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In the late spring of 1876, nearly seventeen years after his first publication 
of On the Origin of Species and following decades of careful description of 
the natural world, Charles Darwin sat down to write a sketch of his life. He 
devoted only sixty pages to the topic, detailing his early encounters with 
the natural world, his compulsive beetle collecting, his lackluster attempt 
at earning a medical degree, and his five years of voyaging on H.M.S. 
Beagle. However, when Darwin described the circumstance that most 
influenced his intellectual career, he focused not on his encounters with 
books or the natural world, but rather on a friendship — his intimate bond 
with his Cambridge mentor and fellow naturalist John Henslow. Grounded 
in a shared passion for the natural world, the friendship between Darwin 
and Henslow developed at Cambridge over frequent walks, country expe-
ditions, and home visits, as the two pondered questions in religion and 
natural science. Their friendship lasted from 1828 until Henslow’s death 
in 1861, and over the years, Henslow played a singular role in Darwin’s 
intellectual development. In addition to introducing Darwin to the scien-
tific study of geology, botany, and zoology, Henslow arranged Darwin’s 
position on the H.M.S. Beagle, where the young scientist would ultimately 
make observations critical to his theory of natural selection.

An astute and meticulous observer of the natural world, Darwin rec-
ognized the importance of friendships everywhere in the story of his 
personal development. Darwin’s friends introduced him to new ideas, 
provided academic opportunities, and supported his theories on evolution 
in an atmosphere of vigorous academic debate.1 Rarely, however, did these 
friends provide the kind of material support bearing on the life-or-death 
struggle for existence that figured so prominently in Darwin’s theory of 
evolution and natural selection. Therefore, it is not surprising that, in con-

Introduction
The Adaptive Significance of Friendship

I have not as yet mentioned a circumstance which influenced my 
whole career more than any other. This was my friendship with 
Professor Henslow.

Charles Darwin, Recollections of the 
Development of My Mind and Character
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trast to his recurring treatment of the subject in the short natural history 
of his own development, Darwin referred to friendship only a handful of 
times in the sum of his scientific works on human evolution.

The apparent discrepancy in Darwin’s own writings — between the im-
portance of friendships in his own life and the role that friendships might 
have played over the course of human evolution — reflects current thinking 
about friendship in the modern West.2 Many of us have friends, and they 
reward us in diverse ways, engaging us with stimulating conversation, im-
proving our mood, and relieving us from minor inconveniences by shar-
ing a ride, lending a hand, or taking the time to think through problems. 
However, while friends make us happy and help us in small ways, it is not 
entirely clear that they are important in the high-stakes game of survival 
and reproduction.3 As the twentieth-century social commentator C. S. 
Lewis wrote, “Friendship is unnecessary, like philosophy, like art. . . . It 
has no survival value.” In line with this view, theories of human evolution 
have generally neglected the adaptive importance of friendships, instead 
focusing on exchange regulated by kin-biased altruism, pair-bonding, or 
strictly balanced give-and-take.

The purpose of this book is twofold. First, it brings to the foreground 
the unique ways that friendships, defined here as long-term relation-
ships of mutual affection and support, have helped people deal with the 
struggles of daily life in a wide range of human societies.4 Depending on 
the culture, friends share food when it is scarce, provide backup during 
aggressive disputes, lend a hand in planting and harvesting, and open 
avenues of exchange across otherwise indifferent or hostile social groups. 
And behavior among friends is not necessarily regulated in the same way 
as behavior in other relationships, such as those among biological kin or 
mates. Nor is it regulated in terms of strictly balanced, tit-for-tat exchange. 
Rather, I will argue that the help provided by friends is regulated by a sys-
tem based on mutual goodwill that motivates friends to help each other in 
times of need. How humans are able to cultivate goodwill and successfully 
maintain friendships when the potential for exploitation is theoretically 
so great is a fascinating question, and one that will figure prominently in 
this book.

Beyond the basic unifying elements of mutual affection and support, 
friendships can be established and maintained in diverse ways across cul-
tures, many of which are difficult to reconcile with ideals of friendship 
in the United States and Europe. People in other places and times have 
inherited friendships from parents and other family members, sanctified 
friendships through public wedding-like rituals, and entered friendships 
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based on the wishes of family and community elders.5 In many societies, 
close friends are sufficiently valuable that it is acceptable to violate the 
law to protect them. And some defining features of friendship in the U.S., 
such as a focus on emotional rather than material support, are of minor 
importance in other societies. Therefore, in addition to identifying core 
features of friendship, the book’s second goal is to document and account 
for the recurring yet diverse ideals and behaviors associated with friend-
ship in human societies.

I approach these goals from three perspectives — developmental, eco-
logical, and evolutionary — each of which opens up complementary vistas 
on how friendships have emerged as a social form among humans and 
how they continue to arise in everyday life. The first perspective taken in 
the book is developmental and acknowledges that much of human behav-
ior is fashioned through a process of social learning that takes place over 
a lifetime. Therefore, this book examines how people learn the rules of 
friendship in their natal cultures and how they cultivate friendships with 
one another over time. The second perspective is ecological and recognizes 
that a key human adaptation is the ability to adjust behavior to the vicissi-
tudes of local environments. Thus, we might expect friendships to vary in 
their particular functions and developmental trajectories in different eco-
logical settings.6 For example, how do the friendships of foragers in harsh 
and highly variable environments differ from those of steadily employed 
middle-class citizens of a modern nation-state? Are there societies where 
friendships are unnecessary or indeed absent, as some scholars have pro-
posed? The third, evolutionary, perspective asks how behaviors among 
friends ultimately influence survival and reproduction, why a capacity for 
something like friendship might have arisen and endured among humans, 
and what other animals might possess the capabilities necessary for the 
cultivation of friendship-like relationships. From these three perspectives 
on friendship’s origins, I develop an account that ranges from ultimate 
evolutionary explanations of friendship’s ubiquitous appearance in human 
social life to proximal descriptions of the psychological processes involved 
in learning and regulating behaviors among friends in changing and 
uncertain contexts.

Before proceeding further, it is worth considering in more detail what 
we mean by friendship, how it differs from other kinds of relationships, 
and how friendships uniquely aid in the struggles of daily life (box 1). 
Philosophy perhaps more than any other discipline has dealt with these 
issues, and I begin by reviewing how philosophers have defined friendship, 
not only in terms of which behaviors are observed among friends, but also 
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what underlying motivations guide such behaviors. Next, I briefly outline 
how the approach to regulating behaviors among friends differs from that 
used in other relationships, such as those between kin or between partners 
who exchange on the basis of quid pro quo (something for something). 
Finally, I propose that this way of regulating relationships provides one 
solution to a recurring problem in evolutionary biology and the social sci-
ences: mutual aid in uncertain environments. These three questions — how 
is friendship regulated, how does friendship differ from other relation-
ships, and why is friendship useful — will arise throughout the book. 

Philosophers Defining Friendship

In contrast to its relative neglect by students of human evolution, friendship 
has been a recurring topic in philosophy.7 Big names in Western thought, 
ranging from Aristotle to twentieth-century French philosopher Jacques 
Derrida, have attempted to identify the essential qualities of friendship, 
to define its place in the social order, and to give advice on dealing with 
friends. Aristotle devoted two of the ten books in his Nicomachean Ethics 
to the subject and laid out the necessary conditions for the relationship: a 
friend must wish well for the other, the other must share this goodwill, 

BOX 1 What Is a Friend?

Friend is a slippery concept. Among Lepcha farmers in eastern Nepal, the 

closest word for friend can be extended to many kinds of relationships, 

including trading partnerships with foreigners, relationships based on 

mutual aid, and childhood companions (Gorer 1938). In English, politicians 

use it to address masses of supporters, nation-states use it to declare eco-

nomic and political alliances, and social networking sites use the term for 

any kind of mutually recognized tie. As a testament to its conceptual spread, 

the word friend is spoken and written more in English than any other rela-

tional term — even more than mother or father (Leech, Rayson, and Wilson 

2001). In the midst of such ubiquitous and diverse usage, one aim of this 

book will be to identify what is meant by the word friend and how individuals 

who self-identify as friends, and especially close friends, feel about and 

behave toward each other. While this approach works well in English-

speaking contexts, it poses serious problems when one travels to other cul-

tures that use other words for friend-like relationships. I discuss in more 

detail how to deal with this issue of cross-cultural translation in chapter 2.
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and both must recognize that these feelings are mutual. Predating many 
later treatments of friendship, Aristotle’s work also made clear distinctions 
between friendships based purely on mutual utility and those based on 
mutual goodwill. Twenty-four centuries later, Jacques Derrida, the father 
of philosophical deconstructionism, wrote an entire book on the challenge 
of knowing whether someone is a friend or an enemy.

Non-Western intellectual traditions have also given friendship serious 
thought. In their advice on leading a proper life, the Buddha and follow-
ers of Confucius outlined the types of friendships that one should seek in 
daily life and those that one should avoid. Over three thousand years ago 
in present-day Punjab, Vedic hymns were written that enumerated the 
obligations of friends: friends should provide food and protect one anoth-
er’s honor, and foremost should not abandon one another in times of need.

These diverse traditions frequently define friendship in terms of rules 
and violations — how one should behave toward friends, what friends 
should do for one another, and examples of false friends who violate codes 
of good conduct. For example, in his advice to followers in the Sigalovada 
Sutra, the Buddha outlined five appropriate behaviors toward friends that 
closely reflect modern Western ideals: (1) be generous, (2) speak kindly, 
(3) provide care, (4) be equal, and (5) be truthful. According to the Buddha, 
friends will return the favor by offering protection and consolation in 
times of need. In the same text, the Buddha also illustrated four violations 
of friendship as “foes in the guise of friends”: (1) the selfish friend who 
only fulfills his duty out of fear, (2) the friend who promises much but 
does not deliver when one is in need, (3) the flatterer who speaks ill behind 
one’s back, and (4) the ruiner who leads one to intoxication, late-night rev-
elry, idle entertainment, and gambling.8

Behaviors such as being truthful and providing care often play an impor-
tant part in philosophers’ definitions. However, behaviors alone are insuf-
ficient to define friendship. We also need to understand what makes people 
want to engage in these behaviors and how these expectations are enforced 
and encouraged. Consider drawing up a contract with a close friend stat-
ing the conditions under which each should help the other or resorting to 
small claims court to address a close friend’s bad behavior. These measures 
would not conflict with most of the Buddha’s rules, but they would likely 
violate our own notions of friendship. Though the Buddha focused mostly 
on the rules of friendship, he also recognized the importance of how the 
rules are followed, by stating, for example, that friends should not help out 
of fear but rather from feelings of compassion and loving-kindness. More 
broadly, people in a wide range of cultures carefully avoid certain kinds of 
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accounting — such as strict give-and-take — when interacting with friends. 
A recurring theme of this book will be how friends follow and enforce the 
rules of friendship, and why this distinguishes friendship from other kinds 
of relationships, such as kin ties or trade relationships based on reciprocal 
exchange or barter.

Friendship: A Special Kind of  
Reciprocal Altruism

Friendship is only one among many ways that humans — and other organ-
isms — co-regulate one another’s behavior.9 Among cooperative relation-
ships, for example, evolutionary theorists have generally focused on those 
regulated by kin-biased altruism, pair-bonding with mates, and strict tit-
for-tat exchange.10 How do human friendships differ from these kinds of 
relationships?

Observers have frequently noted similarities in the ways people behave 
toward close friends and closely related kin. In both cases, people often 
help for the sake of helping, rather than from fear of punishment or out 
of some expectation of return. People apply similar vocabularies, of love, 
loyalty, and goodwill, when talking about close family and friends. Indeed, 
they often explicitly incorporate non-kin friends into their families by 
calling them sister, brother, aunt, or uncle. For these reasons, some schol-
ars have argued that friendship may be an application of the mechanisms 
regulating kin-biased altruism to non-kin individuals.11 However, despite 
these superficial similarities, helping behaviors among friends differ in 
important ways from those among kin, depending in different ways on 
feelings of closeness and the costs of helping, a topic I will explore further 
in chapter 3.

Another possible foundation for friendship is pair-bonding between 
mating partners. Like biological kin, spouses and mates talk about love 
and loyalty, and they often help one another in unconditional ways. In the 
U.S. and other societies, many people refer to their spouse as their best 
friend. Indeed, friendships may recruit many of the same psychological 
and physiological processes involved in cultivating pair bonds. However, 
there are some problems with this explanation. Other mammals also form 
long-lasting pair bonds. For example, mouse-like prairie voles enter life-
long monogamous unions that focus on common territory defense and 
pup rearing. However, these bonds require sexual activity (or human 
intervention to influence choice of mates) to form. Therefore, if human 
friendships are based on a template of pair-bonding, we must also explain 
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how friendships can arise without the other trappings of pair-bonding, 
such as sexual desire, sexual behavior, and another common feature of 
human pair-bonds, single-minded, romantic obsession with a partner 
(chapter 4).

Finally, friendship also shares many similarities with reciprocally 
altruistic behavior whereby unrelated individuals help others depend-
ing on the quality of past exchanges and on the expectation of aid in the 
future. Such behavior is inherently risky, because one person may cheat 
by first enjoying the help of another but then failing to help in return. In 
his groundbreaking 1971 article “The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism,” 
Robert Trivers described how altruistic behaviors among non-kin could 
evolve by natural selection if costs and benefits were equally exchanged 
over sufficiently numerous interactions. Although not as common as kin-
biased behaviors, such exchange relationships appear occasionally in the 
natural world. In coral reefs across the Pacific Ocean, bluestreak cleaner 
wrasses provide parasite-removal services to larger fish. In Central Mexico, 
vampire bats frequently regurgitate valuable blood-meals to share with 
hungry (non-kin) partners. And around the world, humans engage in all 
manner of reciprocal exchanges, whether we consider Nama pastoralists 
sharing water in the dry deserts of southern Africa, Tausug farmers of the 
Philippines rushing to the support of friends during feuds, or Ache forag-
ers of South America sharing the fruits of their hunting and gathering.12

A decade after Trivers’s account of the evolution of reciprocal altru-
ism, political scientist Robert Axelrod and evolutionary biologist William 
Hamilton formalized (and dramatically simplified) the concept of recipro-
cally altruistic behavior in a game called the prisoner’s dilemma. In the 
canonical prisoner’s dilemma game, police have arrested two partners-in-
crime, but without a confession from either of the conspirators the police 
can only make the case for a lesser charge. Hoping to divide and conquer, 
the police separate the prisoners into soundproof cell blocks, and they 
give each prisoner the opportunity to rat out his mate. If both prisoners 
keep quiet (thus cooperating amongst themselves), they both enjoy the 
much-reduced sentence of six months’ jail time. If only one squeals, then 
he goes home scot-free, but the sucker faces a ten-year sentence. If both 
squeal, they both face a steep three-year sentence. If they know they’ll 
never meet again, each prisoner does better alone by squealing. However, 
if both squeal on each other, then they get more time than if they had both 
kept quiet. The prisoner’s dilemma game cleanly captures the trade-off 
between potential gains to be made by cooperating (in this case keeping 
quiet) and the possible risks of exploitation at the hands of a selfish partner.
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Using a repeated version of this game, where the same players must 
face one another over many interactions, Axelrod and Hamilton showed 
how individuals following a simple cooperative strategy, popularly known 
as tit-for-tat, could avoid exploitation and outperform greedy defectors.13 
Tit-for-tat involved simply cooperating with a partner until that partner 
defected, at which point one refused to cooperate any further. The strategy 
only required knowing a partner’s previous actions and opened up the pos-
sibility that organisms as simple as bacteria might have the capacity to 
cooperate. It also captured the kinds of quid pro quo exchanges often found 
in arm’s-length commercial trades among humans.14 The mathematical 
elegance of the repeated prisoner’s dilemma game was also appealing, and 
over time reciprocal altruism became synonymous with tit-for-tat coop-
eration in the repeated prisoner’s dilemma game.

The standard repeated prisoner’s dilemma game, while elegantly cap-
turing the tension between the temptation of immediate gratification and 
the promise of long-term cooperation, also represents a very limited view 
of the conditions in which cooperation might evolve. First, it assumes 
that the opportunities for helping a partner occur in lock-step alternation 
with uniform costs to helping, so that one could readily and immediately 
observe if a partner was cheating. In the real world, however, the opportu-
nities to help a friend can be spaced over very long intervals in unknow-
able ways and involve vastly different costs and benefits. Needs can also 
become highly unbalanced. Due to a string of bad luck, for example, one 
friend may need a steady flow of help while the other friend needs none. 
Moreover, a friend may legitimately not be able to help when the need 
arises. The uncertain timing and size of needs and the uncertain ability of 
particular friends to help at a moment of need make the task of regulating 
reciprocal aid in such contexts very difficult. In such situations, a simple 
strategy based on keeping a strict balance of benefits and costs (e.g., tit-for-
tat) would be very brittle. At the slightest failure of a partner, it would lead 
to the dissolution of friendship at best and recurring retaliation between 
partners at worst, with no possibility of repair. Over the past two decades 
researchers have dealt with some of these issues, such as the uncertain 
timing of needs, while leaving others relatively unexplored.15 However, to 
deal with these added contingencies in exchange, one must often consider 
more complex strategies, raising questions about how humans could actu-
ally do the mental calculations required to enact such strategies.

In addition to these theoretical problems with tit-for-tat in regulat-
ing cooperation in real-life environments, there is an empirical problem. 
There is abundant evidence that human friends don’t help one another in 
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a tit-for-tat manner by responding directly to the balance of favors or a 
partner’s past actions. Indeed, friends frequently avoid such strict account-
ing. Rather, when making decisions to help, they focus on the twin facts 
that so-and-so is a friend and she is in need.16 In such cases, evaluations of 
friendship rather than accounting of past and possibly future exchanges 
are the most proximate reasons for the decision to help. This move, from 
choosing to help based on a tit-for-tat accounting system to helping 
because a friend is in need, also has implications for how people think and 
behave with friends. The question “Is Ella a friend?” requires new criteria 
to discern Ella’s goodwill and feelings in the friendship. What are Ella’s 
intentions toward me? Does she consider me a friend? Does she understand 
my needs and preferences? Does she pay too much attention to the balance 
of exchanges? These are important questions, because they bear indirectly 
on a partner’s willingness to help in the future.

