
      

      
      After the initial discussion began, one of the new carpool members was adamant that
         she would participate only if they could make a stop at Starbucks—each and every morning.
         In the interest of the greater group, the demand was met and the coffee run became
         a part of the carpool culture. Another member of the group was chronically and reliably
         late. Group members tolerated this for the good of the group. The third member of
         the group made no demands, was willing to go the extra mile to get along with everyone,
         actively negotiated points of potential tension, and was about to leave the area for
         a new position. When the carpool tried to find a replacement rider, they ended up
         with a smoker, and that was where the line was drawn in the sand—and the ashtray.
         The original members of the group both pulled out, and the carpool disbanded once
         and for all.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      While raising children is a lot easier with assistance from the village, it can also
         require unexpected patience with those friends who view the process a little differently
         than you do. Learning how to handle the “other” parents in your child’s life can be
         a challenge, but remember that you are setting the example that your kids will follow.
         At the end of the game or in the home stretch, playing to win does have its place,
         but good sportsmanship always comes in first.
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      Chapter 15

      Church and Civic Group Friends

      
         
         
      

      
      Participation in churches, synagogues, temples, or chapels, as places to gather and
         for fellowship with others, can play a significant role in people’s overall well-being.[1]    While studies suggest that churchgoers are healthier and happier than those who
         don’t attend church, the key difference is regular social involvement. If you choose
         not to attend faith-based services, it’s important to your overall well-being to get
         involved in some form of regular social engagement over the long haul. Unfortunately,
         every social institution, even faith based or altruistically focused, seems to have
         its share of in-groups and out-groups, leaders and followers.
      

      
      Key Players

      
      One of our respondents, Lee, now in her mid-forties, recalled an earlier transformation
         of her own perspectives on the inner workings of churches and other, similar organizations.
         When she first moved out on her own, she quickly found a church home. She affirmed,
         “I was raised that you just go to church, there wasn’t a question.” As her involvement
         increased, she was asked to take on greater responsibility within the organization.
         Lee soon found herself serving on the church council, and that was when her understanding
         of the functioning of the church changed dramatically. She recounted her surprise:
         “I never realized church was a business. I thought Bible study was important and we
         could never learn enough to stop going. I didn’t realize the church is also in the
         business of keeping the doors open, the coffee machine full, and calculating how to
         increase the membership rolls as a means to financial success.” As she spent more
         time working with a larger number of other members, she realized that people brought
         tremendously variable levels of commitment to the church. She also discovered that
         a number of strong personalities among the membership were like caricatures of “real
         people.” It was a very challenging lesson in organizational effectiveness as she observed
         the political and personal maneuvering of a somewhat disappointing cast of supporters
         trying to work together for the common good.
      

      
      As adults, we must learn how to navigate the social waters of churches, clubs, civic
         organizations, and even the PTA. It might feel like we are once again amid a cast
         of characters who leaped right out of the local high school social scene into adulthood.
         Following are descriptions of a few roles that people might play in civic organizations.
      

      
      The Do-Gooder

      
      It feels great to do a good turn for someone—helping others helps us feel better about
         ourselves and our fellow humans, whether it is doing a favor or donating money.[2]    However, some friends can’t seem to get enough of helping others and seek out
         causes and charity projects with fervor and devotion. While the work done has unquestionable
         value, some do-gooders also have a way of making some of us feel bad. In fact, research
         has shown that when we are in the midst of exceptionally generous people, within situations
         where exceptional generosity isn’t the norm or exactly necessary, we have a tendency
         to view them as “rule breakers” and likely harbor a desire to expel them from the
         group.[3]    Tacit agreements overlay most of the social exchanges in which we participate,
         and when people do too little or do too much, we feel that they are breaking the unspoken
         rules that govern a situation. We may also fear that their exceptionally benevolent
         behavior may raise the bar for all of us who long to belong to the group. 
      

      
      Some do-gooders can leave us feeling like the Grinch, with our hearts two sizes too
         small. How do you handle it when the paragon of virtue leaves you feeling uncomfortably
         selfish? If she is giving because she is just that good-hearted, share your admiration
         of her service and acknowledge that she is making a difference for many. She might
         not need the pats on the back, but it might leave you feeling good to provide them.
         If she is giving to impress, it may be tiresome to hear of her many good deeds. The
         easiest response might be to simply commend her virtue and get on with the tasks at
         hand.
      

      
      The Hypocrite

      
      In some settings this friend might be referred to as the “Saturday Sinner/Sunday Repenter.”
         She is the friend who sees two sides to every rule. Side one includes the rule-driven
         expectations of members’ behaviors; side two is how far she feels justified in bending
         the rule to excuse her own behavior. These women may be the friends who can offer
         you a smile, a quick embrace, and a blessing on Sunday morning even when they have
         spent the prior evening tearing down your reputation with another group of friends.
      

      
      One woman, Vinnie, shared a story about a group of church friends that she felt were
         cruelly hypocritical at a time when she most needed support. Vinnie and her husband
         had been having difficulties within the marriage. Their arguments were growing increasingly
         frequent and intense, and Vinnie was fearful that violence might erupt. She turned
         to her church leader and her women’s circle for counsel. Unfortunately, both provided
         the same suggestion for ending the conflict: Vinnie should submit to her husband’s
         wishes and do whatever he asked, since the husband is the ultimate ruler of the family.
         This directive left her furious for many reasons, but one of the most offensive was
         the hypocritical stance taken by her friends. Vinnie’s honesty about her situation
         led them to pretend that not a one of them had ever had any type of marital discord
         or conflict. They blamed Vinnie for creating the problems in her marriage, and the
         group left her feeling somewhat ostracized after voicing her request for input and
         assistance. Friends and fellow group members who preach tolerance and love, but are
         motivated by hypocrisy and exclusion, are better left off the friends list. Authentic
         friends do not marginalize others and they intentionally avoid behaviors that compromise
         a friend’s self-worth or self-esteem.
      

      
      The Social Director

      
      This enthusiastic organization member is always encouraging social get-togethers beyond
         the auspices of the group. Whether it’s trying to drum up karaoke singers, trivia
         teams, or bowling buddies, she is always encouraging group participation as she tries
         to get people to be more “sociable” or “closer.” When you enjoy the company of the
         social director, she can be a great person to know. She keeps things moving and keeps
         life interesting. However, if you favor a quieter and more reflective life, the persistent
         entreaties to “come join us, just this once!” can be tiresome.
      

      
       For women who would prefer to direct their own social activities without outside
         assistance, this person can be an obstacle instead of a blessing. One woman, Chris,
         shared that she had a social director in her life who suggested weekly dinners for
         the church school class group in addition to the regular Sunday class meetings. The
         couples had great chemistry, but schedules were too tight to add a weeknight dinner
         gathering to most families’ schedules. Chris encouraged the social director to suggest
         monthly, not weekly, extracurricular get-togethers, which worked for many but not
         for all. Although some organizers try to make nonparticipants feel guilty about their
         absences, keeping your own boundaries clear is essential to a long-term, amicable
         relationship.
      

      
      The Volunteer Coordinator

      
      For this member, a good cause is always just waiting for the organization to assist.
         The volunteer coordinator likely has a list of roles that people can play and a roster
         of potential volunteers that she is happy to solicit for assistance. The good works
         this member can organize are definitely substantial and worthy of support, but the
         energy required from the other members to meet the needs may be lacking.
      

      
       For some of us, the easiest way to respond to her requests for assistance is simply
         to agree and sign up for duty. The satisfaction that many feel through service to
         others is reward in itself, and the intrinsic benefits of service continue to increase
         as we grow older.[4]    For others, offering to provide financial assistance is infinitely easier than
         trying to eke out time or labor for the cause. When a volunteer coordinator reaches
         your name on the list, offer to do what works best for you, whether you decide to
         help cover the bake sale for an hour or two, bake the cookies to be sold at the bake
         sale, buy a dozen cookies while running by the bake sale, or ask for a pass until
         next time. Only you know your own skills, availability, and boundaries, so you may
         need to speak up for yourself and protect your resources. Every organization needs
         someone willing to put a plan in place, but everyone needs to feel comfortable deciding
         when and where their places should be.
      

      
      The Clique Maker

      
      Many large organizations seem to spawn multiple subgroups through which some members
         create their own microcosms of power or control. The clique maker is the leader who
         drives the formation and composition of the group and creates a sense of “in-group/out-group”
         politics within the larger organization. Depending on a group’s structure, these clique
         makers may function independently within the overall group or develop committee-based
         cliques. These might include the budget committee, leader search committee, youth
         education committee, and so on.
      

      
       For some in-group members, the mission of the committee may be in close alignment
         with their own interests and strengths. For instance, placing an accountant on the
         finance committee is a logical choice. Other groups may have leaders who choose members
         in a less equitable manner that involves favoritism or organizational politics. Unfortunately,
         when an out-group member expresses interest in joining a subgroup, it can be frustrating
         when her efforts to join are met with resistance. If the goal is one for which you
         care passionately, perseverance may be worth the effort. If you are a member of the
         in-group and feel uncomfortable due to the attitude or behaviors of other subgroup
         members, you may want to get involved in other groups or focus on friendships within
         the larger organization. In addition, if you know of others trying to gain entry into
         your committee/group, offer support and help them break through the invisible, but
         effective, barriers.
      

      
      The Martyr

      
      Only the martyr herself usually does not realize the discomfort her self-sacrificing
         behaviors can cause in a relationship. Unfortunately, martyrs see themselves only
         as “humble servants.” They would not hesitate to offer to bear a burden in the service
         of others. If you need someone to sew up eight costumes overnight for a holiday cantata,
         she will volunteer. If you need someone to clean up after the annual bazaar, her name
         is first on the list. Someone needs to come in early to make sure the heat is on an
         hour before the special Saturday brunch? She will be unlocking the door at dawn.
      

      
      While the world is often a better place due to the service of selfless others, some
         people extract compensation in the form of public acknowledgment, accolades, and metaphorical
         or literal pats on the back. Expressing genuine appreciation for their work isn’t
         really difficult, but their persistent earnestness and air of sacrifice for others can bog down otherwise-healthy relationships. Friendship with a martyr can be difficult
         and is somewhat akin to relationships with do-gooders. Do-gooders encourage us to
         join in their altruistic service and leave us feeling guilty if we don’t. Martyrs,
         however, are happy to shoulder their burdens solo but often leave us feeling guilty
         for not doing the things that they vehemently affirm they do not want us to do. 
      

      
      Martyrs show up in every sphere of daily life—work, family, friendships, and primary
         romantic relationships. They can potentially drain your emotional well-being if you
         allow yourself to feel guilty about what they accomplish that you therefore do not
         have to do yourself. Reminding yourself that you are doing what is expected and giving
         your fair share can help you to maintain a healthy attitude toward yourself and others.
         In churches, clubs, and social organizations, martyrs may be especially likely to
         find appreciation from others due to the number of collective tasks that a group might
         have on its plate. Weighing the good that martyrs accomplish against having to do
         everything by yourself can quickly change the lens through which you view them.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      Bear in mind that the overarching topic of this book is friendships that present difficulties
         and show the least best side of humans in their relationship with others. Churches, synagogues, clubs, and
         other institutions are brimming with hardworking, warm, and altruistic members, but
         the focus of this chapter has been those types of members who tend to get under the
         skin of other members. Social connection is essential to well-being—especially as
         people mature—so it can be valuable in many ways to learn to work around or work with those other members with whom you clash.
      

      
      Perhaps there is some consolation in knowing that many of the types of individuals
         that get under your skin are getting under the skin of others around the globe. Just
         as psychological archetypes have been described as universal and present in the collective
         unconscious, our “church friend” types are also universal. It might be said that these
         types find their way into our own lives to help us learn a lesson or two. C. G. Jung
         described us as having both a persona self, the side of our identity that we show to others, and a shadow self, the side we like to keep hidden.[5]    Often the personality type that drives us mad actually reflects a piece of our
         own shadow self that we would prefer not to acknowledge. As one young woman shared
         as we discussed “church friend” types, “I think those types are the kind of people
         we dislike because they are too much like a part of ourselves we don’t like . . .
         or a type that we may actually secretly want to be.” Reflecting on the types that
         create the greatest emotional response on your part may actually offer you the opportunity
         to gain deeper self-knowledge and self-awareness that you may not have otherwise discovered.
         
      

      
      In closing, no matter what our comembers’ shortcomings might be in any of the organizations
         and institutions to which we belong, the majority of us are there to belong, to serve,
         and to be a part of something bigger than ourselves, which provides a sense of purpose
         and meaning in our lives. Learning how to accept your fellow members for whatever
         they contribute to the greater good can be challenging, but this commitment to the
         group provides enhanced well-being from early childhood throughout the rest of our
         lives. 
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      Chapter 16

      Down the Street and on the Job:Getting Along withNeighbors and Coworkers

      
         
         
         
      

      
      People often describe their friends as a “family of choice.” We are free to choose
         whom we want to befriend. Neighbors and coworkers, however, are more like our families
         of origin. We may have little influence over who is in the apartment or the cubicle
         next door. When a neighborhood feud develops, however, moving out is not always feasible.
         In terms of the workplace, the scarcity of alternative career opportunities may require
         that you find a way to peacefully get along with even the most aggravating of coworkers.
         In this chapter, we explore these two environments, the neighborhood and workplace,
         and offer suggestions for shifting perspectives and relational dynamics when conflicts
         appear.
      

      
      Love Thy Neighbor?

