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Research shows friends are good for your
health

(From left) actor and singer Chloe Bailey, singer Sabrina Carpenter, actor Yara Shahidi, actor and singer Halle Bailey and actor Rowan
Blanchard standing together at a celebration in Hollywood, California, in 2017. Photo by: Donato Sardella/Getty Images for Coach

Overwhelmed recently by the stress of an impending move -- along with the usual demands of a

busy life -- I turned to the people I love.

In small chunks of time between tasks on my to-do list, I called and texted with my sister, my

parents, local friends and old friends scattered around the country. Some conversations turned my

stress into laughter. Others made me cry. One friend came over to clean out my closet. Then she

took our kids for four hours so we could pack without interruption.

With each hug, conversation and gesture of support, I started to feel better. As it turns out, those

feelings may be paying long-term dividends, too: According to accumulating evidence, strong

relationships breed better health, with benefits that include resilience against heart disease and a

longer life.

It's encouraging research that's worth paying attention to. When life gets hectic, making time for

friends can be a challenge. And some studies suggest that many of us have fewer friends today
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than our parents did a generation ago.

Those obstacles make prioritizing relationships all the more important, experts say.

"A good friendship is a wonderful antidepressant," says psychologist Janice Kiecolt-Glaser,

director of the Institute for Behavioral Medicine Research at the Ohio State University College of

Medicine in Columbus. "Relationships are so powerful, we don't always appreciate the many levels

at which they affect us."

Ever since researchers began to make links between loneliness and poor health about 25 years ago,

the scientific literature on the value of friendship has exploded. Today, the data make a convincing

case: Having people who care about us is good for us.

In a 2010 meta-analysis that combined data on more than 308,000 people across 148 studies, for

example, researchers found a strong connection between social relationships and life span. The

size of the effect rivaled that of better-known health-related behaviors such as smoking and

exercise.

Because the studies used different methods, the analysis couldn't say exactly how many more years

of life we might gain by having true pals, says lead author Julianne Holt-Lunstad, a psychologist at

Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah.

But in a 2015 analysis that compiled data on more than 3.4 million people across 70 studies, she

and colleagues found that the absence of social connections carried the same health risk as

smoking up to 15 cigarettes a day. Loneliness led to worse outcomes than obesity. And the findings

held true for people of all ages.

Early on, it seemed possible that healthier people might simply make more friends. But a growing

body of research suggests instead that good relationships actually lead to better health. One clue

comes from studies that begin with a large group of healthy people and follow them for decades.

Experimental work on animals has also linked isolation with earlier death.

And plenty of studies have revealed biological theories that may explain what makes us healthier

when we feel supported: lower blood pressure, better hormone function, stronger immune systems

and possibly lower levels of inflammation.

Meanwhile, friends can influence health-related behaviors through peer pressure that values

healthy eating, exercise, taking prescriptions and going to doctor's appointments, Holt-Lunstad

adds. True friendships can also give us a sense of purpose, making us more motivated to take care

of ourselves.

But even as evidence piles up to support the value of bonding, the nature of friendship seems to be

changing, says Glenn Sparks, a communications professor at Purdue University in West Lafayette,

Indiana, who studies how media affect people. One reason is that people move more frequently

than they used to. And for many people, a focus on display screens has replaced a focus on faces.

Sparks remembers arriving at Purdue in 1986 and marveling at a stretch of sidewalk on campus

dubbed the "Hello Walk." The point was to smile and say hello to the people you passed there, and

that's what students did.



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

"Today, you walk down that sidewalk and people are staring at their iPhones and iPads and in

some cases even their laptops," says Sparks, co-author of "Refrigerator Rights: Creating

Connections and Restoring Relationships." "Their ear buds are in and they're gone into some

virtual space. We think that really takes a toll on the relational health of any community."

Technology isn't necessarily all bad, he adds. Facebook and Skype can help keep people connected

from afar, and science hasn't yet caught up with the nuanced ways that digital devices might alter

relationships. But a confluence of factors seems to be threatening the potential for connection.