The addition of novel elements in decision making, in this case the 
task of evaluating the quality of one’s friendship, opens up new potential 
for disruption of decision making and thus novel forms of exploitation. 
For example, unknown individuals, from panhandlers and con artists to 
politicians, often invoke the term friend to prime our helping behavior. In 
his famed book How to Win Friends and Influence People, Dale Carnegie 
described a number of tactics intended to make people feel that they are 
your friends so that they will help you in the future. It is also possible for 
chronic inequality to develop among friends as long as both feel that each 
still maintains goodwill. Such patterns of exploitation are a result of rely-
ing on friendship as the proximal reason for helping rather than focusing 
directly on the history of exchanges. A major question in this book will be 
how such attempts to divert and generalize the construct of friendship suc-
ceed (and fail) in altering real helping behavior, and what defenses people 
use to deter such manipulation.

Why Friendship, and Why Humans?

Friendship bonds bear some resemblance to bonds between closely related 
kin and mating partners and to ties based on quid pro quo exchanges. But 
a central part of this book will be to show that friendship involves a unique 
set of regulatory processes. Feelings of closeness are important predictors 
of help among friends but much less so among biological kin, suggest-
ing that helping among friends is not due to a confusion of friends with 
kin (chapter 3). Friends do not need sexual attraction, sexual behavior, or 
the common rearing of offspring to cultivate their relationships, as occurs 
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among mating pairs (chapter 4). And close friends violate many of the 
rules proposed for maintaining reciprocal altruism. Close friends eschew 
strict reciprocity, rather helping based on need. Friends are less sensitive 
to the balance of favors than are strangers and acquaintances and are more 
generous to one another, even when their partner won’t find out whence 
the kind act came (chapter 1). From an evolutionary perspective, what 
selective pressures might have favored this need-based, low-monitoring 
form of reciprocal helping, when other, more basic modes of regulating 
cooperation and exchange were likely available?

I propose that the psychological systems underlying the ability and pro-
pensity to cultivate friendships were selected (or at least not rooted out by 
selection) because they uniquely addressed common adaptive problems of 
cooperation and mutual aid in uncertain contexts. In other words, friend-
ship, as a system regulating altruistic behavior, solves a computational task 
in uncertain environments that cannot be met by simple reactive exchange 
strategies, such as tit-for-tat accounting.

Humans are relatively unique among animals in their capacity for 
cumulative cultural learning, whereby novel tools, activities, preferences, 
and artifacts can emerge and be preserved with some degree of fidelity 
over generations.17 With this capacity for culture comes an explosion in 
the kinds of goods and favors that individuals can exchange, including 
food, knowledge of good foraging sites, child care, access to mates, shelter 
construction, sex, mentoring, guard duty against animal predators and 
other human groups, safe haven in other villages, support in disputes, 
grooming and parasite removal, labor, implements for hunting and food 
preparation, and manufactured goods, such as cloth, string, weapons, tools, 
and prestige items.18 Compare this to the relative paucity of goods and ser-
vices observed in exchanges among our closest relatives — chimpanzees.19 
The great diversity of possible exchanges among humans, as well as the 
uncertain timing of needs in each of these domains, drastically increases 
the complexity of strict accounting based purely on inputs and outputs.

One possible solution to this accounting problem would be to avoid it, 
and to instead rely exclusively on the goodwill of closely related kin for 
help in these domains. However, over the course of hominin evolution, 
some favors, such as access to mates, food sharing across ecological zones, 
and support in disputes with kin, would have been difficult if not impos-
sible for close kin alone to provide. In the highlands of Papua New Guinea, 
Binumarien horticulturalists more than double the number of available 
gardening helpers by relying on biologically unrelated “social kin,” who 
are as reliable as biological kin in providing aid. Ju/’hoansi foragers in the 
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southern African desert invest in social insurance against hungry times 
by cultivating extensive webs of friendship outside of their circle of closely 
related kin. Yanomamo villagers in Venezuela rely on marital alliances, 
in addition to ties with close genetic kin, to build up coalitions that are 
sufficiently large to win in community-wide brawls. These examples are 
admittedly limited to contemporary human groups, but they also repre-
sent common forms of exchange — food sharing, labor exchange, and coali-
tion support — that would likely have been important throughout human 
evolution.20 The fact that friends are so reliably cultivated and recruited 
to engage in these kinds of exchange suggests that friendship plays an 
important role beyond genetic kinship in solving these problems of every-
day life.

The question “Why humans?” also draws attention to the physiological 
mechanisms in humans that support the cultivation and maintenance of 
this low-monitoring, need-based form of mutual aid. How are the brain 
systems and neurotransmitters involved in other kinds of relationships, 
such as those among romantic partners or human parents and their off-
spring, recruited to promote the unconditional aid and long-term bond-
ing observed among friends? What role do the neuropeptides involved 
in mammalian bonding, such as oxytocin and vasopressin, play in the 
development of friendship? And how do these systems operate differently 
in humans than in other animals? In terms of development, what physi-
ological and psychological mechanisms mediate the unfolding of friend-
ship, such as the often long courtship that leads from acquaintanceship to 
unconditional support, the increased forgiveness among friends that can 
preserve a relationship from premature death, and the transformation of 
thought from calculated help to knee-jerk altruism? Many of these ques-
tions do not have definitive answers yet, but I will do my best to review the 
growing body of research on physiological and psychological systems that 
likely underwrite the human capacity to make and keep friends.

The Book

The general outline provided so far raises a number of questions that I 
will discuss in more detail in the chapters to follow. To what degree does 
something like friendship recur across human cultures, and are there core 
features that define friendship in these diverse settings? How does friend-
ship differ from other kinds of relationships, such as those based on bio-
logical kinship or sexual attachment? How do people come to view others 
as friends, and what defenses do they use to avoid incorrectly assuming 
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that someone has their well-being at heart? How do friends successfully 
regulate helping behaviors in uncertain environments? When does such 
regulation fail? And how is the regulation of friendships sensitive to the 
local cultural and social milieu? In this book, I bring together current work 
from a number of fields — including anthropology, psychology, sociology, 
and economics — to answer these questions. Figure 1 outlines these ques-
tions by chapter. 

Chapter 1 asks, What is friendship? This question has been a source 
of debate from Plato to the present day. To tackle it, I start by reviewing 
the work of social psychologists and economists who have used surveys, 
experiments, and behavioral observation to understand the internal work-
ings of friendships. I present evidence that friends do not help one another 
based on a careful balance of accounts or a concern about future payoffs. 
Moreover, I outline the key psychological and social processes — including 
feelings of closeness, love, and trust, as well as ways of communicating 
these feelings — involved in the everyday working of friendship. While 
this provides a solid starting point, most studies that permit such a fine-
grained understanding of feelings, behavior, and communication among 
friends are concentrated in a narrow range of societies (i.e., the U.S. and 
other industrialized nations), making it difficult to extend these findings to 
understand what friendship might be like for the vast majority of humans 
living today and those who have lived in the past.

To remedy this narrow focus, chapter 2 turns to non-Western and small-
scale societies to systematically examine friendship’s place in human life. 
Specifically, is friendship a way of relating that arises across a wide array 
of human groups? Or is it particular to certain places and times? To answer 
these questions, chapter 2 explores relationships similar to friendship in 
societies ranging from small groups of hunter-gatherers to the densely 
populated cities of modern nation-states. This approach permits a view of 
the unity and diversity in the ways that humans cultivate and maintain 
friendships. It also leads to a core definition of friendship as a relationship 
involving support in times of need that is regulated by mutual affection 
between friends.

In chapters 3 and 4 I compare friendship with two other kinds of rela-
tionships: biological kinship and sexual attachment. Chapter 3 focuses on 
the similarities and differences between friends and close kin, weighing 
current theories about whether our feelings and behaviors toward friends 
simply extend psychological systems for kinship or rather reflect distinct 
psychological processes. Chapter 4 briefly deals with the relationship be-
tween friendship and the kinds of motivations, feelings, and behaviors 
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involved in sexual attachment. Specifically, it differentiates among three 
systems involved in sexual attachment—sexual behavior, romantic obses-
sion, and long-term attachment—and examines the relationship of these 
systems to friendship.

The capacity for friendship does not emerge instantly at birth, and 
an important part of childhood in many societies is learning how to be 
a friend. Chapter 5 reviews current research on how children’s thinking 
about friendship changes in adolescence, from simple “liking” to abstract 
conceptualizations of trust, loyalty, and betrayal. Moreover, it examines 
how this general developmental trend is colored by particular factors, such 
as culture, personal predispositions, and gender.

Chapter 6 focuses on how friendships develop over time, as partners test 
one another’s commitment and intentions, defend against false friends, 
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and maintain a relationship in spite of occasional violations. It examines 
how friends send honest signals of empathy and goodwill through such 
behaviors as sharing secrets, disregarding the balance of exchange, and 
giving small gifts. It also reviews how such signals can be manipulated so 
as to exploit an individual’s goodwill and how people defend themselves 
against such machinations.

Despite a common underlying structure to friendship in most human 
societies, cultural, social, and ecological conditions also influence friend-
ships. Chapter 7 outlines key ways that friendship differs across societies, 
in terms of the relative importance of emotional and material support, the 
degree to which people help friends over other obligations and loyalties, 
and the kinds of help that friends provide. The chapter also reviews and 
critiques theories commonly proposed to account for cultural and ecologi-
cal differences in friendship, such as the influence of resource uncertainty, 
geographic mobility, and changes in communication technology.

In chapter 8, I examine in more detail why the unconditional, need-
based support among close friends can make economic and evolutionary 
sense. I formalize the argument proposed in this book, that friendship 
provides a way to regulate exchange and reduce the possibility of cheat-
ing, but also to avoid prematurely destroying a beneficial relationship in 
highly uncertain environments. Specifically, people who cultivate friend-
ships by starting small and gradually raising the stakes ultimately create a 
mutually beneficial context where the best strategy for both friends is not 
to focus on past behaviors or to deliberate about future interactions, but 
rather to determine whether someone is a friend.

A Short Note on Methodology

This book draws from work spanning a wide range of disciplines, including 
anthropology, economics, sociology, psychology, and biology. Each disci-
pline has a preferred set of methods for exploring the world and testing 
claims about it, and so this book necessarily synthesizes a diverse set of 
methods, including ethnographic descriptions, behavioral experiments, 
hypothetical decision scenarios, self-report and observational data, lon-
gitudinal and cross-sectional designs, cross-cultural and cross-national 
comparisons, meta-analyses, and case studies. Each method has its own 
strengths and weaknesses and provides unique insights into the psycho-
logical and behavioral workings of friendship. To provide a background to 
these approaches, the book contains eight methods boxes, each of which 



BOX 2 Cohen’s D-statistic and Criteria for Reporting Studies

When describing the results of studies, I will generally use Cohen’s 

d-statistic. The d-statistic captures the difference between two groups but 

also adjusts this for how different people are within groups. For example, a 

d-statistic of 0 means that the average values of two groups are identical, 

while a d-statistic of 2.0 indicates a very large difference between the 

groups. The bell curves in figure 2 show how much the distribution of 

heights between two groups (e.g., men and women) would overlap for a 

given d-statistic. For a d-statistic of 0.20, there is almost complete overlap, 

while the distributions are quite distinct when d increases to 2.0. 

If the d-statistic for sex differences in height were 2.0, then if we pulled 

a man and a woman off the street, the man would be taller than the woman 

93 percent of the time. Therefore, sex tells us a great deal about who will be 

taller. If the d-statistic were zero, on the other hand, then the odds of pre-

dicting who was taller would be fifty-fifty — no better than chance. Any cutoff 

is necessarily arbitrary, but as a crude attempt to separate the wheat from 

the chaff, I focus on those results where the d-statistic is at a minimum 0.50. 

If this were the value for sex differences in height, then a man would be 

taller than a woman 64 percent of the time.

To calculate the d-statistic for two groups, one subtracts the first group 

mean from the second and then divides this difference by the pooled stan-

dard deviations for the two groups. When such data is not provided in an 

article, it is possible to estimate the d-statistic from other available informa-

tion (Rosnow, Rosenthal, and Rubin 2000). Moreover, given a Pearson’s cor-

relation (r) for continuous data, there is also a straightforward way to calcu-

late an equivalent d-statistic. Thus, the d-statistic provides one common 

metric for comparing the effect sizes reported in different studies.

d = 0.20 d = 0.50 d = 2.0

FIGURE 2. The overlap of two distributions given a particular d-statistic
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describes a commonly used research method and what that method can 
and cannot tell us about friendship.

One important methodological challenge that arises when synthesizing 
so many studies is how to compare the relative importance of each study’s 
claims. Social scientists frequently publish results that meet a criterion of 
“statistical significance,” such as the claim that women share more per-
sonal details with their friends than do men or the assertion that partners 
who feel closer to each other are more likely to help each other in times of 
need. What such claims usually mean is that the difference between two 
groups (e.g., men and women) or the association between two variables 
(e.g., height and age) is probably not zero. They do not tell us how big 
such differences or associations are or to what degree they really matter. 
Indeed, even the most minute difference between two groups will become 
statistically significant when there is a sufficient number of observations 
in one’s dataset. Therefore, statistical significance alone tells us very little 
about the practical importance of the difference. It is necessary but not 
sufficient. Of greater value for the purposes of this book is knowing how 
different two groups are or how much one variable can predict another. 
Therefore, in this book I focus attention on those published results that 
show moderate to large differences or associations, as described in box 2. 

The Challenge of Defining Friendship

To identify friendship in the real world, and, more important, across dif-
ferent cultures, it will be necessary to examine how we might measure 
such abstract concepts as closeness, love, and trust, and how we might 
determine if friends are helping regardless of past behavior or future 
consequences. Moreover, we would hope that such a definition would be 
meaningful whether we applied it to humans living in the highlands of 
Papua New Guinea or the plains of Central Asia. In the next chapter, I 
tackle this issue by defining these concepts in more detail, thus providing 
a framework for understanding and comparing friendships as they exist in 
diverse cultural settings.
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In the highlands of Papua New Guinea, a Wandeki man shouts this phrase 
as an old friend comes to visit. At first glance, the expression is startling, 
invoking gory images of cannibalism. Even in islands not far from New 
Guinea, the promise of eating someone’s body parts is a sign of anger 
and aggression. However, in the presence of a Wandeki friend, the phrase 
means something quite the opposite — unbridled affection and happiness at 
seeing a companion after a long separation. The greeting continues as the 
two men wrap their arms around each other and the visitor responds in 
kind, “A! Ene den neie!”  — “Yes, I too should like to eat your intestines.”1

From the perspective of a European or American, the appropriate be-
haviors among friends in other cultures may appear bizarre and indeed 
unfriendly. Consider, for example, the obligation among Dogon farmers of 
Mali not only to attend a close friend’s funeral, but also to dress in rags, 
overturn jars of millet porridge, and insult the generosity of the family. 
Among Bozo fishermen in the same region, friends demonstrate their love 
by making lewd comments about the genitals of one another’s parents.2 
Given these diverse and frequently counterintuitive behaviors between 
friends, how can we hope to define the relationship? As the Wandeki ex-
ample suggests, focusing exclusively on overt behavior is not enough. The 
intentions, feelings, and thoughts behind those behaviors also matter in 
differentiating a hostile act from a gesture of friendship.

Accordingly, I examine friendship as an integrated social and psycho-
logical system defined not only by behaviors, but also by underlying feel-
ings and motivations. Figure 3 illustrates this multidimensional view of 
friendship. Behaviors between friends are the most visible parts of the sys-
tem — both to participants in a relationship and to researchers who attempt 
to observe it. In the course of daily life, behaviors such as gift giving and 

1 An Outline of Friendship

Den neie.

I should like to eat your intestines.
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kind acts and words are about the only observables for grasping the work-
ings of friendship. Below this visible surface of behavior, psychological pro-
cesses, such as perceptions, feelings, and motivations, play a role in steering 
actions among friends. For the last half-century, psychologists have tried to 
get a handle on this submerged system through individual self-reports and 
behavioral experiments. Deeper still are physiological mechanisms, includ-
ing the activity of neurons, neurotransmitters, and hormones. Researchers 
have only recently begun to investigate activity at this physiological level 
by measuring the concentration of specific chemicals in the body and tak-
ing pictures of blood flow in the brain. Although each of these analytical 
levels is equally important, the relative weight I give to each of them is 
also a function of how much time and effort researchers have devoted to 
their study. Therefore, the fact that there are so few observations about the 
physiological underpinnings of friendship says more about the relatively 
short time period in which they have been studied than about their relative 
importance in the functioning of friendship. 

The chapter is organized into three sections that focus on key aspects 
of the friendship system, as shown in figure 3. The first section focuses on 
behavior and describes how two important activities among self-described 
close friends — helping and sharing — are not observed to the same extent 
among strangers and acquaintances. Moreover, it describes why three 
standard explanations for friends’ increased generosity — a norm of reci-
procity, an urge to balance accounts, and a concern about the shadow of the 
future — do not fit empirical findings from observation and experiment. 
The second section focuses on psychological constructs commonly used 
to describe feelings among friends — including closeness, love, and trust — 

and how these relate to behavior. The last section brings the discussion full 
circle by examining how people display and communicate these internal 
psychological states through behavior, and why the mutual communica-
tion and recognition of these feelings and intentions is an important part 
of maintaining a friendship.

A caveat is due here. Comparing claims about why friends help one 
another often requires carefully controlled experiments that can parse the 
precise relationships between variables such as subjective closeness and 
helping (see box 3). Therefore, I devote considerable time to describing such 
experiments. However, while such experiments serve an important purpose 
in the scientific process, they also come with limitations. First, the more 
tightly controlled an experiment, the more artificial and oversimplified it 
becomes, raising questions about how much it can tell us about behavior in 
the real world. This is a necessary evil of experimental research, and one to 
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consider when interpreting its results. Second, researchers have tradition-
ally found it easier to conduct such experiments in the United States and 
Europe (and most frequently on college campuses). Therefore, there is a 
substantial Western (and collegiate) bias in this chapter. I will attempt to 
remedy this in chapter 2 by looking to descriptions of friendship, like that 
of the Wandeki men, found in a wider range of world cultures. 