      
      No matter where you grew up, you were likely reminded to “love thy neighbor.” This
         directive has been conveyed throughout history and around the globe. Around 500 B.C.,
         Confucius[1]    asked that his fellow citizens “never impose on others what you would not choose
         for yourself.” In ancient Greece, Pittacus[2]    entreated others, “Do not do to your neighbor what you would take ill from him.”
         Although these requests refer both to literal and metaphorical neighbors, research
         shows that getting along with the people on your street and in your community is good
         for you.[3]   
      

      
      When you feel a sense of belonging within your community, you benefit tangibly and
         intangibly.[4]  Getting along with our neighbors gives us peace of mind that our home is a little
         more secure when we are not present, that we can call on someone if we need that proverbial
         cup of sugar or packet of Splenda, and that the walk to the mailbox isn’t something
         to dread when our neighbors are outside. When you have healthy ties with your neighbors,
         even if you live in a less-than-ideal neighborhood, the social connections buffer
         the negative aspects of the community.[5]   
      

      
      Getting along with neighbors, unfortunately, is not always as easy as we might like.
         Not every woman has an “Ethel” in the apartment downstairs to help make her own “Lucy
         moments” a little more amusing. Two iconic television neighbors and best friends,
         Mary Richards and Rhoda Morgenstern, might also be a dream neighborhood pairing you’d
         like to re-create in your own life. Unfortunately, your own neighbors may be the stuff
         of Stepford Wives nightmares.
      

      
      Many of us may have learned about the importance of getting along with neighbors through
         family-oriented, gentle television storylines from The Waltons to Rugrats. Fast-forward from shows from your childhood and you now see news accounts of neighborhood
         disputes that arise over property boundaries, backyard fences, unruly dogs, disruptive
         children, and even poorly manicured lawns. Contemporary neighborhood disputes seem
         more likely to end up on Court TV than Nick at Nite. A heartwarming, sixty-minute
         packaged solution might be preferred, but some neighbor-to-neighbor conflicts require
         stronger interventions.
      

      
      A Neighborhood Disaster All Too Real

      
      Neighbors are in a unique position to observe and be more familiar with your daily
         life than almost anyone else who does not live under your roof. One woman we heard
         from, Deborah, felt that one neighbor was too close for comfort. Her neighbor frequently
         stopped by to complain about Deborah’s kids, Deborah’s yard, the outdoor lights being
         left on too late, and any other points of potential contention she could dredge up.
         Deborah was overwhelmed by the complaints and the neighbor’s efforts to intimidate
         her, especially as they had once been good friends.
      

      
      Deborah noted that she was so surprised and perturbed by the neighbor’s behavior that
         she “studied adult bullying on the Internet and realized that [her] neighbor was the
         complete epitome of the adult bully. Nobody stopped her as a child; therefore she
         became very skilled at bullying as an adult.” As Deborah described how the friendship
         actually reached its end, it was startling to learn that it was a natural disaster,
         a forest fire, that gave rise to the change. This resulted in a more dramatic and
         traumatic ending than normal circumstances would predict. However, when friendships
         end poorly with neighbors, the proximity factor can create long-term difficulties
         if both former friends plan to stay put. Deborah went on to say, “Circumstances changed.
         I no longer have anything to do with this person. It took a forest fire and tremendous
         loss to get away from it. When my home burned down and hers did not, I did not even
         care. It was so liberating that it was all finally over.” 
      

      
      When a neighbor is constantly belittling or complaining about you, your family, those
         you care about, or how you live your life, it can be very difficult. You may want
         to heed the reminder that “good fences make good neighbors.” Choosing to move out
         of your home is seldom the ideal solution. However, if close neighbors exert a sufficiently
         negative force and intimidating presence on our lives, finding a simple and effective
         method to limit their destructive influence can be difficult. Clarifying boundaries,
         modeling respect for others, and making sure you don’t lower yourself to retaliation
         are the best ways to respond to unpleasant neighbors. However, some relationships
         cannot be salvaged, as evidenced in Deborah’s story in which a wildfire provided the
         opportunity for positive transformation. 
      

      
      Safe at Home

      
      As the mortgage lending commercials remind us, a home is often the most expensive
         single purchase you will ever make. However, the emotional investment in your home—whether
         a studio apartment, lake estate, or anything in between—is substantial as well. One
         woman shared that she had to make the choice to stay or go when neighborhood drama
         and extramarital affairs between neighborhood friends were revealed. She felt that
         she was constantly being placed in unbearable situations in which even casual neighborhood
         get-togethers were more stressful than she could tolerate. As noted earlier, satisfaction
         with your home and your community plays a significant role in your overall well-being.
         Being a good neighbor may mean taking a stand on some issues and backing down on others.
      

      
      A mother of two children, Christine has lived in the same neighborhood since her older
         child was born eleven years ago. She shared her thoughts on dealing with neighborhood
         drama:
      

      
      
         I love my neighbors. Even though they park in the street and that makes it less safe
            for the kids. Even though neighbors on both sides of me do not mow their lawns up
            to the end of their property line and I am out there pushing a half-dead, 200-pound
            mower. Even though a few complain about wonderful events like Halloween. But I do
            love my neighborhood! The good neighbors outweigh the bad. We chat, we drink, we gripe,
            we watch kids run wild together. So it is not that I don’t care that there are people
            unwilling to do minimal yard maintenance, because I sure as heck do—I just care about
            the agreeableness of the neighbors more than the beauty of the neighborhood.
         

         
      

      Christine’s words hopefully sum up the sentiments of many readers. Looking for the
         good in our communities can be much more satisfying than cataloging the bad. However,
         when the bad seems to outweigh the good, and as advised in all potentially toxic,
         long-term relationships, weigh the consequences of your actions against the potential for lasting misery before taking action. While
         a “geographical cure” is always a possibility, ideally you can find a workable solution
         to neighborhood conflict before boxes would need to be packed. Similarly, learning
         how to get along with difficult coworkers can be a better solution than looking for
         a new job.
      

      
      Workplace Drama

      
      If you are like the majority of women in the United States, you are spending over
         thirty-six hours each week on the job.[6]    This is equivalent to about two and a half full months, day and night, of your
         life each year. We spend a lot of time with our “workplace families,” and much like
         the family into which we were born, we have little choice about how these groups are
         peopled. We have to work at work relationships, sometimes much harder than we feel
         is fair.
      

      
      Working Relationships

      
      Researchers have been studying the relationships between coworkers for decades. These
         relationships have been examined for a variety of reasons, but most relate to productivity
         and efficiency.[7]    Some organizations bring in external consultants to administer personality assessments,
         such as the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator or the Enneagram Type Indicator, in the hope
         that employees will understand better and get along more easily with one another.
         Happy coworkers usually mean a more productive staff. In fact, positive relationships
         with coworkers play a strong role in employee retention.[8]   Yet workplace cultures can also provide opportunities for employees to regress
         to a less evolved set of rules and behaviors than their off-the-clock and out-of-the-office
         social interactions might suggest. 
      

      
      In social relationships, we typically measure a new friend’s commitment and investment
         in the relationship on an exchange-by-exchange basis.[9]    As we get more invested in the relationship and the “friendship credits” we deposit
         are matched equally by the new friend, we eventually stop counting and let the shared
         history of mutuality suffice. In work relationships, however, you may spend years
         or even decades sharing office space and organizational resources with individuals
         whom you may not like much or respect. How these situations are handled varies widely
         across individuals.
      

      
      What Color Is Your Frustration?

      
      A continuing favorite book for those with career path questions and concerns is What Color Is Your Parachute?[10]    This book is designed to help readers find the job that most closely aligns with
         their skills, goals, and passion. Unfortunately, even dream careers may require that
         you work with difficult people who can create frustrating situations that can squeeze
         the joy out of the job.
      

      
      When faced with daily contact with coworkers who rub them the wrong way, some people
         respond with a simple “emotional check-out.” They will function on the job at the
         minimal accepted performance level. Others might try to “go along to get along” and
         bring in a cheerfully sunny disposition each day, hoping that things might be better.
         Some might ignore the object of their frustration or annoyance and continue doing
         their job with passion and commitment because they can see beyond the cubicle walls
         and their current situation. Others might take a more direct route to changing the
         situation and confront individuals whose behavior they find unappealing. Still others
         might resort to passive-aggressive tactics in which they subtly try to make work life
         more difficult for others. Others might seek sabotage, whether by bringing down the
         efforts of another overtly or by stealthily “working the crowd” or “working the boss”
         to discredit their targeted colleague. Still others build alliances with coworkers
         they believe share their feelings. Once banded together, they may quietly stand apart
         from the others and keep their focus on their jobs or quietly (or not-so-quietly)
         pursue rebellion and achievement at the expense of others’ success.
      

      
      Many readers may recognize themselves in more than one of the types described above.
         As has been highlighted in earlier chapters, different situations elicit different
         responses from people, depending on the circumstances. Unfortunately, you can do little
         about who ends up in the office next to yours, sometimes even if you are the boss.
      

      
      Beware: Colleag-emies Are Everywhere

      
      The following stories illustrate just a few of the many types of frustrating and toxic
         coworkers. We are using the term colleag-emies, a combination of colleague and enemies, to describe these coworkers. We provide suggestions for dealing with them that won’t
         leave you standing in the unemployment line or a police lineup. Keep in mind, too,
         that these workplace nightmares could be your coworker, your supervisor, or your supervisee.
         
      

      
      Colleag-emy #1: The Diva

      
      The diva believes that she is the most important person in an organization. She enjoys
         drawing attention to herself and expects others to show enthusiastic support of her
         ideas. When a diva is in charge, it can be frustrating for her employees when they
         realize that there is no choice but to meet her needs or satisfy her whims to ensure
         job security. When the diva is your equal, it is best to steer clear as much as possible.
         It is unlikely that a diva recognizes or cares about the negative effect her behavior
         has on the overall organization. When a diva reports to you, sit down with her and
         revisit job descriptions, organizational expectations, and what are and are not acceptable workplace behaviors. Unfortunately, by the time a diva has joined the
         workforce, her behaviors and attitudes are likely well ingrained. Patience at work,
         patient friends with whom you can kvetch, and the ability to keep a firm work/life
         balance are all helpful in handling the veteran workplace divas you encounter.
      

      
      Colleag-emy #2: The Stealth Bomber

      
      Stealth bombers can be dangerous colleagues, as they can be ruthless in their efforts
         to get ahead. They spot weaknesses, plan attacks, and seek revenge for even imagined
         slights by coworkers. When a stealth bomber reports directly to you, be wary of what
         you share, how you share it, and when you share it. Be just as careful in your listening
         as well. Don’t directly or indirectly reward her attempts to bring down her coworkers
         or your colleagues. She may try to earn your praise and approval through her efforts
         to blow up others, but don’t allow yourself to buy into this dangerous game. Imagine
         yourself as her target and use this perspective as a guideline in handling this type
         of behavior.
      

      
      If she is your colleague, keep yourself from giving her the power to demoralize you
         with her words. People can only upset you if you allow them to do so; maintain a strong
         personal boundary and recognize her tactics as a form of insecurity. If this person
         is your supervisor, it is essential that you keep your eyes on the prize and your
         work ethic clearly in mind. When an employer tries to set up in-fighting within a
         team, don’t allow yourself to be drawn into the ring. Show your colleagues respect,
         give your best on the job, and find ways to build up team morale and group cohesion
         outside of the workplace, if possible. When a team is united, it is a lot more difficult
         for stealth bombers to isolate one member to target for a strike.
      

      
      Colleag-emy #3: The Whiner

      
      Working alongside a whiner potentially wears on the nerves and crushes the joy you
         would normally feel for the job. While it seems undeniably true that “misery loves
         company,” a workplace whiner has the power to alienate even those colleagues who are
         as miserable on the job as she is. Whiners “wind up” their colleagues by making them
         come unglued! Martina, a counselor with a legendary amount of patience for her clients,
         but a fierce and assertive manner with her colleagues, shared her thoughts about her
         experience working alongside a whiner:
      

      
      
         First, you try to be kind and empathic, “yes that sounds like you’re having a tough
            time with that.” But if the whiner assumes that you’ve opened the door for more whining,
            you’ve got to try a tougher tactic, such as “holding up the mirror” to the whiner.
            Say something like “It seems that you have a lot of frustration on the job. You might
            not realize this, but you really are coming across negatively to others here in the
            office.”
         

         
         When that doesn’t work, you might need to try and beat them at their own game—times
            ten! Match their every whine or complaint with an even bigger, more intense whine.
            Really show them what their whining is like. Whining back can be effective, but it
            can also be fun if you get in the spirit and do it like the “exaggerating technique”
            in counseling. Make it big and make it ludicrous. And if none of those work, you must
            confront the whiner with your other coworkers for a full-scale intervention.
         

         
      

      Dealing with whiners is trying, but trying some of the solutions above might be a
         good place to start with supervisees or colleagues. If your supervisor is the whiner,
         you may need to practice smiling meditation when she is on a roll. This form of meditation
         is easy to master. Just smile gently and focus on your breath, keeping your mind clear
         of clutter or external frustrations. If you know what sets her off and have any power
         to minimize the triggers, do what you can to make everyone’s life easier. Remember,
         no matter how crazy a boss might drive her employees, she is still the boss. Doing
         what you can to contribute to overall operational success will help everyone look
         good.
      

      
      Colleag-emy #4: The Pleaser

      
      On the surface, it would seem that this coworker might be a dream employee because
         she wants to do everything right and fears disappointing the people for whom she works.
         Pleasers may blame themselves for delays or obstacles to progress over which they
         have no real control. Pleasers never realize that they may be creating trouble and
         assume that obedience and self-deprecation are the keys to approval. 
      