According to a long-term study published in 2006, people had an average of about three friends

they felt they could discuss important things with in 1984. By 2005, the average number of

confidants had dropped to about two. At the end of the study, close to 25 percent of respondents

said they didn't have anyone they could truly trust, triple the proportion from two decades earlier.

More recently, a 2010 study by AARP surveyed more than 3,000 people 45 and older and found

that 35 percent scored in the lonely category. Another survey, published this year by researchers at

the University of Oxford in England, included more than 3,300 British people and found that,

even though respondents averaged 155 Facebook connections, the number they felt they could

approach in times of extreme distress was just four.

It's not necessarily important to have a lot of friends, though some studies suggest that more

might be better than fewer. The AARP survey found that loneliness rates were highest in people

who had fewer than three close friends, and having five or more was better than having three or

four.

What is clear is that quality trumps quantity. Just as strong relationships can improve health

measures, toxic or stressful relationships can lead to depression, high blood pressure and other

negative outcomes.

In one recent study, Kiecolt-Glaser and colleagues asked married couples to discuss something

they disagreed about. Over the next day, pairs that both included someone with a history of

depression and had argued with hostility burned fewer calories than did those who talked to each

other with more kindness. That suggests that relationship quality can affect metabolism.

So how can we cultivate more and stronger relationships? Science can't yet say. Studies that have

randomly assigned patients in hospitals to be part of a support group or have sent visitors to sit

with lonely people have produced mixed results, probably because of chemistry: There's no

guarantee that two people will click.

A better strategy, Holt-Lundstad suspects, is to try volunteering or joining activities that allow for

interaction with a wide variety of people. It's also worth making a conscious effort to be the kind of

friend you'd like people to be for you, Kiecolt-Glaser says. That includes being supportive, being

there when friends need you, having fun together and making an effort to listen, even when you're

busy or stressed-out.

In my case, I'm going to try to remember how much it meant to me when friends helped us with

our move. And if I can organize a closet or even show up to give a hug, I'll do my best to be there.

After all, there's something in it for me, too.
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Quiz

1 One CENTRAL idea of the article is that the nature of our friendships can affect our health.

Which two details BEST support the idea above?

1. One clue comes from studies that begin with a large group of healthy people and follow
them for decades.

2. And plenty of studies have revealed biological theories that may explain what makes us
healthier when we feel supported: lower blood pressure, better hormone function, stronger
immune systems and possibly lower levels of inflammation.

3. At the end of the study, close to 25 percent of respondents said they didn't have anyone
they could truly trust, triple the proportion from two decades earlier.

4. Just as strong relationships can improve health measures, toxic or stressful relationships
can lead to depression, high blood pressure and other negative outcomes.

(A) 1 and 3

(B) 2 and 3

(C) 1 and 4

(D) 2 and 4

2 HOW does the CENTRAL idea that modern friendship is changing emerge in the article?

(A) through an opinion and anecdote about the role of technology in interactions and evidence that the
number of people's close friends has shrunk in recent decades

(B) through an outline of the way that connections are growing as a result of Facebook and Skype and
studies of improved friendships among the elderly

(C) through a comparison between the friendships the author developed as a young person close to home
and those she has found after moving far away

(D) through a contrast between the ways that people made friends long ago and the ways science has
proven to be most effective in recent years

3 According to the article, which of the following are reasons WHY researchers believe friendships lead to better health?

1. Research shows married couples feel more positively about life than single people.
2. Support can lead to healthier biological indicators like lower blood pressure and stronger

immune systems.
3. Friends can influence health-related behaviors through positive peer pressure and providing

a sense of purpose.
4. Studies suggest that using kindness can positively affect metabolism.

(A) 1 and 2 only

(B) 2 and 3 only

(C) 1, 2 and 4

(D) 2, 3 and 4
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4 WHY does the author begin the article by describing the experience of her recent move?

(A) to indicate that she personally wanted to take part in the new study of friendship and health

(B) to highlight the way her perspective on friendship was changed recently

(C) to provide an anecdote about the way that close friends can help relieve stress

(D) to explore the way that her friendships have changed since she has moved