Helping and Sharing among Friends, and Why 
Three Common Mechanisms Can’t Explain Them

Among Trobriand sea voyagers off the coast of Papua New Guinea, 
friends who trade with one another also provide support and lodging for 

Psychology  
Closeness 
Love 
Trust 
Commitment 
Models of good friends 

Physiology  
Brain activation? 
Oxytocin? 
Dopamine? 
Cortisol? 
 

Behavior  
Helping 
Sharing 
Gift giving 
Commitment rituals  
Spending time 
Duchenne smiles  

Behavior

Friend 1
 

Psychology  Physiology  Friend 2

Figure 3. Behavioral, psychological, and physiological constructs involved 
in interactions among friends. One friend’s behavior influences another’s 
feelings, thoughts, and physiological processes, which in turn influence 
behavior.
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one another when one of them is traveling. Among Baka Pygmy forag-
ers and their farming neighbors in Central Africa, close friends (or loti) 
openly share and exchange material and social goods; male friends may 
even exchange wives. And in U.S. high schools, friends stand up for one 
another against verbal backstabbing, they keep important secrets, and they 

BOX 3 Behavioral Experiments

Asking people how they should or would behave toward friends is an impor-

tant first step in finding out what to expect of actual behavior. Due to the 

way that ethnographies are often written, such normative statements may 

be the closest we can get to understanding how friends actually act toward 

one another in a diverse range of societies. However, such normative state-

ments also raise the question, do people really behave thus? Or are they 

simply deluding themselves?

Behavioral experiments provide one way of examining how people really 

act when confronted with a particular situation, and they have one major 

advantage over direct observation of behavior in natural settings. By per-

mitting careful control of the social situation, such experiments can tease 

apart variables, such as the effects of the shadow of the future and a norm 

of reciprocity, by precisely defining the situation. For example, they can 

answer questions such as “How would someone behave if the shadow of the 

future vanished?” In this chapter, behavioral experiments are crucial for 

showing how friends do not help for the same reasons that strangers or 

acquaintances do.

Despite their usefulness, behavioral experiments also have several 

downsides. First, to facilitate control of the situation, they have often been 

conducted in a limited range of settings, most notably universities in the 

United States and Europe. Although this is changing (Henrich et al. 2006), 

the results I present in this chapter are exclusively from the United States. 

Second, the highly controlled nature of such experiments raises questions 

about the degree to which respondents actually behave as they would in the 

real world. For example, a recent study by anthropologists Michael Gurven 

and Jeffrey Winking among Tsimane gardeners in Bolivia suggests that how 

people share in experiments may stray quite dramatically from how much 

they share food and contribute to village feasts in the real world (Gurven 

and Winking 2008). Therefore, while behavioral experiments are useful for 

teasing apart how people behave in highly controlled situations, more work 

is necessary to understand how such behavior reflects the ways that people 

respond to situations in real-life settings.
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help talk one another through problems and conflicts.3 These examples 
illustrate a recurring expectation about friendship in its diverse manifesta-
tions around the world. Whether one asks a Wandeki gardener in Papua 
New Guinea or a Turkana cattle herder in East Africa, the reply will be the 
same: Close friends should share what they have and help one another in 
times of need.

Despite the ubiquity of an ideal of mutual sharing and support among 
friends, little quantitative data exists in cross-cultural settings to deter-
mine whether this ideal reflects real acts. In the U.S., at least, carefully 
designed experiments comparing self-described friends with acquain-
tances and strangers have confirmed that these norms and expectations are 
consistent with actual behaviors. For example, when given the opportunity 
to share money or food in a laboratory setting, people are more willing to 
share with friends. And when asked to play a game in which partners can 
acquire more money by shirking than by cooperating, friends are more 
likely to cooperate.4 Indeed, in many studies of support reported in every-
day life, people help close friends at levels comparable to immediate kin 
(chapter 3).

Most economic and evolutionary analyses have proposed three mecha-
nisms to explain such behaviors among non-kin friends: a norm of reci-
procity, an urge to balance favors, and a concern about the shadow of the 
future.5

From an evolutionary or economic perspective, each of these three 
mechanisms is a way to ensure that an investment in helping will not be 
lost. The first two mechanisms deal with monitoring past behaviors, keep-
ing accounts and withholding help from those who hold a deficit. The third 
relies on estimating how one’s actions might influence a friend’s behavior 
in the future. These mechanisms successfully explain much of the helping 
and sharing observed among strangers and acquaintances in experimental 
settings, an observation that has led researchers to assume that the same 
mechanisms are at work among self-described close friends. However, a 
growing body of literature in social psychology, sociology, and economics 
indicates that this is not the case. In the next few sections, I outline these 
different accounts and then describe the experimental evidence show-
ing why they haven’t been able to explain increased sharing and helping 
among friends.

The Norm of Reciprocity

People often try to reciprocate the good deeds (and misdeeds) of others. In 
the early twentieth century, French sociologist Marcel Mauss postulated 
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that a norm of reciprocity underlay this tendency to return favors, and that 
it was a basic principle of gift giving in many of the world’s cultures. In 
the 1960s, American sociologist Alvin Gouldner extended Mauss’s argu-
ment by postulating that the norm of reciprocity was a human universal. 
According to this norm, people expect their favors to be reciprocated, and 
if a partner violates these expectations, then people react with fewer and 
smaller favors. Moreover, people have an urge to reciprocate kind acts. 
Verified in numerous experiments with strangers and acquaintances, the 
norm of reciprocity forms the basis of marketing techniques in which 
gifts, whether T-shirts, address labels, or Hare Krishna religious materi-
als, are given to potential clients to encourage purchases or donations.6 A 
tendency to reciprocate past behaviors is also the underlying principle of 
tit-for-tat strategies in the prisoner’s dilemma game and is a common form 
of exchange in arm’s-length commercial trade.

Behaviors consistent with the norm of reciprocity have been observed in 
numerous experimental and naturalistic settings. However, most of these 
experiments have focused on strangers and acquaintances. When research-
ers have examined how friends reciprocate, they have found something 
very different; friends are less rather than more likely to follow the norm 
of reciprocity than are strangers or acquaintances.7 For example, in the 
1990s investigators set up an experiment to see how giving a gift to a 
partner — either a stranger or a friend — influenced that partner’s willing-
ness to help later on. In the experiment’s gift treatment, one student gave 
another student a can of soda before asking the student to buy some lot-
tery tickets ($1 each). In the control treatment, no soda was offered before 
the request to buy lottery tickets. When the experiment was conducted 
among strangers, the students who received sodas bought nearly twice as 
many $1 lottery tickets from their benefactor (mean = 1.31 compared to 
0.69, d = 1.03). This fits nicely with the argument that strangers follow a 
norm of reciprocity. However, among friends the findings were very dif-
ferent. The gift of a soda had no effect on the number of tickets a friend 
bought. Indeed, friends uniformly bought more tickets from one another, 
and when friends were given a soda, they agreed to buy slightly fewer 
tickets (2.63 compared to 2.94, d = -0.19).8 This lack of short-term reci-
procity among friends has been confirmed in a number of experiments, 
including those examining how young children share precious items such 
as candy, toys, and crayons and how members of non-Western societies 
behave in “trust games” (box 4) (five experiments, average d-statistic = 
0.77; see appendix C).9

These experimental results fit an ideal expressed in many places around 



BOX 4 Reciprocity and Formal Friendship among the Maasai

One study among Maasai herders in eastern Africa nicely demonstrates how 

friend-like relationships can attenuate a norm of reciprocity. Among Maasai 

herders, osotua (literally, umbilical cord) refers to a friend-like relationship 

based on feelings of mutual respect and responsibility. Requests for help 

among osotua should be based on genuine need, and gifts among osotua do 

not create debts or obligations. Indeed, Maasai consider it inappropriate to 

use words like debt (sile) and pay (alak) when discussing osotua. In short, 

osotua exchange is based on a norm of need rather than a norm of 

reciprocity.

Lee Cronk, an anthropologist who has worked with Maasai herders for 

more than twenty years, wanted to see if framing an exchange in terms of 

osotua might make Maasai less likely to follow a norm of reciprocity. He 

asked pairs of individuals to play what is called the investment game. Both 

players were given an endowment of 100 Kenyan shillings, and one player, 

the investor, was given the opportunity to send any amount of his endow-

ment to the second player, the trustee. The trustee received three times 

what was sent (in addition to his endowment). So, if the investor sent 50 

shillings, the trustee received 150 shillings to add to his original 100 shil-

lings. Finally, the trustee could keep all of the surplus, or he could send back 

any amount to the investor. The sequence of moves that would make the 

largest, most equitable payoff for both parties would be for the investor to 

send all 100 shillings. This would give the trustee a total of 400 shillings 

(300 + 100 endowment). To be equal, he would then return 200 shillings to 

the investor. In the best of all possible worlds, each player could double his 

original endowment, but this would require following a norm of reciprocity.

Cronk framed the game in two ways. For some participants, he simply 

described the game. For others he referred to it with a Maasai word, calling 

it the osotua game. When individuals played the regular, unframed game, 

trustees who received more also returned more (d = 0.62). They appeared 

to follow a norm of reciprocity. However, when playing the “osotua game,” 

trustees were less sensitive to how much the investor sent their way (d = 

0.37). Interestingly, a later study among U.S. college students who simply 

had read about osotua showed similar results (non-osotua game d = 0.75 vs. 

osotua game d = 0.29). In short, simply framing a game as the osotua game 

made partners behave less reciprocally (Cronk 2007; Cronk and Wasielewski 

2008).
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the world that friends should eschew a norm of reciprocity, focusing 
rather on a friend’s need. Chuuk islanders in the Pacific Ocean state that 
friends should not expect their favors to be returned. The main expecta-
tion among Tzeltal maize farmers in Mexico or Shluh barley farmers in 
Morocco is that any kind of repayment among friends is deferred. And 
Arapesh gardeners in Papua New Guinea regard strict accounting among 
friends with distaste.10 Although a hard-nosed behavioralist may dis-
count such expectations as mere ideals that poorly match behaviors, the 
previous experiments confirm that such ideals indeed reflect how friends 
behave toward one another (at least in tightly controlled experimental 
settings).

The Urge to Balance Favors

An urge to balance favors is like a norm of reciprocity but involves main-
taining a balance of favors over the long term rather than responding to 
particular past deeds. According to one influential theory of relationships, 
equity theory, a partner in a relationship should be happiest when his or 
her inputs and outputs (however measured) balance those of the other 
partner. This theory predicts that people will act in ways that maintain 
equity in their relationship — by helping more when they have received an 
excess of help and helping less when the balance is perceived to be tipped 
in the other partner’s favor.11

Like findings regarding the norm of reciprocity, however, several lines 
of evidence indicate that friends are actually less concerned about balance 
than are acquaintances and strangers. In ethnographic groups around the 
world, friends are expected to ignore the balance of accounts. Koryak rein-
deer herders in Siberia state that friends should not keep score. Thai farm-
ers should not reckon help given by friends in their fields or at home. And 
Guarani maize farmers of southern Brazil should not weigh or balance 
their friends’ help with clearing, tilling, or harvesting.12

These expectations are corroborated by several experiments and survey 
studies that have examined how individuals focus on the relative balance 
of inputs and outputs in their relationships. For example, in one experi-
ment with college students, researchers compared how friends (and strang-
ers) paid attention to the input of their partner during a cooperative task. 
Researchers separated a pair of friends (or strangers) into two rooms to 
take turns on a fifteen-minute exercise — searching a matrix of numbers 
for particular sequences. While one partner sifted through rows of num-
bers, the other waited in another room. A red light in the waiting room lit 
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up every time the worker completed ten sequences, indicating how much 
he or she had contributed to the task. And behind a double-sided mirror, an 
experimenter recorded the number of times the waiting partner looked up 
to check the red light. Strangers glanced at the light much more than did 
friends, an observation that the researchers interpreted as a greater con-
cern about a partner’s inputs to the task. Interestingly, when the research-
ers changed the experiment so that the red light indicated that the worker 
was in need, friends glanced at the light much more than did strangers.13

Another experiment suggests that friends also care less about equality 
when splitting payoffs and more about their total group payoff. In this 
study, researchers asked ten- to twelve-year-old boys to choose between 
splitting a low group payoff (50 cents) equally or a high group payoff (90 
cents) unequally. In this study, friends were more likely to agree on the 
higher, unequal payoff than were strangers (d = 0.53). In short, friends 
cared more about their total outcome as a pair rather than about maintain-
ing equity.14

These studies indicate that friends are less concerned than acquain-
tances about short-term balance in their relationship or the inputs of their 
partner. A disregard for balance is also confirmed by studies of longer-
term exchange among friends. When people are asked to rate or quantify 
the inputs and outputs in their close friendships, partners in balanced 
friendships are somewhat more satisfied with the relationship than those 
in unbalanced friendships (seven studies, average d = 0.44). However, this 
pales in comparison to the negative effect of imbalance in non-close rela-
tionships (d = 1.34). Underbenefited friends are no more angry about their 
situation than are overbenefited friends (two studies, average d = 0.03), 
and they are no less satisfied with their friendship (six studies, average 
d = -0.10). Moreover, inequity in either direction poorly predicts the prob-
ability of ending a friendship (d is less than 0.10).15

One weakness of such studies is a reliance on individuals’ subjective 
assessments of how much they put into a relationship and how much they 
take out of it. Such assessments are prone to many kinds of error, both 
systematic and random, and so the lack of observed association may simply 
indicate poor measurement. Nonetheless, the findings from these experi-
ments and observational studies present little evidence for the assertion 
that friends are more generous because they are concerned about balanc-
ing accounts between one another. Indeed, the limited evidence avail-
able indicates that if anything, friends care less about inequality than do 
strangers and acquaintances.
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The Shadow of the Future  
The shadow of the future is a metaphor for the influence that possible 
consequences of our behavior can have on how we choose to act today. 
A concern about future consequences guides many of the decisions we 
make in daily life — to save money, to be nice to our boss, or to forgo a 
drink at a workday lunch. It can also influence our decisions to help oth-
ers. Specifically, the possibility of future interactions casts a shadow over 
present decisions as we estimate how our actions will influence our part-
ners’ reactions down the road. Numerous behavioral experiments have 
shown that increasing the likelihood of future interactions with a stranger 
or acquaintance also increases one’s willingness to help and to cooperate. 
Conversely, making such behaviors anonymous, thus eliminating the pos-
sibility for future interactions and removing the shadow of the future, 
decreases the likelihood of sharing, helping, or cooperating.16 The shadow 
of the future seems a plausible explanation for the increased levels of shar-
ing and helping among friends, since friends expect to be together over 
a longer time horizon than do acquaintances or strangers. According to 
this view, one friend helps another because he expects that his actions will 
influence the other’s behavior toward himself in the future.

Only recently have researchers designed experiments that can deter-
mine to what degree helping among friends depends on the perceived 
consequences of their actions for the friendship. An important part of such 
experiments is to ensure that the potential helper believes that the recipi-
ent will never know from whom the kind act came. With anonymity, a 
donor’s decision to give should not depend on how the gift might affect 
a partner’s future behavior toward the donor. In other words, the bright 
light of anonymity floods out any shadow that the future might cast on 
people’s present decisions.

In one recent experiment that examined the effects of removing the 
shadow of the future, researchers made use of the popular networking site 
Facebook as one way to assure anonymity. Through the Facebook web-
site, researchers asked Harvard College students to identify up to ten of 
their best friends, and the researchers counted only those friendships that 
were reciprocated. Some students were designated as “decision makers,” 
and over the course of several days the researchers asked them to make 
several decisions about sharing with or helping particular partners (with 
real money provided by the experimenters).17

In some of the scenarios, the decision maker was asked to make a decision 
about sharing with someone whom they only knew distantly as a friend-
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of-a-friend-of-a-friend-of-a-friend. In other cases, it was a close friend who 
would be informed about the donor’s identity (the non-anonymous condi-
tion). In other cases, it was a close friend who would not find out about the 
donor’s identity (the anonymous condition). 

After studying thousands of decisions, the researchers found that stu-
dents passed at least 50 percent more of their surplus to close friends than 
they did to distant acquaintances, even when the recipients would not dis-
cover their identities. Therefore, people gave much more to close friends 
than to acquaintances, even when their actions were completely anony-
mous. These findings suggest that much of the greater generosity among 
friends is not due to the so-called shadow of the future.18 Of course, the 
shadow of the future had some relevance, and transfers to friends increased 
another 24 percent relative to strangers when the recipient would find out 
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BOX 5 Fear, Shame, and Reputation in Decisions to 
Help Friends

Close friends often help each other and share with little concern for past 

behaviors or future consequences. However, in any specific appeal for help, 

a wide range of emotions and concerns can creep in. For example, public 

rituals to consecrate a friendship often inject another emotion — fear of sanc-

tions, either divine or social — into the decision-making process. Another 

concern is reputation. Yïluñta is the name Amharic speakers in Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia, use to refer to a set of unspoken rules and expectations for fulfill-

ing financial, material, and social obligations to friends and neighbors (and 

sometimes family). Yïluñta also refers to emotions, such as shame, felt when 

one’s reputation is on the line. A person who faces a choice between appeas-

ing a friend’s request — for a loan or to spend time together when one is 

busy — and letting her down will be “caught” by yïluñta and will think, “Ara! 

What if someone saw me? What if someone said something?” By refusing a 

friend’s request, people feel they risk losing that friend, and in turn risk 

jeopardizing their reputation, not to mention bringing some measure of 

shame to their whole family.

Urban residents of Addis Ababa say that yïluñta has both a good and bad 

side. It keeps people in line with social expectations, but it also involves a 

tinge of self-interest (as opposed to selfless generosity). Commentators say 

yïluñta is potentially bad because it makes some already materially impov-

erished people go out of their way to meet social obligations, sometimes to 

the point of unhealthy self-sacrifice, particularly when it comes to sharing 

food. Such ambivalence is an integral part of understanding friendship in 

Addis Ababa. Consider the following quotes from two women in Addis 

Ababa, who jokingly attempt to describe their culture by comparing it to the 

culture of Western foreigners: “We [Ethiopians] care for each other and love 

each other, not like you [foreigners]” and “You have become like [Ethiopian 

people] — forgetting your best friends!” The ambivalence revealed by these 

statements may be due to social life in a busy, crowded city, which makes it 

more difficult for people to fulfill all friends’ requests for help and easier to 

shirk social obligations without disastrous outcomes for their reputation.