      
      If you supervise a pleaser, you may need to have a one-on-one discussion of how “pleasing
         the boss” differs from “groveling and kowtowing to the boss.” Pleasers usually come
         from a place of extreme helpfulness and deference to their employers, but it can grate
         on your nerves when you have an employee groveling at your feet or begging for forgiveness
         for minor mistakes. If the pleaser in the office is on one of her very first jobs,
         a little tough love may deepen her value as an employee throughout her career. If
         she’s on her fifth or sixth job in her career, it may be fear of disapproval that
         motivates her desire to please. This may be especially difficult to change if she
         has been fired from a job in the past.
      

      
      Seldom would this type of worker move very far up the chain of command; she does not
         usually show management skills, since she spends her time trying to please the managers
         around her. However, if she is a colleague and you can’t spend another day witnessing
         her self-abasement in her efforts to please the boss, then you might want to have
         a one-on-one, heart-to-heart conversation with her. Letting her know how she is coming
         across may provide her with insight into her behaviors that she might not be able
         to muster on her own. Pleasers want to please and may actually take the constructive feedback to heart.
      

      
      Colleag-emy #5: The Gossip

      
      While it can be useful to have a contact in the organization who acquires the latest
         information with ease, if the “inside connection” is simply a gossip, it may compromise
         her value to you and to the group. When someone becomes the office gossip, she has
         crossed into the “organizational no-fly zone,” and you will want to limit the scope
         of your conversations with her. She may have the latest news flash about the company,
         but she also may be sharing someone’s secrets that she was asked to keep confidential.
         If you have shared your own updates with her, the news she is sharing with others
         may very well be yours.
      

      
      If you are supervising the office gossip, and she shares information that affects
         you or your team, use the information appropriately and carefully. If you feel that
         she is repeating rumors to get a reaction, simply do not react. Gossips often enjoy
         getting a rise out of people; do not be one of those people. Be highly circumspect
         in what you say to her, what materials she is allowed to peruse, and the conversations
         you have in her presence. If she is your coworker, do not take everything she shares
         as truth. Do not let her stir up your emotions, especially if that is her goal. Do
         not let her revelations about others pique your interest or boil your blood. Disinterest
         is the best way to disarm a gossip. Keeping your opinions to yourself will give her
         less ammunition to use with others.
      

      
      Lastly, if the gossiper is your supervisor, this can be a double-edged sword. If she
         really does have inside information about future organizational developments, her
         willingness to provide confidential updates can be professionally useful. Knowing
         what is coming down the pike can help you plan for career moves that propel you closer
         to your overarching professional goals. However, she may also be pumping you for updates
         on what is going on at your level or, perhaps even more risky, in your life. You may
         feel torn between being candid with your boss and being cautious with what you share.
         Choose the path that protects your own long-term investments over those of others
         or the organization. Do not share information that you would not want others to attribute
         to you as its source.
      

      
      Colleag-emy #6: The Outright Bully

      
      In the past couple of decades, research studies addressing bullying have expanded
         exponentially. We have finally acknowledged the long-term danger of allowing schoolyard
         bullying to blossom into harmful adult behaviors. In the workplace, bullying of women
         by other women is rampant, although women have often learned to use much more “defensible”
         or “subliminal” methods of bullying colleagues.[11]    Women know how to be mean in such a way that men might not even recognize a bully
         shot was fired. Facial expressions, glares, passive-aggressive actions, and backhanded
         compliments are examples of how women bully their coworkers.[12]    
      

      
      Dealing with workplace bullies can be exhausting and can lead to physical as well
         as emotional stress. Unfortunately, many women are not trained to confront those who
         have harmed them, and this makes them easy targets for their tormentors. If you feel
         you are being bullied, the first step should be to document what is happening between
         you and the bully. Dates, times, locations, behaviors, and so on—log these as soon
         as you realize that you may be a target of bullying. Next, you need to go against
         traditional, gendered behavioral patterns of avoiding confrontation and actually speak
         up to the bully. Many women assume that others will refrain from taking action if
         bullied, so simply speaking up and calling out the bully for her actions may be adequate
         to tame the situation in some cases. If this doesn’t work, you will need to move up
         the chain to your supervisor or the human resources department. Caveat: If you feel that sexual harassment is even a small part of the bullying from
            the onset, immediately file a complaint with your human resources department. Left unchecked, bullies typically do not stop on their own—they may move from target
         to target, but the bullying tends to continue. Lastly, if no interventions are successful
         in getting the bully off your back, you may want to consider a transfer within the
         company or a departure, if no other solution is viable. 
      

      
      Colleag-emy #7: The Brawler

      
      This final type of toxic workmate is the most rare and distressing, but she can show
         up unexpectedly at almost any site. This is the brawler, the person who moves from
         verbal to physical aggression against others. While research indicates that verbal
         aggression is much more frequent that physical aggression,[13]    we have heard several stories about women who turned their frustrations into physical
         assaults. If this happens where you work, your first concern is your own physical
         safety. If you are in management, handling the aftermath may also fall onto your shoulders,
         and how you handle the incident may very well shape your reputation in the organization.
         
      

      
      Dealing with a brawler on-site may require immediate intervention from security or
         police personnel, depending on the nature of the aggression. However, knowing the
         potential risk factors for workplace violence may raise awareness and, ideally, aid
         in prevention. According to a Rutgers University report on workplace violence,[14]    the following are the most common risk factors involved in employee violence:
         history of violent behavior, being upset with assigned low-level tasks, bitterness
         and unhappiness, absence of job security, difficulties during childhood and adolescence,
         and substance use/abuse. And although white, middle-class men were noted as the most
         likely to perpetrate workplace violence, women are more likely to engage in “workplace
         mobbing,” in which targeted enemies are increasingly victimized by gossip, passive-aggressive
         behaviors, and increasingly hostile climates.[15]   
      

      
      The Five o’Clock Whistle

      
      We typically spend more waking hours with the people with whom we work than with families,
         loved ones, or friends. Women fought long and hard to earn the right to spend forty
         hours a week dedicating themselves to professional pursuits. Unfortunately, whether
         you are working in the fields, the schools, the office, or the forest, women are actively
         involved in keeping down other women and can make each other miserable through a variety
         of workplace behaviors. Whining and pleasing may grate on your nerves, but stealth
         bombers and bullies may sabotage your success. Even women who do their best to get
         along with their workmates, their supervisors, and their supervisees may find themselves
         behaving in ways that reflect the environmentally supported competitiveness between
         women. When you find yourself behaving in ways that are pulling you or others down,
         it’s time to step back and take a look at the damage you might be doing to yourself,
         your colleagues, and your organization. Being a part of the problem—or refusing to
         seek a solution—will not serve to advance your career or your best interests. Negative
         relationships at work are toxic to your emotional health.[16]   
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      In summary, when you are on the job, remember that it is just a job. No job should be the measure of your worth and no job should come before your
         own well-being. When coworkers drive you crazy, train yourself to tune out and let
         it go. Focus on doing the best job that you can and find ways to “control your controllables”
         as you do what you can to contribute to operational excellence of your organization.
         As a counselor often tells her clients, you cannot change anyone’s behavior but your
         own—neither coworkers’, neighbors’, nor family members’. Therefore, direct your energy
         toward maintaining your positive relationships and developing ways to minimize the
         negative influence of the toxic neighbors or coworkers who populate your life. 
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      Taking Stock and Cutting Back

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 17

      Playing by the Rules

      
         
         
      

      
      While this book was organized around a set of basic rules that have been found to
         function in social relationships across cultures,[1]     thirteen key personality traits have been identified as essential in maintaining
         healthy friendships.[2]     These traits fall into three distinct groups: traits of integrity, traits of
         caring, and traits of congeniality. Serving as the building blocks of the rules of
         friendship, if a woman is short on these qualities, she will have difficulty “playing
         by the rules.” Below we will describe these qualities and the roles they play in friendship,
         and provide an example of how each one’s absence or presence may influence a friendship.
         
      

      
      Integrity Is Essential

      
      Five interconnected qualities comprise the group of integrity-related traits: trustworthiness,
         honesty, dependability, loyalty, and ability to trust others. In sum, the presence
         of these qualities allows people to follow what some consider the Golden Rule—to treat
         others as you would like to be treated. In the social landscape, these five characteristics
         are the glue that bonds a relationship.
      

      
      Trustworthiness

      
      As noted by Degges-White and Borzumato-Gainey, trustworthiness is one of the “make
         or break” elements, and may be the most important, in a healthy friendship.[3]     Without credibility, a person has little authenticity to offer a friend, and
         healthy relationships cannot develop. Trustworthiness is also essential in honoring
         promises to respect a friend’s confidences and being true to your word.
      

      
       When inviting women to share about their toxic friendship experiences, betrayal of
         trust was hands-down the most frequently mentioned relationship breach. It is important
         to note that the magnitude of the betrayal may have little influence on the impact of the betrayal. For many women, a friend who steals a dollar is considered as toxic
         as a friend who steals a boyfriend. One woman affirmed that she ended friendships
         when she discovered a friend “stealing from me—either a thing of monetary or sentimental
         value, or my spouse.” Another woman noted, “The breaking point for a friendship would
         be breaking trust. Breaking trust comes in a lot of forms: not keeping a secret, gossip,
         two-faced behavior, or passive aggressive behavior.” Trustworthiness relies on the
         presence of honesty, dependability, and loyalty.
      

      
      Honesty

      
      Each of us knows what honesty entails. As a virtue, it is instilled in most of us
         from early childhood onward. Honesty between friends is expected. Having someone in
         our lives who is genuine, authentic, and transparent can be a welcome relief from
         those who are deceptive, phony, or fake.
      

      
       Depending on the issue at stake, however, being 100 percent honest with friends can
         be a challenge. In some situations, fear may keep someone from offering full disclosure
         to a friend. If honesty could jeopardize your own reputation, you may be hesitant
         to offer the truth. In altruistically motivated cases, you may avoid honesty to avoid
         wounding the reputation or feelings of another. In quality friendships, or in relationships
         you want to see grow into friendships, honesty is a requisite. It is the cost and
         the benefit of authentic relationships. One interviewee reminded us, “Always tell
         the truth, even if you know it’s going to be argued against or it’s going to hurt
         someone. The closer you are, the more that person values your opinion and you can’t
         keep your mouth shut when [something] important [needs to be shared] just because
         it can rock the boat.” But when laying out the truth for your friends, communicate
         it in a way that makes it easy for them to hear. The “Oreo Cookie” approach, as described
         in chapter 14, works well. Provide a positive comment, then add your constructive
         feedback, and then end with something upbeat and positive about your friend. This
         can protect your relationship while still getting your message across.
      

      
       The significance of the identified concern is key, and the possibilities for correction
         and adjustment are also relevant. For instance, when a friend asks if a particular
         pair of jeans makes her “tush” look big—and they do!—circumstances and the geographical
         location of the “denim inquisition” dictate the best response. If she is trying on
         the jeans in the fitting room and has not yet purchased them, this is the perfect
         time for honesty. However, if the two of you are standing in front of the full-length
         mirror in the ladies’ room at a club and she asks the same question about a similarly
         fitting pair of jeans, there is no way the current situation can be altered. A little
         hedging in your response now is fine. Something along the lines of “Well, they aren’t
         my favorite jeans on you, but . . .” or “Maybe, just a bit, but not enough to worry
         about,” or “No, they make you look hot” might be the best answer at that moment. If
         life, limb, or lifelong commitments are at stake, absolute honesty is the only choice
         and probably what you would want from your own friends: “Just be honest about everything,
         have fun, make good memories, be loyal, and overall follow the Golden Rule.”
      

      
      Dependability

      
      It is also important to say what you are going to do and do what you said you would
         do. Dependability is one of the most valued characteristics of a friend, in fact.[4]     If you fail too often to deliver on promises, you may be pushing the relationship
         to its end. One young respondent bemoaned her experiences with a toxic friend who
         “changed her mind” about shared plans for the evening of their high school graduation.
         This was the biggest achievement of her young life, and when her friend backed out,
         the much-anticipated celebration mutated into a miserable, lonely night. Another woman,
         in her sixties, affirmed that she had ended friendships with women who let her down
         by “being flaky and not fulfilling promises.”
      

      
       Unfortunately, we do not always realize the negative impact of our behaviors. Describing
         a friendship that ended, an interviewee shared that the cause was a “lack of reciprocation—I
         had to try so hard just to get my friend to respond to a phone call or invitation.
         To make it worse . . . the friend was blind to the ways that I was being hurt emotionally.”
         If a friend becomes increasingly difficult to reach, perhaps it is time to give the
         relationship a time-out and see if your friend makes a move to reconnect. On the flip
         side, some women express frustration with friends who judge them because “life happened”
         and plans were canceled. To keep a friendship vibrant, do your best to follow through
         on your promises. Life does sometimes “happen,” so cut your friends some slack if
         this is an occasional thing. However, if a friend’s habit of being out-of-pocket has
         turned into a pattern, you may need to initiate a conversation about this concern
         or rethink the status of the relationship.
      

      
      Loyalty

      
      Loyalty is another make-or-break expectation between friends. Many readers may even
         have created “blood brothers” rituals with their closest friends. When loyalty disappears,
         so can a relationship, as one woman pointedly noted in describing her personal friendship
         breaking point: “It is a lack of loyalty. One thing that ruins friendships for me
         is when so-called friends are happy to talk about you behind your back, share your
         secrets with others, or simply use you when they have nothing better to do.” Disloyalty
         can be especially painful if it involves public humiliation. One person summed up
         an experience of betrayal by lamenting, “So, with one quick act of betrayal, I ended
         up losing three friends who I had previously considered to be my best friends.” In
         some unpleasant situations, friends are left to choose sides, and the betrayed often
         fares worse than the betrayer.
      

      
       More often than some expect, betrayal involves cheating with a friend’s romantic
         partner. One woman shared that she ended a friendship when she learned that “my best
         friend developed an intimate relationship with my husband. They had been growing close
         over the past year. They both keep saying they were ‘just friends,’ but everything
         pointed to more.” Another revealed that a friendship and a budding romance ended on
         the same night. A good friend slipped a business card into the back pocket of the
         interviewee’s new boyfriend—and the now ex-boyfriend followed up with a phone call
         to the now ex-friend later that week.
      

      
       Loyalty should be a given in any significant relationship—whether romantic or platonic.
         It is the bond between family members, teammates, and partners in crime. Loyalty is
         about honoring the relationship by sticking up for friends, having their backs, and
         protecting their interests. Without loyalty, friendships lose their value.
      

      
      Ability to Trust

      
      How do you respond when you are asked to trust someone? Does trust come easy for you,
         or do you feel anxious at the thought of putting your faith in another person? Some
         women trust others far too easily and far too early in a relationship. Others have
         a hard time opening up and being vulnerable for fear of being hurt.
      

      
       It may not be a surprise that the ability to trust is partially grounded in your
         biology,[5]     much like many of our social behaviors. Oxytocin, which is commonly referred
         to as the love hormone, also plays a part in our willingness to trust others. While
         early interaction with our caregivers teaches us a lot about trust, our physiological
         makeup provides an incentive to build trusting social relationships with others. When
         we call on friends for help and they provide it, that good feeling or rush that we
         get is the biologically based reward for taking a chance on friendship. 
      

      
       However, when we place our trust in a friend and that trust is betrayed, we may experience
         a physical reaction. Some people call it a “bitter pill to swallow” or “a blow to
         the gut.” No matter how it is phrased, we all understand the emotional/physical combination
         pain that results from a betrayal of trust. An interviewee recounted the relationship
         fallout from an incident in which a friend had lied to her, not once, but twice: “I
         told a friend that I can’t be friends when being lied to more than once. The trust
         in the relationship is null and void.” Friends want to give friends the benefit of
         the doubt. One mistake is often forgivable, but a second one can be the breaking point.
         For others, a single failure to respect the sanctity of the relationship can be the
         friendship death knell. 
      

      
       Regardless of where your personal breaking point is positioned, you may be confronted
         with a situation that leads us to the same conclusion as this interviewee, who emphatically
         believes that “loss of trust is my ultimate ‘breaking point’ in a friendship; most
         others things are fixable. Losing trust is nearly impossible to recover from.” Without
         the ability to increasingly deepen your trust and faith in an acquaintance, a friendship
         cannot develop or endure.
      

      
      Caring for Your Friends

      
      This next group of traits consists of empathy, being nonjudgmental, good listening
         skills, and the provision of support in both the good and bad times for your friends.
         Each of these qualities speaks to a different way to show care, concern, and open
         acceptance of your friends. These are also the qualities that make friendships feel
         more “warm and fuzzy” than a typical business relationship would. These qualities,
         by the way, are also the ones that counselors and therapists provide to allow us to
         feel so safe in therapeutic relationships. When we accept our friends for who they
         are, make it known that we understand their experiences, and listen to their experiences,
         we are building a relationship on a solid foundation.
      

      
      Empathy

      
      Some people confuse empathy with sympathy. If you have sympathy for a friend going
         through a hard time, you are “feeling sorry” for your friend. If you have empathy
         for her, then you really understand what she is experiencing and can really “get”
         what she is feeling. It’s seeing the world as if you were in her shoes. It is like that feeling of joy you get deep inside when a
         friend is telling you about something wonderful that happened to her. Or that heavy
         feeling in the pit of your stomach when a friend is describing a frightening or heartbreaking
         situation she experienced. Sympathy has its own place in relationships—but it involves
         a separation of self from other, whereas empathy is the joining of two minds and hearts.
         And this empathetic connection is essential. In fact, its absence was mentioned by
         a number of women as a reason to end a friendship. One woman clearly stated that she
         has no tolerance for those who “have no real empathy and can’t feel for others.”
      

      
       Studies suggest that empathy develops over time and that it shapes our prosocial
         behaviors.[6]     As we develop our ability to understand another’s experiences both cognitively
         and emotionally, we can bring greater maturity to our interactions with others. It’s
         been suggested that our music preferences are associated with our ability to engage
         in empathetic, prosocial behaviors.[7]     This might be one of the reasons that some performers reach specific demographic
         groups so effectively. Their lyrics and musicality reflect the emotions and experiences
         of the audience so well. When we “get” our friends, it’s as if there is harmony between
         our hearts.
      

      
      Ability to Be Nonjudgmental

      
      The second trait of caring is the ability to accept your friend and all of her shortcomings
         without judgment; this is akin to unconditional positive regard, which is a loving
         acceptance that we see modeled by our parents, in the best of cases. While we are
         not expected or required to approve of everything a friend does or says, genuine friendships
         will endure many differences along the way. When friends accept us as we are, it actually
         increases our self-esteem.[8]     
      

      
       Unfortunately, not every friend will be capable of withholding judgment about your
         choices. One woman noted that she had to end a relationship with a former friend who
         spent too much time “belittling my choices and judging me for my feelings about things.”
         Uncensored honesty, a trait we generally desire, can sometimes lead to hurt feelings
         or frayed friendships. It is important to focus on the friend, not the friend’s choices,
         in order to keep the relationship strong. Open-mindedness and tolerance are important
         in getting along with others. Accepting your friends and their quirks is essential
         for healthy relationships. Of course, there are always caveats to blind acceptance.
         If someone’s well-being is in danger (and this can be financial, physical, emotional,
         or even spiritual well-being), then a good friend’s insights and perspective may be
         just what is needed to prevent disaster. If she is a good friend, though, you will
         need to accept that she may follow a different faith tradition; date men with whom
         you wouldn’t want to share an elevator; choose fashion statements you consider fashion
         questions; or use tarot cards to make career decisions. In some instances, your differences
         are part of what brings fun to the relationship! Relationships are complicated, and
         good friends can be hard to find; don’t sacrifice a solid friendship just because
         your friend is trying on new ideas or new behaviors that you would never consider
         exploring yourself.
      

      
      A Good Listener

      
      Sometimes all we need is a shoulder to cry on and a friend to listen. Although there
         are times we may need advice, a serious talking-to, or a threat or two to keep us
         from making a bad decision, we often most need a safe space to speak our mind. Girls
         and women forge and solidify their friendships through increasingly intimate sharing.
         Listening well is an art and one that is even more valuable today, as the technology
         that brings us together also creates more distortion and distraction. Good listeners
         do not try to put words in their friends’ mouths. They make eye contact and observe
         body language, if face-to-face. Good listeners give their friends their undivided
         attention and focus on the words and the metamessage, or the larger, overarching message. They also check in with their friends to make
         sure they “hear” what a friend is really saying. Good listeners do not jump in and
         start talking as soon as their friends take a breath. Counselors use the 80/20 rule
         with their clients. The client is expected to speak approximately 80 percent of the
         session and the counselor gets the other 20 percent. Furthermore, good friends do
         not tell friends what they should do or try to fix the problem unless a friend is truly asking for suggestions or advice.
      

      
       Some friends listen the old-fashioned way, face-to-face with one another, but many
         other modes of communication can be just as affirming. Due to the prevalence of geographical
         relocations for so many women today, multiple methods of communication are very beneficial.
         Moving up the corporate or military ladder can result in moving around the globe.
         Best friends separated by a thousand miles may still share their daily run before
         work, but it may be a hands-free phone that now keeps them in sync.
      

      
       Text messaging, Snapchat, and Instagram are just a few of the innovative methods
         available for reaching our friends. At the heart of this technological explosion is
         the need for connection. When asked how her friendships could be improved, one woman
         shared, “With mutual understanding and what is more important . . . being good listeners.”
         That about sums up this trait. It is the key to stronger relationships. A million
         pictures of your cat may fill your Facebook time line, but a Skype or smartphone call
         lets you share your deeper feelings with the friends who matter most.
      

      
      Supportive in Tough Times

      
      Everyone will face tough times in life, and as you have probably been reminded all
         too often, life isn’t fair. When you are feeling beaten up by the world, you want
         friends there to help bolster you. You need someone to listen and commiserate with
         you that your boss is impossible, that you are desperately underpaid, that bankruptcy
         is a terrible thing, or that your new love interest forgetting your birthday is disappointing.
         (Caveat: Do not go too far in verbally beating up the potential lifelong partner of
         your best lifelong friend!) Friends listen and offer as much support as they are able.
      

      
       When friends are not there when the going gets tough, you may need to get going without
         that friend. One woman shared her indignation with us as she recalled how one past
         friendship ground to a halt: “I was speaking with a friend and I revealed that I was
         still upset over what had happened with my family awhile back. My former friend shocked
         me as she responded, ‘I was going to say it’s probably a full moon, that’s why you’re
         feeling upset.’” With insufficient empathy and without support, friendships offer
         little of emotional value.
      

      
       Unfortunately, when one friend is doing all the supporting and the other is doing
         all the needing, friendships become unbalanced. Resentment can erupt, depending on
         one friend’s tolerance for another’s neediness. If you are feeling overwhelmed by
         a friend, you may need to encourage her to seek professional help. For instance, suggestions
         may include counseling, medical care, government agencies, or twelve-step support
         groups. Friendship involves the provision of support, not the orchestration of salvation.
      

      
      Supportive in Good Times

      
      We all know that friends should support us when we are down, but do your friends support
         you when you are riding the twin tides of happiness and success? In a study with elementary
         students, researchers found out that children were unlikely to share news of academic
         success with friends who were less successful.[9]     The children likened it to bragging or implying that they were better than their
         friends. 
      

      
       Hard work combined with the unpredictability of life may create situations in which
         some of us reach pinnacles of success financially, socially, professionally, or relationally
         as if by magic. When you soar, you may want to let everyone know of your achievements.
         It can be like a shot of endorphins, and you want to share your high. Unfortunately,
         our competitive culture may leave some of us feeling like those elementary school
         children who were afraid of being seen as boasters or show-offs. Some people’s responses
         to a friend’s success give credence to that concern. One woman shared that she had
         ended a friendship because her ex-friend “always appeared to seem envious of her friends’
         good luck and always appeared to be actively jealous of any other friends’ success.”
         With authentic, heart-to-heart friends, this should not be the case. 
      

      
       True friends can share in your joy through a connected empathy and authentic concern
         for your welfare. Jealousy, envy, and other negative emotions may fleetingly arise,
         because human nature can be like that. In the long run, however, most recognize that
         a friend’s good fortune only adds to the mutual pleasure found within the relationship.
         Smiles and good moods are contagious, so revel in the happiness of those close to
         you. If you have a friend who consistently dismisses your success, perhaps you will
         need to consider dismissing her as a friend.
      

      
      Traits of Congeniality

      
      These final three traits speak to the pleasure that you bring in the company of others.
         While some friends offer all of the ten traits above, if someone is less than a joy
         to be around, we are unlikely to spend as much time with her as we would with more
         congenial friends. Self-confidence, being fun to be around, and finding the humor
         in life are also components of general well-being and happiness,[10]     and they make our paths through life a little easier.
      

      
      Self-Confidence

      
      Because we choose friends whom we consider to “be like us,” it is only natural that
         we prefer friends who have a strong level of self-confidence and who like who they
         are. Further, research on leadership has shown that self-confidence is contagious.[11]     Your own self-esteem rises when in the company of friends who feel good about
         themselves. 
      

      
       Most of us know how disheartening it can be, as well as exhausting, in the company
         of friends who think little of themselves. Constantly having to shore up a friend’s
         ego can get in the way of deeper, more salient dialogues. You may ask yourself just
         how many iterations of confidence-building affirmations you must provide, such as
         Yes, your potato salad is absolutely the best at the potluck. No, you are definitely
            not going to be unemployed forever. Yes, you do look amazing in that wrap dress. No,
            you do truly deserve to be happy. The list could go on and on.
      

      
       A young woman in her twenties shared her own recognition regarding the role her own
         sense of self played in friendships: “If I allowed myself to be more compassionate
         with myself and not so judgmental and self-deprecating, I believe I would open up
         more and friendships would be easier.” Knowing that she lacked self-confidence, she
         felt that she had little to offer others and had needs too great for others to fill.
         Turning to friends for support and validation when life knocks the stuffing out of
         you is perfectly acceptable and absolutely expected. Expecting friends to be a 24/7
         cheer squad or pep team is asking too much. If this is what you consistently seek
         from your friends, it might be helpful to work with a counselor to help you find and
         focus on your own inner strengths and support skills. If a friend seems to constantly
         need this type of support, you may want to encourage her to explore counseling as
         a way to help her become her own full-time cheerleader.
      

      
      Fun to Be Around

      
      Similar to the quality above, being around friends who know how to have fun in life
         is much more inviting than being around friends who are consistently too serious or
         too downhearted. When a friend is down, we naturally try to boost her spirits, mitigate
         the negative situation, or “revive” her to the joy of living. Providing emotional
         support is what friendship is all about. If a friend, however, wallows in her misery
         or refuses to do what is necessary to get back on the upside of down, we tend to draw
         away.
      

      
       Just as self-confidence is contagious, misery can be as well. While misery does love
         company, few of us like to hang out with misery indefinitely. Happiness with your
         lot in life is much more likely to bring positive and rewarding friendships.[12]     One young woman voiced frustration with an ex-friend when asked to describe her
         friendship breakup decision: “If a person doesn’t feel good about themselves, they
         can sometimes make people feel bad to feel better within themselves. If that is the
         case, I have to ask myself if I can help them; if not, is it worth hurting myself
         to continue the friendship?” Friends don’t make friends feel bad. Their role is to
         bring happiness, not bitterness, into others’ lives. 
      