Yïluñta is a reminder that friends, even close friends, sometimes worry 

about the future consequences of their behavior toward one another — spe-

cifically what others will think about them. It also raises a number of inter-

esting questions. Do qualities of a friendship, such as closeness, love, or 

trust,  influence the degree to which yïluñta affects decisions to help friends? 

Fine-grained experiments in the United States show that close friends are 

less sensitive to the shadow of the future than are strangers, but does this 

extend to people living in other places and times? Cross-cultural research 

that combines deep ethnographic understanding with fine-grained observa-

tional and experimental studies will be necessary to answer these ques-

tions. (Text by Kenneth Maes, reproduced with permission.)
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the decision maker’s identity. However, the stronger result is that most of 
the greater sharing among friends could not be explained by any signaling 
between friends or by concerns about the consequences of the decision 
makers’ actions on their friends’ future behavior.19

In the experimental and observational studies described previously, 
researchers have found that much of the giving, helping, and sharing 
among friends cannot be explained in terms of three commonly proposed 
mechanisms for regulating exchange in evolutionary and economic frame-
works: the norm of reciprocity, the urge to balance favors, and the shadow 
of the future. What, then, is motivating the increased helping and shar-
ing among friends? Without evidence for the importance of past behav-
iors or future consequences on present behavior, the most parsimonious 
explanation is that friends are intrinsically motivated to share and help 
when the opportunity arises. Of course, this fits with how the members of 
many cultures explain the motivations that drive helping among friends. 
Ovimbundu farmers in Angola claim that they assist friends purely 
from motives of friendship, Iroquois farmers in the northeast U.S. report 
helping friends out of feelings of affection, and Greek herders state that 
the help of friends ideally derives from sentiments of friendship.20 The 
experimental evidence described previously suggests that these claims are 
more than just ideals. Friends appear to disregard many of the signs that 
strangers and acquaintances cling to when making decisions to help one 
another (but see box 5). 

Friends’ relative insensitivity to past behaviors and future payoffs fits 
experimental and observational data. But it is puzzling from an evolution-
ary perspective that emphasizes survival of the fittest. In short, this insen-
sitivity would make individuals vulnerable to exploitation at the hands of 
false friends. Before trying to resolve this puzzle, it will be necessary to 
understand the kinds of feelings and motivations that might underlie such 
unconditional behavior in more detail.

How We Think and Feel about Friends

The words that people use in describing their feelings toward friends (e.g., 
warmth, closeness, love, liking, trust, and commitment) carry diffuse 
and imprecise meanings that can seem hopelessly unmeasurable from a 
scientific perspective. How does one quantify love, or compare levels of 
closeness or commitment? Research in the last three decades has focused 
on this challenge, attempting to clarify how these diffuse words reflect 
psychological and physiological processes underlying behavior among 
friends. Here I will focus on three words that people often use to express 
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these feelings — closeness, love, and trust — and explore how the feelings 
they describe are linked to behavior.

Closeness 
In the U.S., people often differentiate among friends based on an idiom 
of proximity, or closeness. Although someone may have many friends, 
he or she may consider only a handful to be close. Moreover, it is possible 
to extend this spatial metaphor in various ways, for example, by noting 
that one is “drifting apart” from a friend or that “we’re like two peas in 
a pod.” Other languages also use spatial proximity as a metaphor for the 
quality of friendships. In Russian, for example, one can call a close friend 
blizkij drug (close friend), in Nepali, najikai saathi (nearby friend), in 
Mongolian, dotnii naiz (inside friend), and in French, ami proche (close 
friend). In Korean, the closeness of the relationship between both friends 
and family members is captured by the word cheong, which refers to the 
melding of individual identities into a new collective unit and incorporates 
elements of unconditional acceptance, trust, and intimacy.21

Poets, writers, and philosophers have frequently used the concepts of 
spatial proximity, expanding, mingling, and overlap in attempts to define 
friendship. Consider the following by Edith Wharton: “There is one friend 
in the life of each of us who seems not a separate person, however dear and 
beloved, but an expansion, an interpretation, of one’s self, the very mean-
ing of one’s soul.”22 Or this quotation by Michel de Montaigne: “In the 
friendship which I am talking about, souls are mingled and confounded in 
so universal a blending that they efface the seam that joins them together 
so that it cannot be found.”23

Some cognitive scientists argue that such concrete metaphors are a way 
to make sense of otherwise indescribable concepts and feelings, in this 
case perceptions of oneness and merging, in relatively concrete terms.24 
Researchers have also used these concrete metaphors to quantify and com-
pare such feelings in a number of ways. For example, some researchers 
have simply asked people to rate how close they feel to a partner or to what 
extent they would use “we” rather than “I” to describe the merging in 
their relationship. One of the most successful techniques has not involved 
words at all. Rather, it asks participants to select from a set of increas-
ingly overlapping circles labeled “self” and “other” the pair of circles that 
best describes their closeness with a partner (figure 5). These different 
approaches to measuring closeness and togetherness provide surprisingly 
similar answers, suggesting that they are tapping into a coherent set of 
feelings that an individual can have toward another.25
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The simple measure for perceived closeness based on interlocking circles 
has surprisingly strong correlations with both feelings and behaviors asso-
ciated with friendship. For example, manipulating the closeness felt between 
strangers can influence how much time one person would devote to helping 
another, in one experiment increasing that time by 45 percent (two experi-
ments, average d = 0.80).26 While strangers generally take greater credit 
for successes on joint tasks and accept less responsibility for failures (three 
experiments, average d = 0.74), this is not true for partners who feel close 
to one another (average d = 0.10).27 And people who feel closer to a partner 
express a greater willingness to help (six experiments, average d = 1.17) and 
to sacrifice for a partner’s gain (three experiments, average d = 4.07).28

These findings have led some researchers to propose that becoming 
close to someone involves the inclusion of other in self, a mental process by 
which we treat another’s resources and identities as our own.29 According 
to this view, we find helping a close friend rewarding because our brain 
perceives our actions, in some ways, as helping ourselves. We feel distress 
at losing close partners just as we would feel about losing other aspects of 
our identity, such as a talent or a prized possession. The closer we are with 
others, the more our moods depend on their successes and failures.30 We 
are even more likely to confuse ourselves with close partners when recall-
ing past events and making judgments about ourselves.

To assess the degree to which people confuse actions they have taken 
for themselves with actions taken toward close friends, a team of psycholo-
gists designed an ingenious experiment involving the recall of past rating 

Please  circle  the  picture  below  which  best  describes  your  relationship

Self Other Self Other Self Other OtherSelf

SelfSelf Other Self Other Self Other

Figure 5. Inclusion of other in self scale, from A. Aron, E. N. Aron, and 
D. Smollan, “Inclusion of Other in the Self Scale and the Structure of Interper-
sonal Closeness,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 63, no. 4 (1992): 
596 – 612. Copyright © 1992 by The American Psychological Association. Repro-
duced with permission.
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decisions. They asked students to rate themselves on a number of per-
sonality traits, such as serious, kind, and happy. Then, using completely 
different sets of traits, the students also rated their best friend, closest par-
ent, and a familiar media personality. After these ratings were complete, 
students were then asked to recall which person they had rated for each 
trait. When students were asked about traits for which they had originally 
rated themselves, they were much more likely to mistakenly list these as 
traits for which they had rated their best friend — compared to mistakenly 
recalling a celebrity (d = 2.17) and even their parent (d = 1.66).31 Therefore, 
even in a task as a simple as remembering who one rated on a personality 
test, people can confuse themselves with close friends.

A number of scholars argue that this psychological merging of close 
friends with self can be traced to brain organization, as the neural struc-
tures dealing with close others share elements with neural structures for 
the self.32 To assess this claim, two studies recently replicated the trait-
recall experiment while a magnetic resonance imager (MRI) scanned the 
blood flow in people’s brains. In both studies, when people made judgments 
about a close friend, blood flow increased in the lower (i.e., ventral) part 
of the medial prefrontal cortex (MPFC), a brain region a few inches back 
from the middle of one’s brow. Notably, this is also a region that is acti-
vated when people must make judgments about themselves and when they 
experience positive emotions. On the other hand, when people made judg-
ments about non-close others, a distinct region lying directly above the 
ventral MPFC showed activity. Coincidentally, this region also activates in 
response to negative emotions.33

Another study that examined how people’s brains react to their friends’ 
names also suggests that confusion of other with self occurs at the level 
of neural activity. In the study, sixteen women heard their own name, 
the name of a close other (best friend or sister), and common names that 
did not refer to someone whom they knew. Using an MRI, researchers 
took pictures of the blood flow in each woman’s brain under each of these 
conditions. They then assessed the overall similarity of the brain images 
when hearing one’s own name and the name of a close other (adjusting 
for the effect of simply hearing a common name). This admittedly coarse-
grained measure of similarity in brain activity was highly correlated with 
the degree to which women described their relationship with the friend or 
sister as close (d = 2.20).34

While pointing in exciting directions, these studies are also prelimi-
nary and correlative, and further work will be necessary to examine how 
feelings of closeness actually reflect physiological processes and how they 
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motivate behavior toward friends. At the same time, as some of the first 
studies examining the physiological correlates of feelings involved in 
friendship — in this case closeness — these results are particularly exciting. 
They suggest, for example, that specific brain networks involved in think-
ing about oneself may also play a role in thinking about close friends (but 
not non-close others). And friend- and self-related stimuli (i.e., names) 
may generate similar activations in the brain. Hopefully, future work 
will refine these results and provide a clearer understanding of the neural 
mechanisms underlying the subjective concept of closeness. 

Poets have idealized the mutual concern and psychological merging 
among friends as oneness, but such merging of self with others is rarely 
complete. Particularly in situations in which there is explicit competi-
tion between close individuals, people will often have a first preference 
for their own interests. For example, several experiments over the last 
several decades have shown that, when two friends are completing a task 
they both see as important and there is explicit comparison between their 
performances, one is less happy when the friend does better. Indeed, such 

Figure 6. “I can’t remember which one of us is me.” © The New Yorker 
Collection 2001 Robert Weber from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.
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competition may lead one friend to sabotage another’s performance.35 
Nonetheless, even the partial confusion of our own identity and inter-
ests with those of others is a fascinating phenomenon, and according to 
experimental and observational studies in the United States and Europe, 
one that influences behaviors, such as unconditional helping, in friend-
ships and other close relationships. I will explore how closeness plays a role 
in helping in more detail in chapter 3.

Love

Closeness is a spatial metaphor used to make sense of feelings for a part-
ner. Love does not rely on a metaphor; rather, it is a direct description of 
feelings that we can have toward others. As an attempt to locate these 
feelings and make them concrete, people often think of love as residing in 
a particular place in the body. For people in the United States, for example, 
the heart is the seat of love, while Trobriand islanders imagine love in 
the intestines, and members of some West African cultures feel it in the 
nose. In Nepal, people place love in something translated as the heart-
mind (man), an organ that is not fixed within the body and can travel with 
thoughts, remembering, and longing (box 6).36

Vast bodies of literature, from the Bible to modern novels, have tried to 
disentangle the feelings and motivations associated with love. Consider the 
attempt by Ahdaf Soueif, an Arab novelist, to distinguish the ways that 
one can express love in Arabic. “ ‘Hubb’ is love, ‘ishq’ is love that entwines 
two people together, ‘shaghaf’ is love that nests in the chambers of the 
heart, ‘hayam’ is love that wanders the earth, ‘teeh’ is love in which you 
lose yourself, ‘walah’ is love that carries sorrow within it, ‘sababah’ is love 
that exudes from your pores, ‘hawa’ is love that shares its name with ‘air’ 
and with ‘falling,’ ‘gharm’ is love that is willing to pay the price.”37

Only in recent decades have scientists tackled the problem of defin-
ing the multifaceted feeling of love and developing testable theories about 
the psychological and biological processes involved in the experience and 
expression of this complex emotion.38 The most straightforward way to 
study love is to ask large numbers of people about their own feelings and 
motivations toward particular partners. By examining what kinds of state-
ments co-occur more frequently (e.g., “I care about her” and “I like to help 
her”) than others (e.g., “I care about her” and “I hate not being around 
her”), researchers can then identify clusters of co-occurring statements 
that may reflect a single, unique dimension of feeling and motivation. 
Psychologists have productively used this approach to identify key dimen-
sions along which people can feel love toward friends, family, and romantic 
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partners.39 Common dimensions generally coincide with one or more of 
the following motivations:

• Benevolence. Wanting to improve a partner’s welfare and avoiding 
behaviors that may hurt a partner.

• Affiliation-positive. Wanting to be with a partner for the rewarding 
feelings of security, relaxation, and happiness felt in the partner’s 
presence.

• Affiliation-separation distress. Wanting to be with a partner to 
avoid feelings of discontent, anxiety, or even depression when away 
from that partner (mediated by fears of social exclusion).

• Sexual attraction. Wanting to have sex or intense physical contact 
with that partner.

• Poaching avoidance. Wanting to exclude potential competition for 
that partner (mediated by jealousy and anxiety).

• Wanting reciprocation. Wanting to have these feelings reciprocated 
by the partner.

Any or all of these motivations may surface in a specific relationship, 
and whether we define our partner as a lover, close friend, boyfriend, or 
girlfriend can depend on the exact mix of feelings and motivations that we 
have toward that partner. Many of these motivations also occur together in 
predictable ways.40 For example, passionate love in a romantic relationship 
may involve high levels of motivation in all of these dimensions (except 
possibly benevolence), while companionate love that emerges over time in 
a romantic relationship is characterized by higher levels of benevolence 
and lower levels of separation distress and, perhaps, sexual attraction.41 
Meanwhile, partners in a close friendship may have high levels of benevo-
lence, a drive to affiliate, and a desire for reciprocation but have no motiva-
tion to engage in sexual behavior. Interestingly, only the first and last of 
the motivational dimensions listed above requires that a person care about 
what a partner thinks or feels. Therefore, many love-related motivations 
can be quite selfish.

In recent years, researchers have looked to the physiology of humans 
and other animals to understand what biological processes might underlie 
human feelings of love and attachment. Most notably, a growing body of 
research has revealed how two structurally similar chemicals with com-
mon evolutionary origins, oxytocin and vasopressin, promote a behavioral 
correlate of love (i.e., social bonding) in a range of mammals. Oxytocin 
is best known for its role in a key maternal activity — producing milk for 
one’s infant. When an infant sucks on its mother’s nipple, a signal is sent 



36    /    An Outline of Friendship

by spinal nerves to the brain that spurs the release of oxytocin into the 
bloodstream. Within minutes, the chemical reaches the mammary glands 
and causes milk to be let down into a collecting chamber from where it can 
be sucked out by the infant. In short, oxytocin is a key messenger in the 
primary form of food sharing in mammals.

In addition to this key mammalian function, oxytocin also mediates 

BOX 6 Love: A Universal Language?

While growing evidence indicates that many of the feelings associated with 

love arise in a wide range of human cultures (Fisher 2004; Jankowiak and 

Fischer 1992), there is also striking cultural variability in the appropriate 

expression of these feelings. For example, in the U.S. there is a relatively 

strict threshold for what behaviors signal sexual desire or behavior. Con-

sider a letter between Victorian friends, “I hope for you so much, and feel so 

eager for you . . . that the expectation once more to see your face again, 

makes me feel hot and feverish.” To modern U.S. readers, the letter’s refer-

ence to hot and feverish feelings likely prime notions of sexual activity, 

when there is little evidence that it occurred (Coontz 2000, p. 66). This 

clash of interpretations is strikingly illustrated by the recent and cruel beat-

ing of a Somali high school student in Boston who was targeted for holding 

hands with her friends. For the assailants this was a sure sign of a taboo, a 

lesbian relationship (Latour 2000). This apparently low bar for identifying 

sexual relationships might explain the tendency to interpret a wide range of 

ritualized friendships in other societies as involving a sexual component 

when there is no evidence for this — and often evidence to the contrary (Brain 

1976; Fehr 1996).

This low bar also influences how Americans describe their own friend-

ships. A high school student might say “We’re just friends” to refer to a 

relationship, implying a lack of sexual attraction. Moreover, in the United 

States there is an aversion to using the term love for the feelings that one 

has toward a friend, focusing instead on the use of more weakly valenced 

words such as liking (Wilkins and Gareis 2006). Contrast this tendency in the 

United States with the case of Nzema men in southern Ghana who can “fall 

in love,” share their beds, and even marry but never have sex (Brain 1976, 

p. 55).

Thus, despite underlying similarities in the psychological processes 

involved in love, there is a great deal of cultural variability in what kinds of 

gestures and actions are appropriate or inappropriate for expressing par-

ticular kinds of love.
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other kinds of maternal behaviors and facilitates partner recognition in 
several mammalian species. The observed pattern of oxytocin receptors 
in particular brain regions among monogamous species suggests that the 
chemical also plays a role in making long-term mates psychologically 
pleasing, an effect mediated by the chemical dopamine. However, most 
of these studies have focused on a small range of non-human animals, 
particularly mouse-like rodents called voles, and it is important to resist 
the temptation to generalize these results directly to humans.42

Recently, a small body of work has begun to show where this analogy is 
consistent with the human case. Brain imaging studies have confirmed the 
direct involvement of oxytocin- and vasopressin-sensitive brain regions 
during perception of loved ones (i.e., between mother and child and 
romantic partners). As in other monogamous mammals, these regions are 
also part of dopamine-producing reward networks, confirming that loved 
ones really do bring us pleasure. And recently, a novel experiment with 
British club-goers suggested that the generalized feelings of love often 
reported by Ecstasy (MDMA) users may also be mediated by oxytocin. 
The researchers collected blood samples from the clubbers both before and 
after their evening out. They found that those clubbers who took Ecstasy 
had substantially increased plasma levels of both oxytocin and vasopres-
sin. More work will need to be done to determine if the increase in oxy-
tocin also correlates with the feelings of love and closeness often reported 
when using Ecstasy.43

Many of the effects observed in humans and other mammals are likely 
related to the way that oxytocin modulates neural circuitry underlying 
fear and affiliation in humans, essentially reducing activity of the amyg-
dala and decoupling the amygdala from other brain regions so as to modu-
late fear responses.44 Moreover, its activity in reward centers indicates 
that oxytocin (and its chemical cousin vasopressin) also plays a role in 
the motivation to approach particular partners. Its action as a moderator 
of both social inhibition and approach may make oxytocin a particularly 
important chemical messenger in the cultivation and maintenance of social 
relationships. However, a number of questions remain in the human case. 
To what degree does oxytocin play a role in our experienced feelings of 
love? And how might the system extend beyond mating and kin relation-
ships to mediate social behavior with friends and even strangers?