      
      Appreciates the Humor in Life

      
      All of us have probably heard the saying “It is as easy to laugh as to cry,” and especially
         in these unpredictable times, laughing makes a lot more sense. From economic booms
         to economic busts, life takes everyone on a roller-coaster ride, whether or not you
         buy a ticket. It should go without saying that most people would rather share the
         ride with those who can find the joy and the humor in a situation. No one is immune
         to rocky times, but if someone can keep her sense of humor, she is more likely to
         keep her forward momentum. And nothing improves a bad day like a liberal dose of laughter.
      

      
       Expert words of wisdom regarding how to make friendships last were succinctly shared
         by one survey respondent: “Never judge. Never lie. Laugh often.” Taking time for a
         good laugh—either at life or at yourself—might even help you get a good night’s sleep.[13]     People pay good money to laugh—movies, plays, books, comedy clubs, and even laughter
         yoga sessions, in which laughter is intentionally elicited. Being the friend who helps
         others see the lighter side of life will leave more cash in your pockets for group
         treats!
      

      
      Friendships Are a Healthy Mix

      
      Integrity, caring, and congeniality are integral to healthy relationships—whether
         platonic friendships, romantic relationships, or any familial or relational bonds.
         While everyone may have a bad day, a bad week, or a bad habit that keeps her from
         adding all thirteen of these traits to the relationship soup on occasion, toxic friends tend to substitute their own brand of poison for one or more of these prized
         relationship ingredients. The most important measure of a relationship’s value is
         whether the traits you need most in a friend are the traits that she can most reliably
         provide. Or at least she can provide enough of the relevant traits at a pivotal moment.
      

      
       Friendships can change over time as a friend’s needs and resources shift. However,
         friends who consistently bring little to the relationship equation but expect much
         in return may not be lasting friends, in truth. Developing your own set of standards,
         or code of conduct, for the behaviors that are or are not okay in a friendship is
         the best way to ensure that your friendscape remains healthy and vibrant. In the next
         chapter, we provide suggestions for writing your own set of friendship rules.
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      Chapter 18

      Writing Your Own Rules of Relationship

      
         
         
      

      
      The starting point for creating healthier, more balanced friendships is increased
         awareness of the following areas: what a healthy relationship should look like, knowledge
         of what you are bringing to the relationship, and clear ideas about your personal
         expectations and boundaries. A healthy friendship begins with a healthy dose of honest
         self-reflection. Unless you understand the role that you are playing in any relationship,
         you are unable to initiate positive, intentional change within the relationship.
      

      
      Clients often enter counseling without a clear idea of where they want their paths
         to lead them. They may voice nebulous goals such as “a more fulfilling life,” “a faithful
         partner,” “authentic relationships,” or “self-confidence.” Married or partnered clients
         may desire better relationships but believe that the absent partner must change. Lonely
         clients may desire more friends or better friends but place the responsibility on
         others to make this happen. Counselors offer empathy and support as they encourage
         a client to acknowledge that she can control or transform only her own behavior.[1]  
      

      
      Some clients may believe that they are somehow unfit for friendship. Their parents or caregivers may have been unable to establish healthy
         relationships within the home, socially, or professionally, and so they have no model
         of how a healthy relationship might work. When counselors model empathy, congruence,
         and unconditional positive regard, ideally a client can learn to look to other role
         models beyond her mother/parent for one who may be more socially successful. Until
         you know what a successful relationship looks like and feels like, you will have a
         very difficult time establishing and maintaining one.
      

      
      The Ripple Effect

      
      When it comes to changing the dynamics of any relationship—whether friendship, familial,
         romantic, or professional—transformation only begins when one member of the pair changes
         her own behaviors and responses within the dyadic structure. Luckily, all it takes
         to change the pattern of a larger system’s functioning—including family, friendship,
         and work settings—is for one member of the system to shift, and the whole system will necessarily shift in response.[2]  That is the ripple effect at work. When you throw a pebble into a pool, it lands
         in one spot but generates ripples that affect a larger and larger portion of the body
         of water. If you can change just one single aspect of your own relational behavior, you can potentially transform all of your relationships as a
         result of that one small change. For instance, if you seldom send texts or call just
         to say hello to your friends, switch up this behavior by reaching out first. Send
         a friend a “good morning” text just to brighten her day. This is an easy way to strengthen
         the sense of connection between you and a friend.
      

      
      Choosing to Engage

      
      Another important aspect of relationships is that it takes two to create one and two
         to maintain one. Even when you feel that a friend’s behavior is not “okay” and borders
         on intolerable, so long as you remain engaged in the friendship and continue your
         same behaviors, you are giving silent assent to the way the relationship is working.
         As the saying goes, “If you are not part of the solution, you are part of the problem.”
         If you would like to reset a relationship balance, it is up to you to begin the change
         process.
      

      
      Getting Ready to Assess and Refine
Your Relationships
      

      
      To change your existing relationships and reshape your friendscape, you will need
         to determine the qualities that you need most from friends and the specific rules
         you want your relationships to follow. Each of your friends may be bringing something
         very different to a relationship. Seldom can one person meet 100 percent of a woman’s
         friendship needs, and this is really the healthiest situation. For instance, some
         friends are there for you to confide in; others are there to sweat through Zumba with
         you each week. Variety is healthy. In addition, each woman values different traits
         more than others in their acquaintances. And a friend whom you love dearly for all
         of her warmth and kindness may be just too “clingy and touchy-feely” for someone else.
         Therefore, as you complete the following exercises, remember that there is not one
         single correct profile or right answer. A friend who is “perfect” for you may be another
         woman’s toxic friend nightmare.
      

      
      Preferred Traits

      
      Starting with the list of traits (found in figure 18.1) that are considered highly
         valuable in a friend,[3]  reflect first on which ones you feel confident that you offer in sufficient quantities
         to your friends. Check off those you feel confident that you can provide to friends.
         Next, focusing on a friend with whom you have been having difficulties, objectively
         assess her ability to exhibit those traits with you. Note examples of times when she
         failed to bring any of these to your relationship. Reviewing the list of traits again,
         circle the ones you believe are absolutely essential to your friendships. What needs
         do you have, personally, that are not being met in this current relationship?
      

      
      
         Essential Traits for Quality Friendships

         

      

      Reflecting on your needs and what your friend cannot offer, ask yourself if what you
         are hoping to find in this friend are traits that this friend is even reasonably capable
         of providing to you—or even others. We heard from women who expressed disappointment
         that some friends are never there for them when they are going through difficult times,
         but seem to jump to assist other mutual friends as they are needed. In cases such
         as this, you may need to objectively assess a couple of factors related to the relationship.
         First, have you been willing to assist your friend under the same circumstances in
         which you expect her to be there for you? And, if not, is it actually reasonable to
         expect more from a friend than you are willing to provide? Second, if you have been
         there and given support, yet the friend is unwilling to do the same for you, you may
         need to ask yourself if the friendship is worth your continued investment.
      

      
       Not every friend can be “super dependable,” and maybe that is not even something
         you can be for others. If you are a carefree, “life happens” type of person whose
         schedule changes as the wind shifts, then perhaps you do not value this trait highly
         in others. When friends have extremely strong values regarding religion, politics,
         or child-rearing practices, it may be very hard for them to withhold judgment of choices
         you make that go against their personal values. Yet their honesty may be appreciated,
         and they may be the friends who will help out when the plumbing fails or the kids
         need to be picked up unexpectedly from school.
      

      
       Understanding the mismatch between what you need in a friend, what you offer a friend,
         and what you and the friend seem willing to bring to the relationship may provide
         all of the information and confirmation needed to decide how you want to proceed.
         If the relationship clearly has little value to you now or you feel that there is
         little potential for a transformation, it may be time to let go of the relationship.
      

      
      Know Yourself and Know Your Values

      
      The values you hold most dear may also play a role in your decision to repair or release
         a friendship that is not as satisfying as you would like it to be. Researchers continue
         to show that similarity of values, attitudes, and beliefs is essential to the success
         of long-term romantic partnerships.[4]  In friendships, there is a little more room for diversity between friends, but there
         may be some values you hold so dear that a friend who challenges or disparages them
         may not be kept as a friend for the long haul.
      

      
       When most of us think of values, our minds go to religious or spiritual, faith-based
         values, obedience to laws, and responsibilities as a partner/parent/professional/friend.
         One woman shared that she had recently set in place a brand-new rule for her friendships:
         “Stay away from people who drink and get nasty when they are drunk.” Before one of
         her friendships recently went toxic, she shared that she had never cared whether her
         friends drank alcohol, but after numerous ugly incidents, she realized that this was
         a rule she needed to add to her list. Another woman shared that she was a recovering
         alcoholic, but she had friends who were still struggling with sobriety. To respond
         to the negativity that one of her struggling friends was bringing to her new life,
         she had to create a new friendship rule: “Friends can only call me when they are sober.
         I am sober and a mother now. I can still be here for them, but I can’t be THERE for
         them.” She noted that this rule may lead old friends to believe she is not compassionate,
         but she affirms that sometimes the best way to help a friend is to step away, even
         if it is painful for both parties.
      

      
       When you think about the values you hold, do any of them create significant conflicts
         with your friends? Does a friend’s unwillingness to accept or embrace one of your
         values lead you to believe the friendship is at risk of ending or has already turned
         toxic? Some areas that seemed to be of special concern for interviewees included friends
         who had undergone abortions, betrayed their partners, stolen from or lied to them,
         withheld important information from them for too long (e.g., a partner who was cheating
         on them), or were involved in illegal drug use, among others.
      

      
       Take a few moments and reflect on the behaviors that you consider “right behaviors.”
         These are those actions that are in accordance with our deepest beliefs. While not
         all of us hold exactly similar values, those we hold generally center on the following
         seven areas: achievement, enjoyment, maturity, prosocial, restrictive conformity,
         security, and self-direction.[5]  In the worksheets in figures 18.2–4, we have listed the value category and provided
         a brief description of each. In addition, two examples of value statements are listed
         for each value. We invite you to use these categories as a stimulus to help you to
         identify and then reflect on the specific values you cherish. Next, create value statements
         reflecting the categories you believe friends should not disregard.
      

      
      
         Personal Values Self-Assessment

         

      

      
         Personal Values Self-Assessment (continued)

         

      

      
         Personal Values Self-Assessment (continued)

         

      

      After you have completed the values and beliefs reflection worksheet, you may be able
         to more clearly assess the problems in a currently unsatisfying relationship, as well
         as more easily determine its prognosis. When strongly held and unlikely-to-be-relinquished
         values clash, you may want to open a dialogue with your friend to explore her own
         perspective on the issue that has created the rift. For some values, compromise is
         possible. Sometimes friends must “agree to disagree” and stick to this agreement to
         maintain their friendship. It can actually be personally enriching to learn about
         different perspectives and diverse views when mutual respect is present between friends.
         One woman with whom we spoke, who was very much pro-life, noted that she had a friend
         who had an abortion some thirty years prior. Our interviewee affirmed that she had
         consciously chosen to accept her friend wholeheartedly, something that was a challenge
         for her due to her pro-life beliefs. However, when the friendship ended due to a recent
         incident that was totally unrelated to the “hot-topic value clash,” she acknowledged
         that she could not be sure that the friend’s past decision did not play some small,
         subconscious role in the ending of the friendship. Sometimes we need to objectively
         assess our beliefs, our values, our behaviors, and our relationships. When these entities
         are congruent and in alignment, our lives will feel more on track. When our behaviors
         or relationships are out of sync with our values and beliefs, reflection may need
         to lead to action. Although we can only change our own behavior, as we change, so,
         too, will our relationships. 
      

      
      Testing Your Limits

      
      In some unhealthy relationships, it is almost as if friends are trying to take control
         of the relationship and your own freedom to make choices about how you spend your
         time and with whom you interact. You may go along with a friend’s suggestion about
         an activity or her choices about whom to include at an event even if you would rather
         be doing something else with someone else. You may go along to get along and convince yourself that you are really having fun, even if you actually are not.
         Other friends may ask you to pick up the tab when they are waiting for a paycheck
         or cosign a loan when their own credit is not as shiny as your own. In fact, financial
         boundaries are one of the most mentioned limits that can be pushed too far by toxic
         friends. Other friends may assume that their presence in your life is payback enough
         for any favors that they have requested from you. They may have no awareness of pushing
         your limits in terms of requests or expectations of your support. If you feel you
         are being pushed past reasonable limits or your boundaries are being disrespected,
         it is time to assess the need for personal friendship rules related to honoring your
         limitations. These limits may address time, money, energy, personal choice, or independence.
      

      
      On a blank piece of paper, draw a circle and label it “My Time.” Imagine another circle,
         labeled “Her Decisions,” that you are going to place on top of your time. Which one
         of the illustrations in figure 18.5 best represents how willing you are to let your
         friend make decisions about how and with whom you spend your time?
      

      
      
         Testing Your Limits?

         

      

       If you feel that each of you still offers “give and take,” as in column A, with neither
         one of you co-opting any decision making unfairly, then your relationship is relatively
         healthy in its boundaries. If you find that column B or C is a better illustration
         of your relationship, you may be losing ground or may have set up the “social exchange”
         in this lopsided way without realizing it. If you are growing uncomfortable with the
         lack of independence, a conversation with your friend may be the way to initiate a
         resetting of your boundaries. And if column D, “Total Pushover,” describes the relationship,
         you may need to practice flexing your boundaries and finding your limits. When a relationship
         has grown increasingly unhealthy in terms of personal boundaries, not only has the
         overbearing friend been pushing your limits, but you may also have allowed this to
         happen through poor limit setting. Friends can only push us as far as we are willing
         to go.
      

      
       If you feel that you are often being controlled or subsumed by your friends, it may
         be time to introduce or reinforce a rule regarding personal boundaries. One woman
         shared that learning to “kindly set limits” was something that she was still working
         on with her friends, but a past experience with a controlling friend underscored the
         value of this personal friendship rule. Another woman shared how her limits were tested
         by a friend who was subtly manipulative. As she described it, she now honors a personal
         friendship rule in which she is attuned to any signs of “manipulation, possessiveness,
         over-smarmy ‘warmness’ or smothering with kindness, gifts.” Sometimes your personal
         “limits rule” may include not only how far you will go for a friend but also how far
         you let a friend “barter” for your time in a manipulative, possessive way.
      

      
       In terms of personal boundaries, what rules do you need to put in place? Would you
         want to create rules addressing friends who try to control your activities or rules
         that limit who can spend time with the pair of you, the amount of money you would
         be willing to lend, the number of favors you would do before having a favor repaid?
         Many transactions may transpire between friends that could encroach on your limits.
         Everyone’s experiences in prior uncomfortable situations vary in nature and degree.
         Use prior experiences and current concerns to shape the rules that govern just how
         far you are willing go to accommodate a friend who is treading too close to your personal
         boundaries.
      

      
      Balancing Act

      
      Friendships should be mutually satisfying to be enduring. However, if you spend more
         time meeting your friend’s needs than she spends meeting yours, it is likely that
         the imbalance will eventually negatively affect the relationship. One of the top rules
         of friendship, addressed earlier in chapter 8, is that favors should be repaid in
         a timely manner, with neither friend having to mention the debt of the other. Beyond
         favors, other commitments and resources need to be balanced over the course of the
         relationship. While every friend is unique and you likely do not expect an identical
         investment in a friendship from one friend as you do from another, the need for balance
         in the give-and-take is essential.
      

      
      If you feel like a friendship is currently a little bit wobbly on the tightrope, you
         may want to complete the following exercise. It can help you determine if you have
         a rule already in place that needs acknowledging and solidifying. Take a moment to
         list the things that you do for this friend (using the model in figure 18.6). You
         may have more than five items to list, so you will want to use your own blank sheet
         of paper. Next, on a subjective scale of 1–10, rate the level of “discomfort” or “burden”
         you feel in doing each favor or obligation to your friend. For instance, you may volunteer
         to babysit her children once a week for a few hours. You might rate that as a 2 on
         the 1–10 scale, if you have children the same age as hers, they are good playmates,
         and they keep your own children occupied for a while. If you don’t have children and
         you have to baby-proof your home and remember to purchase special snacks, this weekly
         favor may be something more like an 8 on the 1–10 scale for you. If she gives you
         a ride to work every day, but you live in the same apartment building and you cover
         more than half the gas money each week, you might rate this favor she provides you
         as a 1 for your friend. If you live ten miles out of her way, she is a night owl,
         and she dislikes having to get up twenty minutes early each morning to pick you up
         to make it to work on time, this might weigh her down at a 10. Bear in mind, of course,
         that you are only guessing at how another measures the subjective discomfort or commitment.
         However, if you believe there is a definite imbalance, this exercise can provide you
         with a concrete list of talking points to begin a conversation about the friendship.
      

      
      
         Balancing Act

         

      

      As you reflect on your assessment of the balance in the relationship, you may recognize
         that you already know where your personal “balance rule” stands. Having a visual or
         a list may help those who are trying to determine if something about the relationship
         just seems a little off. In life, seldom is any relationship consistently at a true
         balance point. Sometimes we are a little needier than we are at others. If the imbalance,
         however, has left you feeling like you are keeping your friend afloat, articulating
         a personal friendship rule will allow you to determine how to proceed with this relationship
         and be more proactive in future relationships when the weight of a friendship starts
         to feel a bit too heavy.
      

      
      Echo or Silence?

      
      When you call for assistance, are you met with a resounding “I’m there!” or are you
         put off with an “Umm . . . let me check my calendar”? When something good happens
         in your life and you call up your friends to join you for a “happy me” party, do they
         pick up or pass on the call? If something falls through on you—the job went to someone
         else, the biopsy came back positive, or the relationship is over—and you send out
         an SOS, do the troops rush in, or do you feel as if you are flying a white flag of
         surrender, all alone?
      

      
       Today many people use social media to spread news and personal updates. Some women
         we spoke with noted that the online response—likes or comments—were a measure of how
         deeply their friends cared for them. It is likely that you have friends who are constantly
         bombarding social media with updates about their progress in life, happy or not so
         happy. As a good friend, you may respond by clicking “Like,” posting “Congrats” or
         “I’m there for you,” and so on. However, if your friend is noticeably absent from
         these activities on your own page, this may be a warning that the friendship is less
         mutual than assumed if you both are active users of the site. As a reminder, however,
         not everyone is a Facebook fan, LinkedIn lover, or frequent user. Therefore, bear
         in mind that Facebook responses are not the best measure of the value of every friendship.
         Look to other means to assess friends’ willingness to engage and be present in the
         relationship if they seldom check in to the social network sites.
      

      
       While some women may continue reaching out to their friends, some women consider
         a persistent silence or consistent offering of regrets to invitations as an indication
         of a faltering friendship. Are there rules you need to have in place to protect yourself
         from allowing others to make you feel rejected through their lack of availability
         or show of interest in your life? One interviewee, Dana, shared that she enforced
         a “three strikes and you’re out” rule. Dana stated that the third time a friend refuses
         an invitation or cancels out of a meeting, she takes her off the roster and waits
         for the friend to contact her if the friendship is going to continue.
      

      
       When you experience an event that encourages you to call a friend to share the news
         about it, empathy is one of the things you are most likely seeking. When you need
         to complain about a bad day, a good friend may echo back an empathic acknowledgment
         of your feelings. A toxic friend might respond with silence, rather than an echo,
         or immediately say, “Yeah, I hear you. But let me tell you what happened to me today.”
         Creating a personal rule regarding friends’ availability and responsiveness may help
         you determine if friends are worth their place in your life or if their silence and
         distance warrant a decision to exit the relationship.
      

      
      Reciprocity Review

      
      Beyond the exercises listed in this chapter, there are several other ways to reflect
         and review the status of your friendships. Journaling is one of the most accessible
         and satisfying activities for this purpose. Half a century ago, writing in a pastel-colored,
         locking diary was the common method of journaling for adolescents and even young adults.
         Now, social media and blogs provide new means for tracking your experiences and reactions
         in life. However, the value of the journaling process has not diminished with time.
         In fact, having a set space and time to allow yourself the luxury of logging your
         experiences and reflecting on your life can be even more valuable today, as technology
         and on-demand entertainment and communications negatively affect our powers and moments
         of self-reflection for self-knowing.
      

      
       If you do not already have a journal, you can use a spiral notebook, a blank piece
         of copy paper, the back of an envelope, or whatever scrap of paper you can find. However,
         you may want to purchase something designed for just this purpose. If you are totally
         averse to the process of handwriting your thoughts and feelings on paper, creating
         an electronic journal is also a possibility, but handwriting is often considered the
         most effective way of connecting your words to your heart.
      

      
      Letting Go with Gratitude

      
      Some of the most common journal prompts include the gratitude list. To create a gratitude
         list, you write down all of the things in your life for which you are grateful; the
         list might include the people you appreciate (e.g., family, romantic partners, friends,
         and teachers/mentors), skills you possess, positive circumstances in your life, pets,
         and so on. This is a useful tool for working with feelings of depression, dissatisfaction,
         or envy, or when facing an unpleasant transition.
      

      
      Gratitude lists can be helpful when you are ending a relationship. If you are moving
         toward the end of a friendship or if you are trying to work through an ugly ending
         of a relationship, you can create a journal entry that is focused on the positive
         aspects or learning experiences that arose out of the relationship. Even when a relationship
         has run its course, chewed you up, and spat you out, there are still possibilities
         for positive lessons from the experience. In friendships, as in all relationships,
         some benefit is derived from even negative interactions. By exploring and deconstructing
         the satisfaction and attraction found in these toxic relationships, you will better
         know what your personal needs were that were met in such a difficult situation.
      

      
      For instance, social acceptance by others can sometimes be so valued that we allow
         ourselves to experience significant humiliation and pain. Whether you are pledging
         a sorority in college or being assigned the most menial tasks in an elite civic organization,
         you may be willing to pay institutionalized “personal dues” for acceptance in the
         group. In one-on-one relationships, you may allow yourself to be treated poorly, just
         for the crumbs of friendship that are offered. While these are somewhat extreme examples,
         when you feel yourself on the losing end of a friendship and resentment is building
         toward the toxic friend—and perhaps toward yourself for allowing the relationship
         to go too far—it is a good time to engage in a gratitude review.
      

      
      
         	
            
            Label the journal page “Gratitude for (Friend’s Name).”

            
         

         
         	
            Write the following prompt: “I am grateful for the experience of this relationship
               because I learned that I enjoy the following activities.”
            

            
         

         
         	
            List the new things you learned you enjoyed as a by-product of this friendship. These
               can include new experiences you had. For instance, did you try new activities because
               of the friendship, such as karaoke singing or swing dancing or hang gliding or preparing
               Vietnamese fusion cuisine? Did you explore a new part of town? Did you meet over a
               classroom project and discover how much you loved saltwater marine biology? List all
               of the new experiences that you had and found to be pleasurable.
            

            
         

         
         	
            Write the prompt “I am grateful for the experience of this relationship because I
               learned that I do not enjoy the following activities.”
            

            
         

         
         	
            You may list things such as having learned that you actually do not like singing karaoke or dining on Vietnamese cuisine.
            

            
         

         
         	
            Write the prompt “I am grateful for this relationship because it taught me that I
               do not like being treated in the following manner.”
            

            
         

         
         	
            List the negative experiences within this friendship that have created disappointment,
               unhappiness, or other negative emotions and responses. This list may include such
               things as “I learned that I do not like being stood up by a friend because she gets
               a better offer.” Or “I learned that I do not like being around a friend who brags
               about her accomplishments but couldn’t care less if I won the Nobel Peace Prize.”
            

            
         

         
         	
            Write the prompt “I am grateful for this relationship because it taught me that I
               expect the following behaviors from true friends.”
            

            
         

         
         	
            This list is actually part of your own personal set of “friendship rules.” These are
               the rules that this friendship has taught you to value among those you hold most dear.
               By creating a list of expectations, you will be more consciously aware of what you
               need from a friendship. Unless we know what we are seeking in a relationship, we will
               have difficulty determining whether the relationship is a good fit.
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Contracting with Yourself

      
      These activities can help you determine exactly what you need and what you do not need in a friendship. While ten basic, universally endorsed rules for friendships
         were addressed in individual chapters in this book, the exercises above guide you
         through the process of creating your own personal set of friendship rules. Writing
         these down by hand in a journal will help you fully connect to them and affirm them.
         Typing them up, printing them out, and posting the list on your bathroom mirror or
         your refrigerator—or, in some cases, even framing them and hanging them on your wall—will
         help you keep your “code of friendship ethics” in mind. If you have suffered from
         more than one breach of friendship ethics in recent times, this may be what is needed
         to help you avoid similar future toxic friendships.
      

      
       The most effective relationship rules and the ones that will be most effective in
         shaping future relationships are those that are born out of your own experiences and
         self-knowing. Each of us will have unique limits, tolerance levels, and friendship
         flashpoints. This makes it essential that you create and adhere to your own personal
         friendship code or relationship contract. While you cannot control the behavior of
         others, sticking to the contract you make with yourself will produce shifts in relationships
         that continued inaction simply cannot generate.
      

      
      Your Personal Playbook

      
      In this chapter, several exercises have been presented to help you determine the rules
         you would prefer your relationships to follow. First, methods of determining the traits
         and values you most need in a friend were presented as a way to lay out your ground
         rules for friendships. These should be the foundational playbook for any future friendship
         you pursue, as well as the litmus test for any current friendship that is a source
         of discomfort or significant dissatisfaction. Also presented were a variety of activities
         that can be used to explore specific relationships that may need additional nurturing,
         reworking, or terminating. There is great value in developing a diverse friendscape,
         but this requires attentive maintenance to each of your relationships. Very few enduring
         friendships are ever totally conflict free. Therefore, if you can step back and assess
         the incident, the relationship, and the potential long-term effect of the current
         conflict, you will be able to more intentionally shape the friendscape you desire.
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      Chapter 19

      Taking Stock and Letting Go

      
         
         
      

      
      Everyone has a different breaking point in their relationships. Some of us will tolerate
         a great deal more pain for a lot longer than others might choose to endure. Some might
         inflict a great deal more heartache on friends than others might choose to dish out.
         As noted throughout this book, friendships are social exchanges, and the currency
         values fluctuate depending on the overall stability and alternative resources of each
         member of the relationship. It is likely that you have known someone, if not yourself,
         who made a romantic match with someone whose temperament or personality seemed so
         different that the relationship defied logic. This match may last a lifetime or just
         until the thrill is gone in a week, a month, or a year. Sometimes friendships defy
         logic as well, and these relationships can be as difficult to comprehend or disentangle
         as some love matches can be. 
      