A great deal of research in the last four decades has focused on the many 
feelings and motivations associated with love, and recent physiological 
studies have examined the neural and biological correlates of love’s expe-
rience. However, unlike studies of closeness, very little is known about 
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how such feelings or chemical pathways are tied to the helping and shar-
ing observed among friends. Psychological scales attempting to measure 
friend-like love have found strong correlations with measures of subjective 
closeness, suggesting that the feelings underlying these two concepts are 
somehow connected.45 But this is only a starting point, leaving much fer-
tile ground left to cover to really understand how different kinds of love 
are involved in feelings of closeness and behaviors among friends.

Trust

Trust is generally not defined as a feeling but rather as an expectation. You 
can trust that the postman will deliver your mail on Monday, which is an 
expectation of the postman’s predictability. You can trust your bank to 
keep your money safe, and you can trust a close friend to keep a secret or to 
help when help is needed. The trust most often associated with friendship 
is not like the expectation of a postman’s predictability or a bank’s fidu-
ciary responsibility. Rather, it is the trust that one’s friend will act in one’s 
interest, if one takes a social risk with potentially negative consequences 
for oneself, such as divulging a secret or helping at great cost. In the case 
of a damaging secret, the friend won’t pass it on. In the case of costly aid, 
the friend won’t run off with the money. Unlike one’s relationship to a 
bank, which is governed by laws and backed by federal deposit insurance, 
there is little formal recourse if one’s trust is violated by a friend. Rather, 
trusting a friend involves feeling that the friend is intrinsically motivated 
to be trustworthy.

In the context of friendship, trust is not only an expectation but also a 
behavior — a willingness to take social risks with a partner, giving away 
sensitive information and secrets being a salient example in our own 
culture. It is often difficult for individuals to articulate clearly why they 
decide to take social risks. Indeed, a recent set of experiments has shown 
that what people say about their trust for a particular partner may tell us 
very little about their willingness to actually take social risks with that 
partner. These experiments involved manipulating the blood levels of 
the chemical oxytocin, which has been shown to be crucial for maternal 
behavior, milk letdown, and pair-bonding and caregiving in many mam-
mals and has receptors in brain regions involved with the formation of 
social attachments.46 Based on prior evidence that oxytocin inhibits social 
defenses and promotes affiliation, a team of researchers bet that artificially 
increasing levels of oxytocin in a person’s blood would also increase that 
person’s willingness to take social risks with an unknown partner.

In these two studies, researchers asked participants to play an economic 
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game called the investment game (box 4).47 The game involved two players, 
one called the investor and the other the trustee. The investor can send 
some money to the trustee with the possibility of a significant return on 
this investment. However, the trustee decides how much of this return to 
share with the investor. He could potentially keep it all. So to make such 
an investment worthwhile, the investor must also expect that the trustee 
will pass back some of the return on this investment.

In the first investment experiment, half of the investors were given a 
nasal spray of oxytocin. The other half were given a placebo. Compared 
to those in the placebo group, investors who received oxytocin were twice 
as likely to pass all of their money to an anonymous trustee (d = 0.56). 
In the standard interpretation of the game, a simple intranasal injection 
of oxytocin made people more willing to disregard a social risk and put 
complete trust in a stranger. Moreover, the oxytocin-treated and placebo-
treated investors did not differ in the trust they verbally reported for their 
partner, suggesting that oxytocin did not change their stated beliefs but 
rather worked at a more subconscious level in guiding behavior.48

A more recent experiment suggests that oxytocin also makes people 
less sensitive to incoming information about social risks. In this experi-
ment, investors (some given oxytocin and some a placebo) played six trust 
games with anonymous individuals and then were informed that trustees 
had abused their trust about half the time. After hearing about the regular 
abuse of trust, investors played six more games. Not surprisingly, those 
individuals who had received placebo nasal sprays reduced their transfers 
after hearing news of the betrayals. However, investors who received oxy-
tocin made no significant change to their transfers, suggesting that they 
were insensitive to the news about social risk (difference in investments by 
oxytocin treated and non-treated investors after feedback, d = 0.43).

The potential implications of these two experiments are exciting, spe-
cifically that oxytocin may play an important part in regulating our will-
ingness to take social risks with a partner and also our willingness to trust 
blindly without regard for past behaviors. As I described earlier, some 
researchers have proposed that oxytocin influences trusting behaviors by 
inhibiting defenses and making people more willing to take a social risk.49 
These trust experiments also suggest that what people say about trust 
may not have much bearing on behaviors. Specifically, oxytocin-treated 
investors verbally reported no greater trust for their partners than did 
placebo-treated investors. However, they took much greater social risks 
with the same partners. In such situations, psychological and physiological 
processes that occur under the radar of everyday awareness may be much 
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more important than what people say. More research is needed to replicate 
these tantalizing findings and to understand why some self-reported con-
cepts, such as psychological closeness or attributions of friendship, have 
shown measurable behavioral consequences, whereas others, such as trust, 
have not.

How We Communicate Friendship

So far, I have described some of the important feelings, thoughts, and moti-
vations that one can have regarding friends. But in what ways do friends 
communicate their feelings and intentions toward one another? Recall the 
Wandeki man at the beginning of this chapter who expressed feelings of 
friendship by stating that he would like to eat his partner’s intestines, or 
high school students who communicate their friendship through what 
appears to be malicious teasing or practical jokes.

One might imagine numerous ways to signal feelings of friendship. 
Consider saying with a stone-cold face to a stranger on the street, “I am 
your friend and want to help you whenever you are in need.” You have 
said something, but you have told the stranger very little about your 
actual intent or feelings toward him. Philosophers of friendship are ada-
mant on this point. Friendship is best expressed through actions, not ver-
bal promises. The use of language may be an important part of expressing 
friendship, but it is through the quantity and quality of communication 
(i.e., through letters, hanging out, retelling familiar stories, and even body 
posture and facial expressions), rather than through simple promises, that 
friendship is most credibly expressed. Here, I describe three common ways 
of credibly communicating one’s intentions to a relational partner. These 
include exclusive behavior, honest expressions of emotion, and accepting 
vulnerability in one’s partner.

Exclusive Behavior

Exclusive behaviors that cannot be scaled up to a large number of poten-
tial partners are particularly hard-to-fake signs of interest in a friend. 
Spending time with a friend, writing personalized letters, sharing meals 
together, and talking on the phone are all activities that take time and 
effort and thus limit one’s ability to do the same with other people.50 These 
actions honestly signal a unique interest and investment of time in a spe-
cific person, precisely because it would be very difficult to extend the same 
behaviors to a large number of partners. Contrast these gestures with 
writing a mass email, addressing a crowd, or sending computer-printed 
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Christmas cards to thousands of people, as is often done by political candi-
dates seeking to prime the sympathies of potential donors. Because these 
modes of communication can be broadcast to a large number of people, 
they are unable to signal exclusive interest in a particular partner.51

Giving gifts is a common signal of exclusivity, and one that has been 
studied extensively by anthropologists and sociologists.52 In the U.S., 
good gifts are uniquely valuable or symbolic to the receiver, incur a large 
(but not necessarily monetary) cost to the giver, require time to find, and 
cannot be exchanged.53 Money is the antithesis of a good gift — it has no 
extrinsically greater value to any one person than to another, does not 
require a long search, and can be easily exchanged. Indeed, the ways that 
people modify money in attempts to make it an appropriate gift provide 
a window into the symbolic importance of exclusivity in gift giving. For 
example, when people do give money as a gift, they frequently make it 
distinctive, by giving a particularly crisp bill personally acquired from 
the bank, by enclosing it in a personalized card or decorative wrapper, or 
by writing notes or decorations on a check. Retailers have also tried to 
find ways to make money an appropriate gift by creating gift cards with 
sufficient variety in design, color, wrapping, and purchasable item (e.g., 
bookstore, clothing outlet, home improvement store) to make consumers 
feel that it satisfies at least some of the criteria for a good gift.54

These attempts to transform money into an acceptable gift illustrate 
the importance placed on gifts being personalized and exclusive. In chap-
ter 6, I discuss in more detail why exclusive behaviors, and gift giving in 
particular, are likely an essential element in the long-term regulation of 
friendships.

Honest Expressions of Emotion

People also signal their feelings toward partners with hard-to-fake 
expressions. One of the best examples of such expressions is a Duchenne 
smile, which, unlike many ways of smiling, appears to be an involuntary 
response to emotion. A Duchenne smile uses both a muscle near the lips 
(zygomatic major) and the muscle that surrounds the eyes (orbicularis 
oculi) that, when contracted, creates crow’s feet at the corners of the eyes. 
Contrast this with a polite smile, which is easier to fake but that uses only 
the mouth muscles. As the Duchenne smile’s namesake claimed, inertia of 
the orbicularis oculi while smiling “unmasks a false friend.”55

Other expressions of affection that people use as cues of liking by a 
friend involve body postures and gestures, such as leaning toward a 
partner and moving one’s arms, hands, and fingers in various ways.56 
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Moreover, behavioral studies have shown that friends are more likely to 
talk, smile, and laugh together than are non-friends.57 However, it is not 
clear how such behaviors are especially hard-to-fake signals of affection, 
raising important questions about why such behaviors might be credible 
signals of one’s feelings for and intentions toward a partner.

Accepting Vulnerability

Putting oneself in a vulnerable position vis-à-vis a partner is also a cred-
ible sign of commitment. For example, by sharing potentially damaging 
personal secrets, we demonstrate that we trust a friend and that we expect 
the relationship will last a long time. Thibaut and Kelley refer to this as 
giving a partner control over our fate by conceding some control over 
our social standing, identity, and reputation. For example, in the Cretan 
mountain village of Hatzi, the secrets that women share exclusively with 
their best friends could potentially threaten their reputation in the village 
if divulged. This places them in a very vulnerable position vis-à-vis their 
closest friends.58 Another context for accepting vulnerability is by react-
ing to teasing, practical joking, and playful insults in an equally playful 
manner. This shows that one believes a friend’s intentions are good, and 
when teasing is reciprocal it communicates that each partner is certain 
about the other’s intentions.59 One of the most honest ways of accepting 
vulnerability is getting close enough to a person to touch him or her and, 
perhaps even more important, to permit oneself to be touched. Not sur-
prisingly, these are powerful signals of affection and trust and also appear 
to reinforce such feelings.60

The most direct sign of commitment is to forgo immediate self-interest 
and to act to maintain a relationship or fulfill a partner’s wishes. Such 
acts include staying in a relationship given a more attractive alternative, 
making a sacrifice to help a partner, sharing, and avoiding any indication 
that one is making conscious calculations about the benefits and costs of 
helping. Helping and sharing with little concern for the balance of favors is 
a potentially costly signal of one’s commitment to a partner and a friend-
ship. This shows that one cares about the partner, and not simply about 
what one is getting out of the relationship. It also shows that one thinks 
one’s partner feels the same way. Otherwise, such unconditional support 
would be socially risky, exposing one to potential exploitation.

In this chapter, I have sketched a rough outline of friendship based on 
behaviors and feelings commonly observed among self-described friends. 
Friends share with and help one another when needed, and this cannot 
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be explained in terms of a norm of reciprocity, an attempt to maintain 
balance, or a concern about the shadow of the future. The psychological 
system underwriting these behaviors is frequently described in laymen’s 
terms, with concepts such as closeness, love, and trust; and behavioral and 
neurobiological studies are beginning to identify how these feelings are 
related to behavior. Finally, an important part of friendship is making sure 
that each partner knows that the feeling is mutual, which requires signals 
that are difficult to fake on the part of either partner.

This outline is a starting point but raises more questions than it 
answers (see box 3). Do the behaviors and feelings gleaned from studies 
in the United States and Europe arise in other cultural settings? And how 
do these differ from the behaviors and feelings observed in other kinds 
of relationships — such as those with kin or romantic partners? Moreover, 
if friends pay so little attention to past behaviors and the future conse-
quences of their behaviors, how do they avoid exploitation?

The next chapter will tackle the problem of cross-cultural similarities 
and differences in friendship. At a superficial level, the examples from the 
beginning of this chapter suggest that there are great differences in how 
friends behave toward one another across cultures. However, examining 
underlying processes can often reveal deeper similarities. The greeting of 
a Wandeki man to his friend is only superficially aggressive. At a deeper 
level, it expresses closeness, much like the potentially gruesome statement 
one might hear in English, “I want your heart to be next to mine.” On the 
other side of the world, in a U.S. high school, teasing and practical jokes are 
acceptable because friends know that the intentions behind such behaviors 
and statements are well meaning (as long as they don’t go too far). Each of 
these cases represents a more general principle: that in the everyday work-
ing of friendships, it is not the particular behaviors that matter most, but 
rather the meanings they convey and the intentions presumed to underlie 
them.
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In 1848, the Russian priest Andrej Argentov moved with his wife and 
a maidservant to start a small church on Siberia’s arctic coast — to win 
the souls of nomadic Chukchee reindeer herders who lived in the region. 
During one of Argentov’s first forays into Chukchee territory, a herder 
named Ata’to asked him to establish a ritual friendship. At that time, 
Argentov probably did not know that a key obligation of such ritual bonds 
involved common sexual access to spouses in the union. Nevertheless, 
after a short time the Chukchee friend paid a visit to Argentov’s new home 
and claimed his right in the relationship. When telling this story, the 
Russian ethnographer Bogoraz-Tan likely understates the emotional in-
tensity of the ensuing confrontation: “[Ata’to] had some companions with 
him, and so refusal was of no avail. At the critical moment, however, the 
maid-servant consented to take the place of the mistress.”1 Soon after this 
incident, Argentov, his wife, and his maidservant left their lonely Siberian 
church, never to return.

Based on this skeletal account, it is difficult to accept that the ill-fated 
relationship between Ata’to and Argentov was what we would call a 
friendship. Group marriage between two couples was a common Chukchee 
practice. It hinged on feelings of affection and goodwill among all four 
participants, transcending the simple “sharing” of spouses. However, in 
this particular case, it is unclear whether Ata’to was exploiting a cultural 
norm for his own aims, targeting helpless Russian missionaries in a for-
eign land, or truly hoping that a long-term relationship might develop 
from the consummation of the group marriage. Whatever the reason for 
Ata’to’s demand, Argentov’s unfortunate attempt at making friends clearly 
illustrates the difficulty of exporting our own expectations of friendship to 
other cultures and societies.

2 Friendships across Cultures
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In numerous cases similar to the Chukchee one, anthropologists have 
shown that the ways of living deemed “natural” by many Westerners — 

monogamous marriages, households composed largely of nuclear (rather 
than extended) families, and the necessity of love before marriage — would 
appear strange in other human communities.2 And upon closer inspection, 
relationships described as friendships in other societies, such as Chukchee 
group marriages, often violate certain Western social norms. Notably, 
people in other places and times have sanctified friendships through pub-
lic rituals, inherited them from parents, and entered them based on the 
dictates of family and community elders, practices that would be difficult 
to reconcile with Western notions of friendship.3 Therefore, we cannot 
simply rely on observations about friendship in our society for a general 
understanding of it as it may have existed in other human groups in the 
present and past.

Argentov’s arctic misadventure is a striking reminder of how friend-
ships can differ across cultures, but there may also be behaviors, feelings, 
and expectations among friends that are highly consistent, perhaps even 
universal, in human communities around the world. The only way to 
find out what is unique to specific societies and what recurs across human 
friendships is to review in a systematic manner the ways people have 
cultivated friendships in other places and times. This chapter therefore 
surveys the reports of anthropologists, missionaries, and travelers who 
have found themselves living in a wide range of cultures. Sifting through 
these reports, I ask several questions about the universality of friendship. 
Is something like friendship even practiced in most societies? And if so, 
are expectations of friends in Western contexts, such as honesty, secret 
sharing, emotional support, and material assistance, equally important in 
these communities? Moreover, does the behavioral and psychological sys-
tem described in chapter 1 — with unconditional help and sharing, feelings 
of love and closeness, and communication of these feelings through gift 
giving and other signals — operate in other cultural contexts?

Exploring the Ethnographic Record

Over the last two centuries, anthropologists and other travelers have doc-
umented thousands of cultural groups around the world, leaving behind a 
wealth of material for answering the questions posed above. Particularly 
relevant to these goals are the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF) at Yale 
University, which houses a database of the world’s best-documented cul-
tures, sorted and filed by geographic location and cultural characteristics. 
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Assembling the HRAF has been no small feat. It has involved numerous 
researchers carefully reading thousands of pages of text and indexing each 
paragraph for specific topics of interest. The coding system, known as the 
Outline of World Cultures, includes over 700 topics that capture major 
elements of life in human communities, such as diet, kinship, geography, 
and warfare. In this way, the HRAF has cataloged and indexed more than 
350,000 pages, making these 400 cultural groups among the best docu-
mented in the world.4

With its 400 coded societies, the HRAF is the ideal place to start a 
systematic cross-cultural exploration of friendship. However, there are 
several questions to address before using it to study friendship in diverse 
cultures. First, how do we know when we actually have found a case of 
friendship in the ethnographic record? Second, when does an absence of 
friendship in the record mean that friendship doesn’t exist? And third, 
which cultures among the vast number in the record should we target in 
an analysis?

Knowing What to Look For

On the problem of defining virtue, Plato’s Meno writes: “And how will 
you enquire, Socrates, into that which you do not know? What will you 
put forth as the subject of enquiry? And if you find what you want, how 
will you ever know that this is the thing which you did not know?”5 The 
same problem posed by Meno in defining virtue confronts anyone hop-
ing to understand friendship, especially as it occurs in diverse cultural 
settings. The crux of the problem is this: To define friendship-like rela-
tionships, we must identify a number of concrete examples upon which 
to base the definition. However, without a prior definition, how can we 
identify examples for deriving it? This conundrum intensifies when we 
travel to lands with other languages, where we are not even certain what 
the appropriate word for friend is. Known as Meno’s paradox, this catch-22 
of conceptual development is one of several theoretical and methodological 
challenges that confront any study of a Western concept in comparative 
perspective.