      
      Making the Choice: Stay or Go

      
      In the previous two chapters, we explored personality traits that contribute to healthy
         friendships as well as provided opportunities for self-exploration and self-assessment
         of the expectations you hold regarding friendship behavior. Hopefully, you have greater
         clarity about the resources you bring and those you need others to bring for friendships
         to be sufficiently satisfying. If you completed the exercises, you will have created
         a framework for interactions that could be considered akin to a code of ethics for
         friendships. This may help you assess where problems truly lie in relationships that
         you find less than ideally satisfying. And if you are facing a crossroads in a relationship,
         you will need to determine if the next step is to correct or conclude its progress.
         It is essential to commit fully to whatever course of action you take; it is not always
         as easy to repair or end a relationship as we might hope. 
      

      
      Working It Out

      
      Investing energy in cleaning up a toxic situation may be the best choice if you still
         value the friendship and the current circumstances are the exception, not the norm.
         If you believe your own behavior is detrimental to the friendship, changing the way
         you behave or engage with your friend is the first step in relationship repair. In
         addition to shifting the interactions, it is important to openly address any relationship
         concerns with your friend. Perhaps you have been dealing with difficult issues unrelated
         to the relationship but have allowed these to bleed over into the friendship. Perhaps
         your behaviors or words have been misunderstood. Perhaps you have simply been a poor
         friend. While it can be difficult to have an honest conversation about your own shortcomings,
         this is essential to putting the relationship to rights.
      

      
      If you are confident that your friend is at fault but feel committed to working through
         this current issue, tread carefully as you approach the matter. While your friend
         may hold the responsibility for the conflict, it is counterproductive to play the
         “shame and blame” game. Anger (even righteous anger), accusations, and blaming will
         not improve your relationship. Taking ownership of your own feelings, however, can
         be helpful. Communicating with “I” statements, a practice long taught in couples’
         communications workshops, is a more effective method of getting your point across.[1]    And your point should be that you are in distress and the friendship needs attention.
         For example, if a friend did not text back when you invited her to get together:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Do say “I did not hear back from you yesterday when I texted you. I miss you! Can
               we get together sometime soon?”
            

            
         

         
         	
            If the friend has been ignoring texts/calls for longer than a day or two, you might
               say something like “Hey, I am concerned about you and our friendship. It has been
               too long since we got together—let’s get together and catch up.”
            

            
         

         
         	
            Do not say “You really ticked me off when you blew me off yesterday. You are so toxic.”

            
         

         
      

      
      As has been suggested in earlier chapters, speaking in a way that your friend can
         hear your message is essential to effective communication. To rebuild a bridge within
         the friendship, be sure to choose words that support this intention. Do not resort
         to passive aggression in your communication, such as “I know you probably don’t realize
         how mean you can be, but I am willing to forget what happened last month . . .” Choosing
         a neutral place to have this discussion can be helpful, as can avoiding any unnecessary
         distractions. For starters, these might include not having your children present,
         not meeting up where alcoholic beverages are served, and not choosing a place where
         conversations are easily overheard.
      

      
      Even more important, perhaps, is how you handle communication after the discussion. As many women know, the awkwardness that can show up between friends
         after this type of conversation is most difficult to navigate. If you are the initiator
         of the conversation, it can be as uncomfortable for you at your next meet-up with
         your friend as it can be for the friend who received your feedback. This is totally
         normal. By laying the groundwork during the initial discussion, you may be able to
         proactively deal with the situation. 
      

      
      After opening up and sharing your concerns about the friendship and providing your
         friend the opportunity to share her own perspectives, you will want to plan for future
         emotional responses at your next meeting. Even sharing with your friend something
         like “Don’t you hate it when you have a fight with your boyfriend/mother/girlfriend/significant
         person and even though you both cleared the air, it still feels uncomfortable around
         them for a while? Lucky we are friends and that makes it easier to cut each other
         some slack!” can help. This will not necessarily prevent the discomfort, but you and
         your friend have both acknowledged it might show. This prior conversation may pave
         the way for you both to joke about it or admit you feel it when you next meet. Saying
         something like “Well, we knew it might be awkward, didn’t we? We need a ‘Thelma and
         Louise’ moment right about now, don’t we?” might ease the tension when you are next
         in each other’s company.
      

      
      In counseling, often what a client or family refuses to name creates the greatest
         obstacle to healthy functioning. By naming the invisible barrier between you and your
         friend, you gain the upper hand in overcoming it. An extra measure of friendship protection
         might be to make plans to do something you both enjoy as soon as schedules permit.
         One woman shared that when she and a good friend had a falling out, they quickly held
         a feedback session, and when the awkwardness lingered after their meeting, she picked
         up the phone, called her friend, and started the conversation with the question, “Can
         we just kiss and make up? I miss you!” Her honesty and clear appreciation for the
         friendship won over the friend, and they immediately set up a football tailgate get-together
         for their families for the coming Sunday. This acknowledgment of the discomfort and
         the desire to get things back on track can be highly effective in soothing lingering
         feelings of anger or hurt associated with friendship conflicts.
      

      
      In summary, while it is not necessarily easy to initiate these types of feedback conversations
         with friends, openness and honesty are key components of being a good friend. If you
         are willing to fight for the friendship, it is essential that you bring your own “best
         self” to the relationship. Unfortunately, even your best intentions may not be enough
         to improve your relationship. One woman summed up her experiences in working to save
         relationships: “I did fight for each of those friendships for as long as I could,
         and tried to work things out . . . but, in the end, none of them wanted what I had
         to offer, so all I could do then was leave each one.” If you have reached the point
         where you know you are ready to let go of the relationship, the following information
         may help you plan for and achieve as healthy a break as possible.
      

      
      Truths about (Even Necessary)
Friendship Breakups
      

      
      1. Breaking up a toxic friendship is not 
always easy to do
      

      
      There is a classic, golden-oldies record called “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do.”[2]    The song’s title conveys the difficulty that can accompany the effort required
         to end a relationship. No matter how confident you are that it is time for a friendship
         to end, a fair amount of pain can be associated with the process of cutting yourself
         loose from a friend. 
      

      
      Counselors, therapists, and just about anyone else knows that the hardest thing in
         this world for people to do is change.[3]    Most everyone appreciates the familiar—whether it is seeing the same people on
         the train each day, enjoying a cup of coffee every day at the same time and in the
         same place, or coming home each day to the routine welcome of our pets, our kids,
         or our families. We take comfort in what we know and have a sense of hesitation or
         anxiety about what we do not yet know. Who is not familiar with butterflies in the
         stomach the first day of school or on a new job, before a blind date, or before a
         wedding? Even positive changes can provoke anxiety, and for most of us, dealing with
         anxiety is difficult.
      

      
      Extenuating Circumstances

      
      For some women, physical safety may be the concern that produces the greatest anxiety
         at the end of a relationship, as unfortunate as this is. Some toxic friends are also
         thoroughly toxic people who take satisfaction in having power over others. Other individuals
         wrestle with unmanaged emotional and mental disorders and may wreak havoc on your
         physical and emotional well-being. We heard more than a few stories about past friends
         who lashed out through threats, vandalism/property damage, stalking-like behaviors,
         and attempts to sabotage other relationships or professional success. In cases like
         these, you may need to involve other friends in the relationship breakup if they are
         at risk, too. You may also need to involve law enforcement agencies, if there is a
         risk for harm. We heard stories from a large number of women who did not realize just
         how dangerous or mentally ill their friends were until they tried to sever their ties.
         As one woman related regarding the termination of a friendship, “When the ex-friend
         threatened me with violence, I filed a police report. You need to protect yourself.
         . . . You really need to protect yourself.” Do what is necessary to keep yourself
         and those about whom you care from harm’s way.
      

      
      2. It can hurt when the friendship is ended—a lot

      
      While many of us may be extremely relieved to see a friendship take its last gasp,
         some may feel acute pain when we end a friendship that we know has run its course.
         As one woman shared, “The decision to end the friendship was like a death that I mourned
         for months. I still miss her, but know a true best friend wouldn’t hurt me that way.”
         True friends should keep one another’s best interests at heart, and when you sever
         the friendship—no matter how well grounded the reason for this may be—not only has
         a friend been lost, but your own assumptions about this person and beliefs about the
         future relationship have been lost as well. If a friend has humiliated you, let you
         down, or damaged the relationship in some other way, not only might you be reeling
         from the loss of a friend, but some of us also suffer the pain of knowing that we
         let ourselves be hurt and that our assumptions about the relationship have been compromised.
         Both of these latter beliefs can be particularly painful, as they reflect our own
         mistaken ideas. In addition, if the friend has been cut out of a group of friends,
         her absence may be noticed and keenly felt, even if it is only because the evening
         is less drama-filled or more tranquil for all. It can be helpful to know that pain
         sometimes accompanies even necessary breakups and emotional gains. 
      

      
      Women are born and raised to tend and befriend[4]    as a survival mechanism, and when you are unable to maintain a friendship, you
         may feel disappointed in yourself, not just your toxic friend. Some women believe
         they should be the consummate peacekeepers, friend makers, and diplomats within their
         social networks. If they can’t keep a relationship on track, even if the other friend
         is to blame, they perceive it as a personal failure. When a woman has few friends
         or only a single friend, this loss can represent a virtual shutdown of her entire
         support system. This may lead to a knee-jerk response, and she may rush to build friendships
         that turn out to be ill fated; if you recognize yourself in this situation, remember
         that being a friend to yourself first is an essential prerequisite to establishing
         healthy friendships with others. “Rebound friendships” may be every bit as risky in
         the long term as “rebound romances.” Stick to your personal expectations about a potential
         friend’s traits and values before investing too much into a new relationship. 
      

      
      3. Mutual friends may be lost in the breakup

      
      Just as it can happen when a marriage or romantic relationship is dissolved, a broken
         friendship may also cause “collateral damage” within intersecting friendscapes. This
         can be especially difficult when the sacrifice of a toxic friend leads to the loss
         of a mutual friend that you had cherished as a companion and a confidante. When friendships
         or romantic relationships fall apart, one of many women’s first instincts is to find
         a sympathetic ear. When a former confidante shows allegiance to the friend with whom
         you’ve fallen out, it can lead to a double dose of emotional fallout. You may be angry
         at the friend whose behavior led to the breakup and sad and confused that another
         friend sided with her over you. 
      

      
      Being aware of and planning for the potential rifts in your social circle may help
         you better handle any friendscape mutinies. The first step is figuring out which friendships
         might be affected by this change. Most of us have a sense of the inner allegiances
         within our friendship groups. It is just human nature that some people are more drawn
         to others and that some friendships are stronger and more intense than others. Therefore,
         you will benefit from thinking about which friends might be more sympathetic to your
         side or your friend’s side of the conflict and mentally preparing yourself for their
         reactions to the event. You may also want to let your friends know what is happening
         shortly after the friendship breakup. This could be done via phone calls or when you
         next connect in person; texting and e-mailing leave too much room for misinterpretation.
         When you share the news, do so diplomatically and with as much consideration of the
         former friend’s reputation as possible. Remember that you are sharing this news with
         women who consider themselves her friends, too. However, bear in mind that sometimes
         even preparing for an eventual loss does not necessarily make it totally pain free
         or allow us to remain unaffected by the loss.
      

      
      4. You may be lonely for a while once the friendship has ended

      
      When you learn a new sport or physical skill, you often are building up “muscle memory.”
         Thus, when you are on the court, on the track, or in Zumba class, your body “knows”
         what is coming next, even if your mind is a million miles away. When you have spent
         years going out for dinner every Thursday night with a friend, on that first Thursday
         night after the breakup, you may suddenly realize that your body is still moving toward
         the train that takes you down to the favorite restaurant where you met up each week.
         If you do not have a substitute activity already in place, realizing that you will
         be dining alone may leave you feeling acutely lonely, although you are glad to be
         free of the toxic relationship. You may try texting other friends to see if someone
         is available, but that sense of loneliness may linger for a while. This is normal
         and not necessarily a sign that you made a mistake in breaking off the friendship.
         However, if the loneliness feels more like the climate than the weather, a distinction
         described in chapter 6, you may want to speak with a counselor to help you work through
         this emotional response if it affects your daily functioning. Missing companionship
         is normal; obsessing or dwelling on your misery is not.
      

      
      5. As time passes, it will get easier and life will be better

      
      While many might say that time heals all wounds, it is probably more true to say that
         distance allows us to keep our focus on other, more current concerns and events. Humans
         are remarkably resilient, and while the longing for a friend’s presence may not evaporate
         completely, it will take up less space in your head and heart with time. When a friendship
         ends on an unpleasant note, you may experience anger and sadness, relief and disappointment. Luckily, our hearts and minds can tolerate sensory overload only
         for a limited period of time, so the red-hot anger will begin to fade and the lingering
         sadness will recede eventually. However, if you find the anger burning red-hot too
         long or the thoughts of revenge or retribution growing stronger, this suggests that
         you might benefit from speaking with a counselor or other helping professional to
         assist you in handling these unproductive and potentially dangerous feelings.
      

      
      Termination of a friendship can affect women similarly to how they are affected by
         someone’s death. Your normal pattern of interactions and your support system now have
         a void where once there was a friend. As this loss becomes the “new normal” and you
         establish new relationships and shift your friendscape to fill this space, the loss
         will begin to feel more like your history, not your present.
      

      
      6. If you have followed the steps in the prior chapter for writing your own friendship
         rules or code of friendship ethics, your future relationships stand a much stronger
         chance of lasting

      
      Some friendships begin after you have known an acquaintance for quite some time. You
         may finally strike up a conversation with the person whom you run into every morning
         at the coffee shop, and a friendship begins to bloom. Or you might be introduced to
         a new colleague at work and hit it off immediately. No matter how the budding friendship
         has begun, it is important to move the relationship forward in alignment with your
         own personal code of friendship ethics. Providing the same level of respectful behavior
         that you expect from a friend is essential. In addition, being aware of any red flags
         that pop up early will allow you to identify potential fault lines in the friendship
         before things go too far. Addressing any concerns early is beneficial in a couple
         of ways. First, you model the practice of clear and honest communication from the
         outset, which is necessary for authentic relationships to thrive. Second, you can
         find out early if this is just a “hiccup” or a full-blown viral threat to the health
         of the friendship. Correcting the course of the friendship is much easier at the earliest
         stages than after having allowed poor behaviors to become an accepted norm.
      

      
       

      Clearly, ending even a difficult or unsatisfying friendship can create another set
         of emotional challenges for you. However, freeing yourself from a relationship that
         is holding you back from enjoying life to the fullest or feeling as good as you can
         about yourself is well worth the short-term difficulty. In fact, research suggests
         that relationships that are unsatisfying or marred with unpleasant interactions are
         worse for your emotional well-being than an absence of friendships.[5]    As you begin the process of ending a friendship, the following section provides
         ideas for making the break as smoothly and compassionately as possible.
      

      
      Suggestions for the Cleanest Outcome
When Letting Go
      

      
      1. Do not let toxic relationships go on for too long

      
      The longer you allow a poor relationship to drag on, the longer your period of suffering
         will last. This is just a logical truth. In addition, the longer you delay, the more
         deeply entrenched the two of you become in the unhealthy system. The deeper the hole
         you dig, the higher you have to climb and the harder you have to work to get out of
         it. Many women recognize that their kinder, gentler, forgiving natures put them in
         positions to care too long and hope too optimistically that the toxic friends will
         change. Additionally, one woman shared her acknowledgment that she might have been
         much more capable of quickly ending a toxic friendship that she allowed to go on too
         long if she had “more experience, judgment, and better self-esteem.” Feeling more
         confident about the types of friends you want in your life will put you in a position
         to recognize and terminate unsatisfactory relationships more expediently and more
         effectively. Another woman said that her best advice for ending a toxic relationship
         was to “check out of new friendships the moment toxic traits begin to appear.” 
      

      
      2. Weigh your words carefully

      
      This suggestion is important to follow for a couple of reasons. First, if a friend
         has shown any evidence of a lack of trustworthiness, then remember that anything you
         share with her may be shared with others. In the event that your conversation, e-mail,
         or texts should go public or viral via social media, having been discreet and mature
         in your communications may save you a lot of headaches down the road. Second, you
         never know if this current friendship fissure is going to be a temporary break or
         a permanent solution. The flashpoint issue today may be totally inconsequential a
         month or a year from now. Make sure that you say nothing that could jeopardize any
         rebuilding of the relationship if the opportunity were to present itself in the future.
      

      
      3. If you will likely still run into her in the neighborhood, at work, on campus,
         or at the gym, make sure that you end the relationship on as positive a note as possible
      

      
      Cold glares, pointedly avoiding looking in her direction, or cringing when she unrolls
         her yoga mat next to yours are more subliminally damaging to you than they might be
         to her. Save yourself the long-term suffering and include her in your “loving kindness
         meditation.” In this form of meditation, you ask for wellness, happiness, and freedom
         from suffering for yourself, a loved one, a neutral person, and then an enemy.[6]    She may need to be acknowledged as the “enemy” at first, if need be, but work
         to include her as a “neutral person” as soon as you can. If you are not likely to
         practice meditation, it can be beneficial to your emotional well-being to mentally
         wish her well or make a list of her past kindnesses to you. Research shows that positive
         activities, whether making a gratitude list or listing positive qualities, actually
         protect our mental health.[7]    In spite of your good intentions, the relationship may still end in a drama-filled,
         voices-raised disagreement or all-out fight. If this is how your situation unfolds,
         it can be especially important to take steps to let go of any anger or strong negative
         energy that remains. This is about protecting your own emotional well-being and taking
         away any power you have given your former friend to control your thoughts or feelings.
      

      
      Many reasons support the value of ending relationships as cleanly and kindly as possible,
         but perhaps the need to avoid any future or collateral shame might be one of the most
         personally motivating reasons. In small towns, big cities, campuses, or workplaces,
         word can travel quickly. Web connections and cell phone towers only expedite the latest
         gossip’s progress between people. Thus, the less fodder you offer others, the more
         glowing your reputation will remain.
      

      
      4. Technology issues may need consideration

      
      Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and other forms of electronic communication have brought
         our intimate relationships onto a whole new stage. A few years ago, the number of
         women who detailed the role that social media played in their friendship breakups
         would have been significantly lower and more age-specific than it is today. Women
         all across the life span are now creating Facebook profiles, sending e-mails, and
         texting friends. 
      

      
      One midlife woman shared that an incident involving social media was the catalyst
         for ending one of her friendships. She related that “a friend showed me part of a
         private Facebook message that someone had sent to her and that was the end for me;
         to me she was no longer a trustworthy person.” While this was the case of confidential
         information being shared with others in an unethical manner, there are also stories
         in which technology is used to disparage and denigrate friends. 
      

      
      One respondent shared, perhaps unknowingly so ironically, that she was shocked by
         a former friend who turned to Facebook to belittle some and gather sympathy from others:
         “She . . . is filling her Facebook page with posts about how ill she is, how some
         people are just bitter and jealous, and imploring people not to be unkind to others
         . . . and is racking up love and sympathy comments by the hundred!” Her own comment
         suggested that the toxic friend had been at least partially successful in drumming
         up negative feelings and bitterness in this particular friend.
      

      
      Another woman in her thirties shared that Facebook was the vehicle that led to the
         breakup of a friendship: “I texted her after being disrespected via Facebook and told
         her not to talk to me anymore. I wish she’d told me to my face what her problem was.
         I’m not sure what I would do differently.” In listening to her story, there is perhaps
         more than a little bit of irony in her wish for a face-to-face discussion, as she
         used a text message to terminate the relationship. 
      

      
      The wide variety of ways that technology can be used to establish or terminate friendships
         was illustrated in this comment: “I confronted the toxic friend and told her outright
         how I felt and then I backed off from the friendship 100 percent. On Facebook, I unfriended
         her. On my cell phone, I spammed her messages.” Being unfriended or doing the unfriending
         can be an effective way to keep yourself from ruminating on the failed relationship.
         Blocking e-mails, blocking/spamming texts, and unfollowing a friend on Twitter also
         may facilitate the process of distancing yourself from the relationship. Further,
         putting distance between you and your former friend in cyberspace can be a proactive
         move, especially if you are prone to poring over others’ updates and profiles and
         wishing your own life were more exciting.[8]    When you make negative comparisons about your own life to those of friends—or
         worse yet, ex-friends—via Facebook and Twitter feeds, you increase your own risk for
         depression. Making a clean break is best for your own mental health.
      

      
      5. Make it about yourself and your needs, not her wrongs

      
      Too often, an individual will rush in and place blame on the friend who had wronged
         her when she is making the decision to terminate a friendship. Next, the person being
         blamed will then immediately jump in to defend herself from the verbal assault. A
         conflict may erupt that can transition quite rapidly from a serious discussion to
         a flat-out fight when blaming begins. Regardless of who might actually deserve the
         label of victim or perpetrator, avoid beginning any sentences with “fighting words”
         such as “You made me . . .” or “You should never have . . .” or “You are such a .
         . .” and so on. While letting her know what you think may seem like a cleansing and
         cathartic choice, you are more likely to be setting yourself up for an unexpectedly
         ugly scene.
      

      
      Owning your own feelings and taking responsibility for how the relationship has unfolded
         or unraveled can actually be a much more freeing experience. By stating, “I really
         felt _________ when ____________ happened,” you are affirming your own personal reactions
         and needs. By acknowledging your own feelings, you are recognizing what you do and
         do not want to experience within a friendship. By describing the action that created
         the negative feeling, you are acknowledging the behaviors you will need to see as
         red flags in future relationships. Shaming and blaming may provide a very temporary
         feeling of victory, but being open and honest about what you will and will not tolerate
         in relationships will yield a longer-lasting sense of satisfaction.
      

      
      Unfortunately, no matter how well you work to keep the discussion on an even keel,
         your friend may choose to escalate the intensity and volume of the interaction. If
         you feel that things are getting out of hand and your efforts to keep the discussion
         productive have failed, you may need to diplomatically end the conversation and remove
         yourself from the scene. Let the person know that you appreciate her feelings, but
         it is not in anyone’s best interest to engage in an unproductive and hurtful exchange.
         She may not hear the message you are sending, but you will know that you have done
         the best you can, given the current set of circumstances.
      

      
      6. Acknowledge the benefits that the relationship has offered over time and express
         appreciation for the role she has played in your life in the past
      

      
      After you have owned your feelings and acknowledged to your friend that you feel that
         the relationship is not working out for you, if there is something positive to share
         about her or the friendship, offer this information to her. Let her know that you
         have enjoyed having a gym buddy, or a lunch buddy, or a Saturday-night-no-date buddy,
         or neighborhood walking buddy, and so on. If she shared taxi rides or carpooled with
         you, mention these. If she listened to you complain in the past or helped plan your
         wedding or held your hand as you dealt with the loss of someone you loved, let her
         know. Most of us want to be let down easy. You can model this kindness and thoughtfulness
         for your friend, and she may actually learn something about the value of exhibiting
         the traits of a good friend.
      

      
      Through your willingness to share what was positive in the relationship with your
         former friend, you are also sending a message to her about behaviors that others might
         value in her other relationships. You are also affirming to yourself the behaviors
         that are of value to you. Friendships are social exchange microsystems, so at some
         point you received some form of benefit from your original investment in the relationship.
         If she was just someone to speak to at work, then acknowledge that she helped you
         feel more comfortable on the job. If she was willing to watch your pets one weekend
         or water your flowers or accompany you to a wine tasting or book club meeting, acknowledge
         her past kindness. While this may not be easy, it will leave you feeling so much better
         about how you chose to manage the breakup.
      

      
      7. Do not allow yourself to dwell on negative thoughts about revenge or punishment
         of the former friend
      

      
      While some people enjoy getting caught up in the conflict at hand and even “wallow”
         in anger and negativity, this is not the best choice for optimal well-being. If you
         have been the victim of intentional hurt, offense, or disrespect, it is normal to
         feel anger and, for some, to desire to see the perpetrator face consequences for her
         behavior. Obsessing about this desire, however, is extremely detrimental to your own
         well-being. Researchers have revealed some interesting things about the anticipated
         joy that is expected to occur through inflicting punishment/revenge on others.[9]    It turns out that the pleasure in plotting revenge actually diminishes your psychological
         well-being, and engaging in punishment is further detrimental to your state of mind.
         Imagining retribution against your former friend causes you to hold on to negative
         feelings and engage in rumination much longer than if you just let the transgression
         go and move on in your life. While forgiveness may be suggested by some as the key
         to a peaceful heart, not everyone is capable of forgiving those who have hurt them.
         However, consciously reminding yourself to “let it go” when you find yourself replaying
         the conflict in your head and actually “letting it go” is an achievable goal. The
         saying that living well is the best revenge may actually be true. It is important
         to keep yourself from allowing your former friend to have further control of your
         thoughts and feelings once the “friendship expiration date,” as one respondent termed
         it, has passed. 
      

      
      Moving Forward

      
      In summary, each of us possesses an individual code of friendship ethics, or set of
         friendship rules, that reflects what we believe to be honorable behavior between friends.
         While we may not have conscious awareness of these beliefs, we may be quick to recognize
         when friends cross our lines of acceptable behavior. In the previous two chapters,
         we have shared material to help you recognize and clarify your personal expectations
         regarding healthy and satisfying friendships. While many of us learn through the loss
         of a relationship just where our boundaries had been drawn, we hope that you feel
         more prepared to define and defend your boundaries before a toxic friendship has gone
         too far. In addition, we hope that, as you move forward, you can let go of lingering
         disappointment and other negative emotions that have resulted from past toxic friendship
         conflicts. A better use of this energy would be to focus on fortifying your relationships
         with existing friends and establishing supportive relationships with new friends as
         you move forward.
      

      
       We invited women to share the stories of toxic friendships they had experienced as
         well as the lessons they had learned from these challenging relationships. We will
         end this book with a concise summary of lessons that were not explicitly highlighted
         in earlier chapters addressing friendship rules but positively influence the maintenance
         of strong interpersonal ties. We hope you can integrate these lessons into your own
         personal code of friendship ethics:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Communicate openly and honestly to keep the relationship on track.

            
         

         
         	
            Set clear boundaries; these are essential components of any healthy relationship.

            
         

         
         	
            Acknowledge the value of the relationship through word and thoughtful deed.

            
         

         
         	
            Make time to spend one-on-one and face-to-face with your friends.

            
         

         
         	
            If distance keeps you apart, check in with texts or phone calls to stay current.

            
         

         
         	
            Celebrate your friends’ successes and help them to recognize their own strengths and
               accomplishments.
            

            
         

         
         	
            Expect disagreements to occur on occasion, but do not “go to bed angry.”

            
         

         
         	
            Accept that not every friendship is going to last a lifetime and not every friend
               is going to be a best friend.
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Few and far between are the individuals who have not been hurt by someone they considered
         a friend. Whether the pain inflicted was intentional or inadvertent, the resulting
         damage can leave a person reeling. Willingness to speak up for your own best interests,
         address the conflict, and initiate a discussion about the incident will allow you
         to make a sound decision about the future of the friendship. By determining your boundaries
         and your personal code of friendship ethics, you will be better prepared to establish
         and maintain thriving relationships that bring satisfaction and joy. Remember that
         when you are faced with a friendship that brings pain or displeasure, you should treat
         yourself with the kindness with which you would treat your good friends. Be willing
         to take stock, let go, and move on when a relationship has clearly run its course.
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