In describing informal modes of interaction, ethnographers have 
frequently deployed terms such as friend and friendship as conceptual 
primitives (i.e., you know it when you see it). Until this point, I have fol-
lowed their lead, but how do we really know a friendship when we see it? 
What characteristics of relationships in other cultures have led researchers 
to infer that the best translation is friendship? Here, I begin simply by 
analyzing observers’ descriptions of friendships in diverse cultures. While 
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observers’ use of friendship is a good place to start, ethnographers have 
also used other idioms to describe relationships that upon closer inspection 
are quite similar to friendship as we know it. For example, ethnographers 
frequently described such relationships as “artificial” or “fictive” forms 
of kinship, because members of the culture themselves referred to their 
friends with kin terms, such as brother, sister, father, or aunt. Identifying 
common elements within these multiple descriptions of friendship, fictive 
kinship, and artificial kinship provides a starting point for determining 
whether certain obligations, expectations, or behaviors reliably occur 
together in a wide range of cultures.6

What Does It Mean When We Don’t Find Friendship?

In many cases, even reading a book-length description of a culture will 
reveal no mention of something like friendship. The most obvious expla-
nation for such an absence is that there is nothing like friendship to be 
found. However, there are several reasons why a single description of a 
culture might fail to make any mention of friendship, despite the pres-
ence of an equivalent relationship in that culture. These reasons include 
lack of documentation, lack of searching, and the theoretical bias of an 
ethnographer.

The cross-cultural record is a mixed bag in terms of the quality of data 
that are available for any given culture. Some groups have been thor-
oughly documented by generations of anthropologists, with thousands 
of pages devoted to their lifeways, customs, and social organization. For 
most groups, however, we know little more than the culture’s name. 
Even within the HRAF, which only describes cultures with substantial 
documentation, the total pages devoted to a particular culture numbers 
anywhere from five to twenty thousand! This variability in the depth of 
description devoted to each culture introduces problems when studying 
friendship. For example, does the quantity of text devoted to friendship 
in a society reflect the importance of the relationship or rather that eth-
nographers have spilled more ink describing that society? Conversely, the 
absence of any mention of friendship in a culture may mean nothing more 
than incomplete documentation.

A second, more pernicious problem is what one anthropologist has 
referred to as “anthropology’s love affair with kinship,” and the related 
neglect of friendship in describing small-scale societies.7 Early in the twen-
tieth century, anthropologists discovered that it was a straightforward task 
to collect detailed genealogies of people in small villages and to construct 
relatively simple, tree-like maps charting the relationships between every 
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individual in a society (figure 7).8 In many societies, such kin relations 
ostensibly guided behaviors, obligations, and feelings between two indi-
viduals. Thus, the concept of kinship gave anthropologists what appeared 
to be a clear-cut system for analyzing behavior that depended on noth-
ing more than who gave birth to whom, who was married to whom, how 
old one was, and who was male or female.9 A prominent anthropologist’s 
description of Tale society in Ghana provides one striking example of the 
view that kinship, in this case patrilineal ties, provides the underlying 
“skeleton” for society: “The whole of Tale society is built up round the 
lineage system. It is the skeleton of their social structure, the bony frame-
work which shapes their body politic; it guides their economic life and 
moulds their religious ideas and values.”10

Whether for these or other reasons, documenting the kinship system 
of a culture became routine in anthropological fieldwork in the twentieth 
century. Meticulous genealogical charts were a key part of an ethnogra-
pher’s toolkit for describing a society. Indeed, in one of the discipline’s 
most influential field manuals, Notes and Queries on Anthropology, two-
thirds of the section on social structure is devoted to family, kinship, and 
lineage, with no mention of extrakin relationships.11 This methodological 
focus certainly reinforced perceptions of kinship’s importance in daily life. 
For example, according to the genealogical method endorsed in Notes and 
Queries, the ethnographer first identified a list of terms for people related 
by either birth or marriage (e.g., father, mother, cousin, aunt, father-in-
law) and then identified through questioning and observation the tradi-
tional behaviors toward such individuals. Such a method is very good at 
discerning how kin relationships affect behavior, but it ignores other kinds 
of relationships that might exist between people.12

In a discipline so focused on kinship, there has often been little mention 
of extrakin relationships, such as friendship.13 For example, in the HRAF, 
for every twelve paragraphs devoted to kin ties, there is only one discuss-
ing friendship. Despite this theoretical bias, I will show that with sufficient 
diligence one finds numerous descriptions of friendship hidden away in 
the ethnographic record, and these descriptions reveal patterns of social 
organization much more complex than those based solely on marriage and 
biological descent.

Which Cultures Should Be Considered?

Finally, we arrive at the problem of deciding which cultures to include in a 
cross-cultural survey. Ideally, such a survey would focus on cultures that 
have been extensively documented by numerous observers, so that one 



Figure 7. The bony skeleton of society. Genealogy of Maku from Murray Island, Torres Straits, W. H. R. 
Rivers 1900. Collected and drawn by W. H. R. Rivers during the expedition to Torres Straits between Australia 
and Papua New Guinea. The patriarch of the genealogy, Maku, is at top center. Following standard kinship 
notation, marriage is indicated by equals signs and progeny by vertical lines downward (Rivers 1900).
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can see when observations are corroborated (and contradicted). The sample 
should capture a wide range of human societies, with equal representa-
tion of different parts of the world and different ways of making a living. 
Moreover, it should counterbalance the focus in chapter 1 on large, indus-
trial nations by turning to small-scale societies — farming villages, bands 
of hunters and gatherers, and nomadic herders. Therefore, I will focus on a 
sub-sample of four hundred HRAF cultures specifically chosen by anthro-
pologists in the 1960s to ensure representative coverage of peasant and 
small-scale societies around the world. This sub-sample of the HRAF is 
known as the Probability Sample File (PSF).14 In this way, I have whittled 
the sample from thousands of cultures in the ethnographic record to four 
hundred of the best-documented and finally to a subset of sixty that fairly 
represent a world sample of small-scale societies. The sixty cultures in the 
PSF span the six inhabited continents and include a wide range of subsis-
tence styles, ranging among nomadic herders, hunter-gatherers, shifting 
horticulturalists, and settled farmers. Although this sample is useful for 
counting purposes and will be the basis of the quantitative analyses in this 
chapter, many of the most thorough descriptions of friendship lie outside 
of it. Therefore, I will also draw from beyond the sample of sixty societies 
in providing illustrative examples (figure 8). 

Are There Societies without Friendship?

For many Westerners, Atevi society may seem like an alien culture. It 
lacks any concept of friendship, liking and loving are unknown feelings, 
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and in contrast to the paucity of terms for trust in the Atevi language, 
there are fourteen words for betrayal. In her many descriptions of the 
Atevi, C. J. Cherryh describes how the absence of emotional bonds affects 
not only the nature of Atevi society but also how the Atevi interact with 
neighboring cultures. With their striking divergence from our expecta-
tions of human relationships, the Atevi are prime candidates for under-
standing how human communities might exist without friendship. The 
one problem is that the Atevi are not human. They are creations of science 
fiction. C. J. Cherryh, over the course of ten novels, has developed a fasci-
nating thought experiment as to what life would be like in an alien society 
without friendship, love, or trust.15

Cherryh’s exercise in anthropological science fiction shows that it is 
possible to imagine a society without friendship. But are there real-world 
instances of human communities where something like friendship does 
not exist? Such examples would definitely challenge assumptions that 
friendship is a universal aspect of human life.

A systematic review of the HRAF database reveals numerous descrip-
tions of friendship, with more or less detailed accounts of the feelings, 
obligations, and purposes of the relationship. Among Lepcha farmers in 
eastern Nepal, special friends, or ingzong, look after one another in emer-
gencies, help with farm work, and promise to care for one another’s chil-
dren in the event of one’s death. Special friends who live far away fulfill 
a special purpose — offering a place to stay during expeditions for much-
needed goods, such as cloth and salt. Lepcha say that the god Komsithing 
first thought of the institution when he was drunk. He subsequently 
forged ingzong with all the foreigners who possessed things he did not 
have himself: with Sikkimese for their oxen, Tibetans for rugs, Bhutanese 
for fine cloth, and Indians for their copper vessels. While ingzong provide 
clear material benefits, the best ingzong also love one another.16

Among women living in the small Cretan mountain village of Hatzi, 
close friends provide a safe haven for speaking openly, sharing their 
problems, and disclosing secret affairs. Worries lessen when confiding in 
friends. Friends make mundane tasks, such as baking, fun and pleasur-
able. Most important, a woman’s friends understand and appreciate her in 
a male-dominated environment, where how she feels and how she must 
behave often come into conflict. Anthropologists have often claimed that 
in male-dominated peasant villages, such as Hatzi, married women are 
sequestered in homes, surrounded by kin, and not in a position to make or 
have friends. However, far more women in Hatzi feel closer to friends than 
to their family members.17
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Ju/’hoansi foragers in Namibia and Botswana cultivate long-term hxaro 
ties with partners based on gift giving and mutual assistance over vast 
geographic expanses. Hxaro partners regularly exchange gifts — beads, 
arrows, tools, clothing — as tokens of their affection and as signs that 
they “hold each other in their hearts.” These far-reaching networks allow 
people to live and forage in other areas when food or water in their home 
territory has disappeared, or when social relations have become strained at 
home. If they were to infringe on the land of others without such ties, the 
owners would try to expel them. People draw on hxaro ties when search-
ing for a spouse, and they share meat with hxaro partners when they have 
a large kill. While Ju/’hoansi cultivate many hxaro from genetic kin, they 
have equal numbers of hxaro non-relatives as well.18

These are only a few examples among many, including labor-sharing 
relationships among farmers and gardeners, “stock associates” who take 
care of each other’s cattle, and war companions who protect one’s downed 
body during battle. Indeed, ethnographers have described friendship-like 
relationships on all inhabited continents and among groups at all levels of 
social complexity.

Despite the prevalence of friendship in the ethnographic record, there 
are also a number of societies where the HRAF database contains no men-
tion of friendship or friendship-like relationships. As discussed earlier, the 
absence of friendship might be due to many factors, and a careful analysis 
suggests that whether friendship is reported in a culture depends heavily 
on how many ethnographies one reads. For example, if one focuses on 
cultures described by the equivalent of only one or two academic books 
(fewer than 500 text pages), friendship is reported in less than a third of 
all groups. However, as the number of pages devoted to a culture in the 
HRAF increases, there is also a clear increase in the probability of finding 
a reference to friendship. With the equivalent of three or four academic 
books per culture (500 – 1,000 pages), one finds a description of friendship 
in about half of all cultures. And not until one examines cultures described 
by more than 2,000 pages (more than eight hefty books!) is one certain to 
find references to friendship in a culture (see appendix A). Contrast this 
with the fact that kinship figures prominently in ethnographic descrip-
tions of nearly all cultures.

These results suggest that finding friendship in the ethnographic record 
is a direct function of how hard one looks. And by extending this search to 
literature outside of the HRAF database (and by reading the HRAF mate-
rial more carefully), friendship is described in all sixty cultures in the PSF.
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Despite the high prevalence of something like friendship in documented 
human societies, there are a small number of cases in which ethnogra-
phers, like the novelist C. J. Cherryh, have stated explicitly that a society 
lacks any term or concept closely analogous to friendship. This is the case 
for seven of the four hundred cultures described in the HRAF.

In three of these societies, the ethnographer’s statement is clearly 
contradicted by later observers. Consider the confident statement by one 
anthropologist, Roy Barton, about Ifugao farmers of the Philippines: 
“Friendship is not a tie. In our sense of the word it does not exist. Persons 
between whom there is no tie may become chummy, but that, the Ifugao’s 
nearest approach to friendship, carries no such implications of loyalty, 
mutual admonition and assistance as our word connotes.” The statement 
clearly dismisses the possibility of finding something like friendship 
among the Ifugao. However, in other descriptions of the Ifugao (some by 
Barton), there are references to friends who invite one another to feasts, 
who mediate disputes, who serve as hosts in foreign lands, and who avenge 
the murders of their friends. Moreover, there are several descriptions of 
individuals feigning friendship to obtain material goods or to lure an indi-
vidual into an ambush. Without a concept of friendship, it would be impos-
sible for the Ifugao to feign it. For these reasons, Barton’s initial dismissal 
of Ifugao friendship is hard to accept without serious qualifications.19

When we remove this and similar cases where claims are convinc-
ingly contradicted by other authors or later descriptions, we are left with 
five cases of highly collective cultures in which exclusive friendships are 
strongly discouraged as a threat to the broader community. In such cases, 
friendships are viewed as seeds for disruptive factions and conflicting loyal-
ties. For example, among Kogi farmers of Colombia, the priests, or Máma, 
discouraged friendships, describing how a Kogi man should behave:

He has no friends, because friendship does not exist among the Kogi. 
There are men of his family and men of other families; there are people 
of the same Túxe [neighborhood] and there are people of other Túxe, 
but friends do not exist. The Máma himself asks that the men not be 
friends with one another since this would lead to adultery. If two men 
are together frequently, they will become enamored of each other’s 
wives and all would end in a fight. . . . There is no reason to call a man 
a friend if perhaps tomorrow you would have to call him enemy!

The same reality prevails on the other side of the world among the 
Muria Gond in northern India. Here, exclusive friendships run counter to 
the strongly communal nature of Muria society. In this society, children 
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and youth grow up together in common dormitories, and from childhood 
they are trained to do things together, to move, to work, to mourn, and 
to rejoice as a group. The “exclusive, passionate devotion” of friendship 
between two people threatens this social unity.20

In each of these cases, communities, neighborhoods, or families are 
what sociologists call “greedy institutions” because they demand undi-
vided commitment from their members (box 7). In such communities, 
friendships pose a threat (at least a perceived one) by potentially dividing 
one’s loyalties and are therefore discouraged by the heads of these commu-
nities.21 Of interest here is that friendships must be explicitly discouraged, 
suggesting that they might arise naturally if no prohibitions, exhortations, 
or penalties were in place. Moreover, even in these cases, further reading 

BOX 7 Greedy Institutions

In one episode of the cartoon sitcom The Simpsons, the miserly C. Mont-

gomery Burns, owner of Springfield’s nuclear plant, shares his years of busi-

ness wisdom with Lisa Simpson’s third grade class. According to Burns, the 

key to a successful business is to root out three demons: family, religion, and 

friendship.

Burns’s view of a successful business is what sociologists have referred 

to as a “greedy institution,” or an institution that demands total commit-

ment from its members, making them abandon all other kinds of loyalty — in 

Burns’s case, to family, religion, and friends themselves. Religious cults are 

a prime example of greedy institutions, often requiring members to cut off 

ties with outside family members and friends (Coser 1974). Another particu-

larly good example of a greedy institution is the Christian monastery of 

medieval Europe. According to Christian theology, Christ’s command to love 

one’s neighbor implied universal good deeds to all, whether friend or foe. 

Friendships threatened a general love for all human beings by focusing on 

exclusive partners and taking one’s eye away from the way of God. As one 

influential monastic thinker, Basil, asserted: “The brothers should maintain 

mutual love for each other, but not so that two or three at one time conspire 

to form cliques, for this is not charity but sedition and division. It is a sign of 

the evil behavior of those who join together in such a way.” This concern 

also framed regulations, such as how a novice training to be a Dominican in 

Rome was supervised even on walks so that he and his companions did not 

always choose the same partners and avoided getting to know each other 

too well (McGuire 1988, p. 30).
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suggests that friendships, in one form or another, do indeed arise, though 
perhaps more rarely and secretly than in most societies. 

The overarching conclusion from this initial foray into the ethnographic 
record is that despite documentary and theoretical biases against finding 
friendship, a suitably thorough search regularly reveals descriptions of 
something like friendship in a wide range of human societies. Indeed, it 
is very difficult to find societies like C. J. Cherryh’s fictional Atevi where 
something like friendship is definitively nonexistent.

How Universal Are Western Notions  
of Friendship?

That ethnographers have described friendship or something like it in a 
broad range of cultures tells us very little about how such relationships 
might work in each of these cultural settings and how each instance dif-
fers from our own cultural stereotypes. The Chukchee practice of group 
marriage described at the beginning of the chapter is striking, but it might 
exaggerate the true extent to which friendships differ across cultures. To 
understand how widely friendships vary and how closely they approxi-
mate Western notions requires a more systematic review of friendship-
like relationships in the cross-cultural literature.

Here, I begin by examining behaviors, feelings, and expectations that 
are often assumed to define friendship in the United States and Western 
Europe. Using these qualities as a basis for comparison, I show how 
they map (or fail to map) onto social relations in non-Western settings. 
Although many Western notions of friendship will travel poorly to other 
societies, there will also be several that are common in a wide range of 
societies, permitting a working definition of friendship that is meaningful 
in many human contexts.

Westerners routinely describe a common list of qualities, rules, and 
behaviors that are expected of friends. Friends (at least good ones) like 
one another, enjoy one another’s company, and maintain mutual goodwill. 
They help one another in times of need, listen to one another’s problems, 
make sacrifices, and provide emotional support when necessary. They 
share confidences and can be trusted not to divulge important secrets. 
Their relationship is personal and private, and it does not answer to a 
higher authority. They engage in constructive conflict management, and 
they try to resolve differences among themselves. Friends should not go to 
court to resolve a dispute. Ideally, friends do not care what they get out of 
the relationship but value the friendship for its own sake. They are honest 



56    /    Friendships across Cultures

with one another, feel free to express themselves to one another, but do 
not pass judgment. Finally, unlike partners in kin or work relations, one 
can choose one’s friends.22

A review of the cross-cultural material shows important consistencies 
and discrepancies between the U.S. ideal of friendship and friendships in 
the sixty PSF cultures (table 1). In the next sections, I describe in more 
detail how the salience of these behaviors, feelings, and qualities varies 
across cultures, why some appear more regularly, and what this means 
for our understanding of friendship as a human relationship. I start with 

Table 1. Characteristics of friendships in sixty societies

Characteristic
No.  

Described
No. 

Disconfirmed
Percent 

Described
Percent 

Disconfirmeda
 Ideal in 

U.S.?

Behaviors

Mutual aid 56 0 93 0 Y

Gift giving 36 0 60 0 Y

Ritual initiationb 24 1 40 4 N

Self-disclosure 20 2 33 10 Y

Informality 17 0 28 0 Y

Frequent  
socializing

11 6 18 55 Y

Touchingb 11 0 18 0 N

Feelings

Positive affect 47 0 78 0 Y

Jealousy 0 0 0 0 N

Accounting

Tit-for-tatc 7 5 12 71 N

Need 32 0 53 0 Y

Formation and 
Maintenance

Equality 18 14 30 78 Y

Voluntariness 11 7 18 64 Y

Privateness 3 2 5 66 Y

a Percent of those described.
b Included because of mention in other cultures.
c Included because of theoretical arguments claiming friendship is based on tit-for-tat.



Friendships across Cultures    /    57

eleven aspects of friendship commonly described in the U.S. and discuss 
the others later. 

Behaviors

In the ethnographic record, numerous descriptions emphasize how behav-
iors among friends signal goodwill and also underlie assistance in real 
emergencies. Here, I examine how five behaviors commonly described 
among friends in the U.S. (i.e., mutual aid, gift giving, self-disclosure, 
informality, and frequent socializing) are described in the cross-cultural 
record.

Mutual Aid. Studies of friendship in Western contexts consistently find 
that people see friends as people they can trust to offer help, to care for 
them, to look out for their interests, and to make sacrifices in times of 
need.23 Of all the qualities of friendship considered here, mutual aid is also 
the most frequently cited behavior in cross-cultural descriptions of friend-
ship (described in 93 percent of societies and never disconfirmed).

The words and phrases used to describe friendship in other languages 
frequently reflect the kinds of mutual aid and support expected of friends. 
For example, the Western Tibetan word for friend translates to “happiness-
grief-identical” (skyidug-chik-pa), and the Northwest Coast Salish term 
means “giving partner.” Mortlockese speakers living on small atolls and 
islands in Micronesia describe friends as pwiipwin le sopwone wa, “my 
sibling from the same canoe.” The phrase stems from a story of two men 
who found themselves adrift at sea for many days, sharing dwindling food 
supplies and lifting each other’s spirits until rescued. Based on this experi-
ence of mutual aid in adversity, the men swore to treat each other like 
brothers — to care for each other, to cooperate, to be of one mind, and to 
share land and resources.24

Among other kinds of help, friends in different cultures loan one 
another money, help with tilling and harvesting fields, assist one another 
in disputes, give honest advice, keep secrets, act as go-betweens during 
courtship, offer lodging and hospitality in foreign lands, support a friend’s 
reputation, and help bear the costs of weddings and funerals. In many 
cases, partners are expected to provide support in a number of these 
domains, and in chapter 7, I will discuss the kinds of aid most often pro-
vided in more detail. The enormous variety of help friends provide one 
another might lead us to dismiss a unified definition of what friends do for 
one another. However, as discussed in the section on accounting (later in 
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this chapter), what unites these cases is not the kind of help that is given 
but rather how such help is given.

Gift Giving. Gift giving is probably a universal element of life in human 
communities and is a hallmark of friendship in Western society.25 The 
HRAF texts also suggest that giving gifts is an important signal of friend-
ship in a wide range of human societies (in 60 percent of all societies, no 
disconfirmations). Viewed by a cynical outsider, the transfer of gifts may 
look like the mere movement of non-usable trifles among people. For 
example, in one of the most thorough descriptions of gift giving in a small-
scale society, anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski showed that shell jew-
elry literally traveled in circles among island traders off the coast of New 

BOX 8 “Round in Circles”

Among the far-flung Massim islands of Papua New Guinea, seafaring voyag-

ers would travel hundreds of miles annually across dangerous seas to 

engage in a remarkable system of gift giving and trade. First described in 

detail by the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski (1922), the Kula ring 

involved reciprocal visits between residents of different island communities, 

often speaking mutually unintelligible languages, in which partners ex -

changed two kinds of local jewelry — shell armbands in one direction and 

shell necklaces in the other. Any Kula trader had partners in at least two 

directions, and so a shell armband received from one partner would soon be 

passed to a different partner, but always in the same direction. The global 

effect of this practice was the perpetual (and puzzling) circulation of Kula 

valuables over vast ocean expanses, with necklaces moving clockwise and 

armbands moving counterclockwise.

At the local level, the exchange of these valuables occurred between 

Kula partners who maintained strong mutual obligations of hospitality, pro-

tection, and assistance. A good Kula relationship was “like a marriage,” and 

Kula partnerships often lasted a lifetime. Ideally, Kula valuables were given 

generously and accepted unconditionally. Bartering among partners was 

bad form (Damon 1980).

Since the exchange of Kula valuables appeared to serve no economic 

purpose, Malinowski used the system as an example of trade that was moti-

vated by cultural rather than economic concerns. However, at a deeper 

level, Kula gift giving played an important role in the Massim economy. By 

(continued)
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Guinea (box 8). Most Westerners would consider this movement of gifts, 
called the Kula ring, a program in “re-gifting” taken to extremes. However, 
in most cases, these and other gifts are not valued for their direct economic 
uses. Rather, gifts are bestowed as an expression of the giver’s feelings and 
goodwill for his or her partner.26 Indeed, I will show in chapter 8 that gift 
giving plays an important role in the ability to avoid exploitative partners 
and maintain the evolutionary viability of friendship-like relationships. 

Self-disclosure. Many Americans think that sharing secrets and talking 
about personal issues is an essential part of friendship. Indeed, some psy-
chological theories (developed in the U.S.) suggest that divulging sensitive 
information plays a crucial role in fostering commitment in a relationship 

providing a way to forge and reinforce far-flung trust relationships, the sys-

tem permitted safe travel and commerce between otherwise hostile island 

communities. Indeed, under the ritual veneer of Kula exchange and the pro-

tection of their Kula partners, traders could enter diverse communities to 

trade commodities such as pigs, yams, pottery, obsidian, and betel nuts 

(Leach and Leach 1983; Landa 1994). 

FIGURE 9. Map of Kula ring, from Malinowski 1922
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by both signaling trust in a partner and providing a partner with one form 
of “collateral.”27 In a number of other societies, sharing secrets is also an 
important part of friendship. Among inmates at Bomana Prison in Papua 
New Guinea, close friends confide the details of their court cases, reveal 
the true story of their crimes, and discuss the prison rules they break. And 
among Kanuri farmers and fishers in Nigeria, youth often have one par-
ticularly special friend, called an ashirmanze (“secrets man”), with whom 
they can share their most intimate thoughts, hopes, and fears.28

However, despite these examples, self-disclosure is only occasionally 
mentioned as a behavior among friends in the cross-cultural record (men-
tioned in 33 percent of societies, and disconfirmed in 10 percent of those 
cases). Indeed, in many societies, talking and sharing secrets is much less 
important among friends than is providing material support. (These soci-
eties are discussed in more detail in chapter 7.)29 More important, there 
are some cases where self-disclosure is actually avoided. In her study of 
farmers in central France, for example, Deborah Reed-Danahy describes 
how individuals avoid disclosing personal information to friends (even 
close friends), as such sensitive information might be deployed in the case 
of interfamily disputes. In western Congo-Brazzaville, Kunyi cultivators 
avoid disclosing too much to friends because such disclosures may lead 
one to lose ngolo (power) and to become more vulnerable to witchcraft. In 
such cases, one may have complete faith in a friend for the time being but 
must still be careful of the consequences if the friendship were to break 
up in the future.30 Therefore, while it may be difficult in the United States 
to imagine close friendships without self-disclosure, in other parts of the 
world, discussing personal matters and secrets is not a common element of 
friendships. This provokes the question, why is self-disclosure so common 
among friends in the United States?—a topic explored in more detail in 
chapter 7.

Informality. In the United States, friendships are relationships in which 
one can violate rules of formal conduct, and this is also a common expecta-
tion in many other cultures. In societies where one must behave in very 
formal and respectful ways toward family members and elders in the com-
munity, friendship is a context in which one can let one’s guard down 
(mentioned in 28 percent of societies and no disconfirmations). As one 
Muria Gond boy of India stated, “When you are friends you can fart 
together.”

Depending on the society, friends can use nicknames for one another 
rather than formal terms of address based on kinship or status. In China, 
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for example, where there are strong norms for using honorifics with elder 
acquaintances, among close friends (and only among close friends), one 
can use the term younger brother regardless of whether the friend is older 
or younger. Close friends can tease and mock one another and make rude 
comments about one another’s appearance in ways that would normally 
lead to quarrels and fights among acquaintances. For example, among 
Shona farmers in Zimbabwe, where charges of sorcery are serious mat-
ters, friends can call one another witches. Friends can also leave formality 
at the door and enter into open discussion in ways that are not possible 
within other types of relationships. Among Thai peasants, who generally 
avoid unpleasant interactions, friends are expected to give frank and criti-
cal advice, a behavior not even observed among kin.31

In several cultures, however, certain kinds of friendship permit only 
limited degrees of informality. Among Andaman Islanders, for example, 
one class of friends was reportedly prohibited from talking but was none-
theless responsible for helping one another if one member of the group was 
in trouble. In some cultures, rituals were a turning point where relations 
between friends transformed from ribald joking and informality to more 
tempered relations of formal respect and exchange.32 Nonetheless, friend-
ship more often than not serves as an outlet where one can engage in 
otherwise unacceptable behavior.

Frequent Socializing. In the U.S., good friends frequently spend time 
together.33 However, frequent socialization was described as an important 
element of friendship in only a small proportion of the sixty PSF societies. 
Moreover, in an equivalent number of societies, friends rarely interacted 
on a regular basis (mentioned in 18 percent of societies and disconfirmed in 
54 percent of those). Infrequent meeting generally stems from the practice 
of cultivating friendships with people precisely because they live at a dis-
tance. For example, Turkana cattle herders in East Africa purposely forge 
bond friendships (lopai) with other herders who live outside their yearly 
orbit of migration. Such friends provide links to far-off regions where the 
Turkana might travel and trade, where they can beg for cattle in times of 
need, and where they can gain entry to grazeable land in bad dry seasons.34

Similar kinds of far-off friends in other societies rarely meet but serve 
as valued assets who can offer safe haven during journeys, back one in dis-
putes in foreign lands, pool the risk of cattle herding, and provide informa-
tion and rare goods. Therefore, the advantages of having friends in far-off 
places can outweigh the immediate benefits of frequent socializing. Even 
in the U.S., the emphasis on frequent socializing may be more important 
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in defining casual friends, whereas closer friends can withstand and even 
benefit from decreased contact.35

Feelings

Although behaviors are publicly observable, feelings and thoughts are 
more difficult to extract from the ethnographic record. For example, 
anthropologist Robbins Burling spent three years living among Garo vil-
lagers of northeastern India, who generally avoided publicly expressing 
their feelings. For this reason, it is not surprising that despite hundreds of 
references to friends and friendship in his detailed 377-page ethnography, 
the only time that Burling mentioned affection or love in the context of 
friendship was when describing his own feelings of affection and admira-
tion toward his friends in the field.36

Despite the obvious difficulties in observing and recording psychologi-
cal states, feelings and thoughts are important in understanding friend-
ship. For example, among U.S. high school students there are no clearly 
marked public rituals or events by which individuals become friends or 
affirm their friendship. In public life, students often interact agreeably 
with others whom they might not consider close friends and might even 
think of as “jerks” or “assholes.” Conversely, friends frequently are per-
mitted (even expected) to treat each other in a manner that to an outside 
observer would seem decidedly unfriendly. Therefore, friendly behavior 
alone, even if we have a deep understanding of local norms and behavior, 
can tell us very little about the status of the relationship between two 
people.37

More generally, friendship is not just based on behaviors but also repre-
sents the potential for certain kinds of behaviors in specific contexts (e.g., 
help when one needs it). Such behavioral potential is mediated in large 
part by psychological states, such as intentions and motivations toward 
an individual.38 The next section explores two kinds of feelings observed 
among friends in the U.S. (positive affect and jealousy) and how they map 
to cross-cultural descriptions of friendship.

Positive Affect. Despite the challenges in observing feeling states, eth-
nographers have frequently noted feelings of warmth, affection, intimacy, 
and closeness among friends in diverse societies (78 percent confirmed, no 
disconfirmations). Such expressions range from simple statements, such as 
“I like her” or “I fancy him,” to deeper expressions and feelings of caring, 
love, and affection. Among Santal farmers of India, friends’ hearts are 
“bound fast,” and among Bena farmers of Tanzania, friends are “overcome 
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with emotion” for one another. Ashaninka gardeners of Peru even compose 
songs for their friends to express their mutual fondness.39

Unlike the distinction often made in the United States between lik-
ing (which can occur among friends) and loving (which can occur among 
romantic partners and kin), in some societies it is common to use the same 
term to describe one’s love for close friends, family, and romantic part-
ners. Among Pashtun herders in northern Pakistan, the love felt for close 
friends is extolled in poetry and compared with the feelings of lovers. And 
the word for the love of spouses among Lepcha farmers in eastern Nepal is 
the same one used for trading friends.40

Jealousy. When asked to list the characteristics of a good friendship, peo-
ple don’t generally say friends should be jealous. Indeed, jealousy among 
friends was not mentioned once in the PSF. However, ethnographers have 
described possessiveness toward friends in a number of other societies, 
from Tarascan farmers in Mexico to Pashtun herders in Pakistan and 
Copper Inuit youth in Canada. In such cases, people jealously guard their 
friends, worried that others may replace them. And such feelings can often 
destroy a relationship. Consider the case of Juan and Pedro, two youth in a 
Guatemalan village who were the best of camaradas. Juan and Pedro hung 
out day and night, attended festivals together, and protected each other 
during fights with other youth. They had been doing so for several years. 
However, during one of the village’s fiestas, Juan began to dance with 
another boy who had been courting Juan as his camarada. Pedro was 
drunk and angry. He hit Juan in the face, and the two started a scuffle that 
led to a fight. After that night, the two never spoke directly again.41 The 
neglect of jealousy as a feeling among friends may be due in part to the fact 
that it is not an ideal but rather an unwelcome by-product of relational 
regulation (see chapter 6). Nevertheless, it deserves further attention as an 
element of regulation that may be ignored in many academic or popular 
treatments of friendship precisely because it is not ideal.

Accounting

Ziyou said, as recorded in the Confucius analects, “Too close accounting 
in service to a lord will lead to disgrace, while in relating to friends and 
companions it will lead to estrangement.”42 In evolutionary accounts of 
cooperation, help among non-kin is frequently modeled with some form of 
accounting over outcomes, whether one’s behavior is contingent on a part-
ner’s past behaviors, the balance of accounts, or the prospects of gain in 
the future. Such accounting practices have their place in social exchange, 



64    /    Friendships across Cultures

but they also neglect many other ways that people can make decisions in 
their relationships. People care about more than just behaviors and out-
comes. They act according to what they think the other person is think-
ing. People reciprocate gestures they perceive as favors more than those 
perceived as bribes. They are more likely to forgive an unintentional slight 
than an intentional one. And people bear substantial costs to help people 
they perceive as close friends, often with little thought to past behaviors 
or the consequences of their actions.43 In these cases, people do not simply 
make decisions based on past behaviors and the costs and benefits of cur-
rent options. They also rely on judgments about a partner’s intentions and 
make knee-jerk, stimulus-response decisions based on how close they feel 
to a partner.

Need. In the U.S., for example, friends don’t follow a norm of reciprocity 
by which one gives only because one has received, they don’t regularly try 
to balance accounts, and they don’t appear to give based on the future con-
sequences of their actions (chapter 1). Rather, as C. S. Lewis writes, “The 
mark of perfect friendship is not that help will be given when the pinch 
comes . . . but that having been given, it makes no difference at all.”44

Reports of friendship in the ethnographic record are consistent with 
this view. In the vast majority of cultures, help was contingent on the need 
of a partner, and most of the rare mentions of something like tit-for-tat 
contingency specifically stated that it was not acceptable among friends. 
In Thailand, for example, tit-for-tat exchange characterized a substandard 
kind of friends, “play friends,” who “feast with you when you can feast 
them, betray you if it is their profit to do so, and certainly disappear if you 
become a non-entity.”45 Indeed, how friends keep (or don’t keep) accounts 
can tell us more about their relationship than do the kinds of help provided. 
Among Tzeltal villagers in Central America, for example, ritual friends 
and distant acquaintances provide help in the same array of tasks, includ-
ing plowing, cultivating, harvesting, firing pottery, and house building. 
What distinguishes ritual friends from acquaintances is the timing and 
expectation of return. Acquaintances expect either immediate compensa-
tion or an explicitly stated deadline for repayment. Ritual friends do not.46

The distinction between close friends’ loose accounting and the kinds of 
balanced reciprocity observed among acquaintances maps onto a distinc-
tion made nearly a half-century ago by anthropologist Marshall Sahlins 
in describing how people help one another in small-scale societies. Sahlins 
proposed that people share goods and render assistance according to three 
general principles. First, people may engage in generalized reciprocity, 
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with no clear expectation of return. Sahlins proposed that this is most 
common among close kin and members of the same household, where 
goods are shared and help is rendered with little calculation. Sahlins’s 
definition of close kinship was quite loose, focusing more on residential 
proximity, subjective closeness, and a history of mutual support, and 
therefore could encompass friendship as well. As people interact with 
more-distant individuals — whether defined geographically, subjectively, 
or genealogically — they engage in balanced reciprocity, which rests on 
what I described in chapter 1 as a norm of reciprocity. Although people 
may deny that calculations are made, they expect some form of return 
over the short or medium term. Sahlins’s final form of reciprocity, nega-
tive reciprocity, may not seem like reciprocity at all. It involves haggling 
and bartering to get the best out of a deal and usually involves the imme-
diate exchange of goods and services. It requires very little trust and is 
the usual mode of exchange among strangers. Close friends clearly follow 
a form of generalized reciprocity and are expected to avoid the latter two 
kinds of accounting.47

Although friends avoid strictly balanced reciprocity in providing aid, 
there is one domain where it can be expected — gift giving and other 
methods of signaling one’s feelings about the relationship. For example, 
Ju/’hoansi hunter-gatherers in the Kalahari desert cultivate friendships, 
called hxaro, based on the regular exchange of gifts and mutual aid. Gifts 
among hxaro partners must be reciprocated adequately and within a rea-
sonable period of time. At the same time, the provision of aid within hxaro 
relationships may become quite imbalanced as partners meet one another’s 
indefinite and uncertain needs.48 Therefore imbalances in expressing 
friendship through gifts may be inappropriate, whereas imbalances in 
assistance because of varying fortunes may be completely acceptable. This 
distinction between balanced reciprocity in gift giving and need-based 
criteria for helping a friend will play an important role in evolutionary 
models of friendship outlined in chapter 8.

Formation and Maintenance

In the U.S., friendships are frequently cited as being maintained among 
social equals, voluntarily entered into (and ended), and privately regulated 
by the two friends. Here, I examine how these emerge as requirements of 
friendship in other cultural settings in the ethnographic record.

Equality. Social equality between partners is often claimed to be an 
essential element of friendships. And friends in Western contexts often try 
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to downplay the personal attributes and styles of interaction that make 
them appear unequal.49 There are some cases in the cross-cultural record 
where friendship is also limited to social equals, often because wealthy 
individuals will not entertain friendship with poorer peers — because they 
see no benefit from it, because they are concerned that the person would 
then have the right to all their property, or because they fear the social 
stigma that may come from befriending people of a lower social status.50 
Nonetheless, the cross-cultural record describes numerous cases of friend-
ships among individuals who are clearly not social equals. For example, 
Claudia Rezende portrays the friendships that arise among Brazilian mis-
tresses and their maids, a situation in which authority is impossible to 
erase. Based on this, she argues that friendship constitutes an “idiom of 
togetherness and affinity” rather than one of equality. Similarly, friend-
ships often develop between masters and their apprentices, ritual parents 
and their children, employers and employees, and chiefs and their subjects. 
These are all instances of what scholars have referred to as “lop-sided 
friendships.”51 In several societies, especially in South Asia, friendships 
explicitly unite individuals across castes, where many of the authority rela-
tions and asymmetric behavior norms continue to apply. And in societies 
where all relationships are viewed in terms of hierarchy, it is nearly impos-
sible for a friendship to avoid being placed in a hierarchical idiom, such as 
equivalents to older brother, maternal uncle, or father.52

Voluntariness. A common assumption in the U.S. is that people are free 
to choose their friends and to end those friendships.53 However, there are 
many examples in the cross-cultural record where individuals’ choices in 
beginning and ending friendships are highly limited. The limits on choice 
include: outside parties such as families playing a role in arranging or per-
mitting friendships, the passing of friendships through family lines for 
many generations (box 9), prior participation in pre-arranged ceremonies 
or relationships, or serious public or supernatural sanctions associated with 
ending the relationship. In Cameroon, among Bangwa farmers, for exam-
ple, friends (as well as a future spouse) are assigned to a baby at birth, a 
practice that changed only with the coming of colonial influence. Among 
Iroquois farmers in the U.S. and Canada, a healer may “assign” a gravely 
ill person to a new friend as part of the healing process. Meanwhile, blood 
brotherhood, a common form of friendship in some societies, can be as 
binding as marriage, requiring elaborate ceremonies to annul the union 
and to avoid the supernatural sanctions that might result from the break. 
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Although these examples violate Western notions that one freely chooses 
(and rejects) the objects of one’s affection, they also suggest that something 
like friendship can exist without the kind of choice expected of friendship 
in the U.S. Interestingly, the sociologist Graham Allan challenges the 
notion that friendship is largely a matter of choice even in the West. 
Although the limits on choice are not as extreme as those found among 
groups such as the Bangwa, Allan argues that broad social factors such as 
class, race, and gender as well as the settings in which we participate heav-
ily constrain our set of potential friends. For example, our friends are lim-
ited by the activities that we pursue, and the centers of these activities, 
whether church, school, work, or play, can segregate us by such factors as 
race, class, and gender in sometimes subtle ways.54

Privateness. In the U.S., the two members of a friendship are most 
responsible for negotiation and enforcement of rules in the relationship. 
For example, an obligation to a friend does not necessarily imply an obliga-
tion to his family (although it can), friendships are not recognized under 
the law (as are marital and kin ties), and friends are supposed to sort out 
problems among themselves.55 It is true that in some cases, friendships may 
be extremely private. For example, Gurage farmers of Ethiopia kept their 

BOX 9 When Friendships Bind

In many societies, mutual aid relations are of sufficient importance that 

they are inherited through generations, arranged by parents, and main-

tained for life. For example, twentieth-century Serbian peasant families 

would pass godparent relationships (often formalized friendships) to suc-

cessive generations. In his extensive study of Serbian godparenthood, the 

demographer Eugene Hammel documented that in 90 percent of male bap-

tisms, the godparent of the father is related to the godparent of the son. The 

transmission of godparenthood relationships is sometimes so reliable that 

there are several anecdotes of individuals determining that they are biologi-

cally related not by directly tracing their kin ties, but rather because they 

maintain godparenthood relationships with the same lineage (Filipovic 

1982; Hammel 1968). Similar patterns of inheritance exist in societies 

around the world, including the Kwoma of Papua New Guinea (Whiting 1941), 

the Shluh of Morocco (Hatt 1974), the Tonga of Zambia (Colson 1971), and 

the Rundi of Burundi (Czekanowski 1924).
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bond-friendships in the utmost secrecy and as “guarded as personal amu-
lets and secret ritual formulae.”56 And bond friends among Tikopia garden-
ers on this Pacific island would seal their friendship privately by chewing 
betel leaves together, and their friendship could not be enforced by any 
higher authority.

There are also numerous examples in the cross-cultural record in 
which outside parties play a role in defining and enforcing relationship 
norms.57 In many other cases, friendships are publicly recognized, with 
community members interested in their maintenance and exerting exter-
nal influence through shaming, gossip, and even heavy sanctions against 
ending a relationship. Often, one’s poor treatment of a friend becomes 
public knowledge, making it much more difficult to find a new partner. As 
the French doctor Victor Tixier described of the Dhegiha-Osage of North 
America, if someone who has broken a friendship “wants to secure a new 
companion, he has difficulty finding a brave who will be attached to him. 
New friends demand that horses be given to them as a token of future 
faithfulness.”58

A Working Definition of Friendship

The eleven notions of friendship common in the U.S. differ a great deal in 
the degree to which they are described across cultures (figure 10). In many 
places, for example, self-disclosure is not only unnecessary but also avoided 
among friends. Friends may see one another only rarely precisely because 
individuals strategically cultivate friends in far-off places. Individuals may 
have very little choice in either beginning or ending their friendships. And 
there are many ways that friendships can be unequal. 

Based on this initial reading of the cross-cultural data, only four of 
the eleven elements — mutual aid based on need, positive affect, and gift 
giving between partners — represent recurring parts of friendship-like 
relationships as they arise in numerous groups.59 This finding fits well 
with experimental work in Western settings (chapter 1) that demonstrates 
a change in feelings toward close friends that motivates one’s willingness 
to sacrifice for them. Based on the cross-cultural consistency and func-
tional coherence of these four elements of friendship, I propose a working 
definition of friendship-like relationships that represents their minimal 
regulatory requirements: A friendship-like relationship is a social rela-
tionship in which partners provide support according to their abilities in 
times of need, and in which this behavior is motivated in part by positive 
affect between partners. A common way of signaling this positive affect is 
to give gifts on a regular basis.
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Here, I use the term friendship-like relationship to differentiate it from 
the colloquial usage of friendship in the U.S., which carries culturally spe-
cific expectations and connotations. The term also leaves open the possibil-
ity that individuals may participate in such a relationship even if they do 
not refer to it regularly as a friendship. For example, partners who partici-
pate in other formally defined relationships, such as sibling ties, marriages, 
or boss-employee relationships may enact mutual aid mediated by positive 
affect (and thus belong to a friendship-like relationship), while not specifi-
cally referring to one another as friends. Similarly, although I derived this 
definition by examining friendships inferred by cross-cultural observers, 
the definition can also apply to relationships that are linguistically classi-
fied as existing between genealogical kin or clan members. Indeed, chapter 
3 will explore how friendship and genetic kinship can overlap in the same 
relationship. The term friendship-like relationship clarifies how such ties 
can arise with biological kin and other formally defined relationships and 
how they can exist even without a word for friend. Nonetheless, the term 
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Figure 10. Characteristics of friendships in sixty societies. *Included 
because of mention in other cultures. **Included because of theoretical 
arguments claiming friendship is based on tit-for-tat.
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is quite unwieldy, so for the rest of the book, I will use it interchangeably 
with the simpler term friendship, hoping that the reader will keep these 
issues in mind.

Friendships Unimagined by Westerners

The previous analysis started with Western notions of friendship and 
examined how well they fit with friendship-like relationships described 
in other cultures. While this helped identify the practices, feelings, and 
expectations that can travel across borders to friendship-like relationships 
in a wide range of other cultures, it ignored those aspects of friendships 
in other societies that are absent from the Western stereotype. Here, I 
describe two elements of friendship-like relationships in other cultures — 

commitment rituals and physical touching — that are lacking in Western 
notions of the relationship (table 1).

Commitment Rituals

In the modern U.S., the commitment ritual par excellence is a wedding, in 
which two individuals vow to spend their lives together in mutual protec-
tion and support. The details of these rituals can vary dramatically by 
religion and personal preference, but they also share key features (e.g., 
formality, public witnesses, and memory devices) that play a role in main-
taining the promises of commitment made in the ceremony. In most of 
the U.S., weddings and the state of union they imply (i.e., marriage) are 
steeped in expectations of procreation in a monogamous and heterosexual 
union.60

By contrast, in many parts of the world, commitment rituals have 
also been used to confirm friendships grounded in a promise of mutual 
support and protection. Consider the kasendi ceremony practiced among 
nineteenth-century Lunda farmers in Zambia, by which two men became 
blood brothers and were expected to assist each other when needed. In the 
presence of friends and family members, the two men in the ceremony 
sat opposite each other, holding hands, each with a vessel of beer by his 
side. They made cuts on their clasped hands, stomachs, right cheeks, and 
foreheads and picked up blood from each of these cuts with a blade of grass. 
Each man washed the blood-soaked grass in his own beer vessel. Then they 
exchanged vessels and imbibed the other’s beer. While the men drank the 
beer, their friends beat on the ground with clubs and cried out, ratifying 
the treaty. The friends of the two men then drank some of the beer. To end 
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the ceremony, the men exchanged gifts, generally drawn from their most 
precious possessions (figure 11).61

In fifteenth-century France, friends could even enter a legally binding 
contract to cement their relationship. Specifically, two friends who wanted 
to combine their households could register their relationship by signing 
a contract, or affrerement, in the presence of witnesses and a notary. In 
such contracts, partners declared that they would combine their goods, 
possess them in common, and live together, sharing “one bread, one wine, 
and one purse.” Partners usually testified that they entered the contract 
because of their mutual affection for each other. For example, in December 
1443, Jacob Elziari and Jacob Martin, two farmers and friends, concluded 
an affrerement in Aix, France. The contract included all their goods, with 
the obligation to live a common life with their wives and families. They 
agreed not to end the affrerement except by mutual agreement; the party 
that asked for a dissolution would have to pay a penalty.62

Although the details of such ceremonies vary from culture to culture, 

Figure 11. Blood brotherhood commitment ritual among Lunda speakers in 
Zambia, from Wood 1868, p. 419
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the formal and elaborate cementing of a close friendship before an audi-
ence (and sometimes with signed contracts) is documented in hundreds 
of cultures around the world, including many European societies in past 
centuries. In numerous cases, the ritual marks the culmination of many 
years of friendship between two people who now want to take the next 
step and declare publicly that they will support each other for the rest of 
their lives. In other cases, the ritual brings together two relative strangers 
who are expected to grow to love and support each other in the relation-
ship over the long term. In other instances, the ritual is part of a much 
longer, multi-generational process, whereby adults pass on their formal 
friendships to their respective children (box 9). Indeed, it appears that the 
modern United States and Europe may be outliers in this respect, since 
for the vast majority of Westerners there are no formal rituals to show 
commitment to a friend or friendship.

The most commonly cited examples of friendship ceremonies involve 
the sharing of blood by which the two participants become blood broth-
ers or blood sisters. While this custom was apparently widespread in sub-
Saharan Africa and to a lesser extent in Asia, Europe, and North America, 
there are many other kinds of ceremonies with no exchange of bodily sub-
stances. And far from being an exotic custom restricted to “other” people, 
rituals to consecrate friendship were, until recent centuries, standard prac-
tice in Christian churches in some parts of Europe. In medieval Greece, for 
example, liturgies for “brother-making” in the Eastern Orthodox Church 
suggest that friendships could be sanctioned as spiritual bonds under the 
aegis of the church.63

For many cultures, the only evidence we have that something like 
friendship existed lies in outsiders’ detailed descriptions of such rites. Like 
kinship and marriage, these rites and the relationships that they entailed 
were publicly observable and verifiable, and thus much easier to record 
than the psychological motivations involved in informally cultivated 
friendships. Therefore, the vast majority of reports on rituals of friendship 
focus on the details of the rite — how blood is drawn, who officiates, how 
people sit, who is present — rather than psychological aspects, such as the 
reasons for having it, the motivational changes it entails, and the degree to 
which sanctions are believed to hold.

Nonetheless, a number of detailed accounts of such rituals give insights 
into the psychological role played by rituals in regulating a friendship. 
Rituals appear to promote commitment to a friendship in two ways. First 
and foremost, participating in a ritual signals one’s exclusive commit-
ment to that relationship. Such rituals also signal this commitment to the 
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broader community, as friends, families, and neighbors generally wit-
ness the ceremony. Moreover, as a reminder of one’s commitment, these 
rituals often produce portable symbols of the relationship, much like wed-
ding rings in modern marriages. For example, among Azande farmers of 
north-central Africa, men would carry a blood-smeared lock of their blood 
brother’s hair in a neatly woven pouch or wooden cylinder. By requir-
ing unambiguous, exclusive, public, and material signaling, these rituals 
make it very difficult for a person to deny having an obligation to a ritual 
friend.64

Second, rituals add a threat of punishment for failure to help a friend. 
In the case of Azande blood brotherhood, participants reportedly believed 
that a friend’s blood stays in one’s stomach and will become poisonous 
if the friend is betrayed. Other rituals create less supernatural and more 
social forms of sanction. Betraying a friend to whom one has made a public 
commitment is more likely to lead to shame and reprisal in the public 
arena. If anything, betrayal of one friend will make it more difficult to find 
other friends in the future. Whether bolstered by supernatural or social 
sanctions, this class of rituals adds another emotion to the regulatory 
system operating between friends. Rather than simply helping a friend 
because one feels good about it, fear of reprisal can also become a potent 
motivator in the context of ritual and public sanctions.65

Touching. Touching at appropriate moments and in acceptable ways is an 
important signal of friendship. Upon meeting after a long hiatus, male 
friends in the U.S. may hug rather than shake hands. However, there is no 
universal rule as to what is acceptable touching among friends (box 5). In 
the right place, it can be perfectly normal for (same-sex) friends to hold 
hands or intertwine a few fingers while walking down the street, caress 
each other, grasp the leg or arm of the other while sitting, or sleep in the 
same bed. Close friends in a Taiwanese village might display more physical 
contact in public than do married couples. Figure 12 shows two Fore friends 
from Papua New Guinea nestled together as they take a nap. And anthro-
pologist John Honigmann describes the way that close friends among 
Kaska foragers and traders in northern British Columbia would express 
their affection for one another: “The emotions are rarely expressed ver-
bally, but are abundantly demonstrated tactually. Such expression is most 
strongly developed in girls, who are often seen holding hands, sitting close 
together, hugging and wrestling. Boys, too, often sit resting against each 
other’s bodies.”66

Meanwhile, in other places, touching between friends may only be 
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appropriate at certain turning points — a double-handshake after a long 
separation or walking with arms around each other, but only when going 
home drunk.67

Discussion

This foray into the ethnographic record has shown that relationships simi-
lar to friendship arise in a wide range of societies, raising important ques-
tions about why the same suite of behaviors and feelings recurs with such 
regularity. While friendship-like relationships appear quite commonly in 
the ethnographic record, many of the Western ideals of friendship often 
fail to apply. In other cultures, friends are occasionally chosen by parents 
and relatives, and once a friendship is established, ending it might be as 
difficult as getting divorced. In a number of societies, sharing personal 
matters and secrets with friends is not only unimportant, but carefully 
avoided. And friends can be of unequal status, so much so that an outside 
observer might judge that one friend is exploiting the other.

As one peels away those aspects of friendship that travel poorly to other 
societies, a core pattern is revealed that consistently appears in descriptions 

Figure 12. Two Fore friends resting together; photograph provided by Shirley 
Lindenbaum
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of friendship across a range of societies. Friends help one another in times 
of need, and they do so predominantly because they feel positive emotions 
toward one another. Moreover, a frequent way of communicating feelings 
for a friend is through the exchange of gifts. This skeletal description of 
friendship fits remarkably well with the system revealed by experimental 
studies in Western countries (described in chapter 1).

Notably, friendship is defined as much by feelings and psychological 
states as it is by behaviors among friends. In many cases, friendship rep-
resents the potential for particular kinds of behavior that is underwritten 
by positive feelings toward a partner (e.g., help when one needs it). To 
focus exclusively on behaviors in defining friendship can lead to numerous 
problems in interpretation: mistaking practical joking as unfriendly con-
flict, confusing courteous behaviors among acquaintances for friendship, 
and failing to differentiate various mechanisms underlying the provision 
of aid.

This chapter has derived a working definition for friendship that unifies 
what is known from cross-cultural research about behaviors and feelings 
among friends that recur in a wide range of cultural settings. The next two 
chapters examine in more detail the similarities and differences between 
friendship and two other kinds of close relationships — those based on kin-
ship and sexual attachment.
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In different places and times, the word friend and its linguistic relatives 
have displayed remarkable flexibility in meaning. In the quote above, an 
Irish villager uses friend in two very different ways to explain his rela-
tionship with a biologically unrelated associate. By stating, “he’s more 
a friend,” the villager follows the standard, English sense of a non-kin 
relationship. Yet, in a feat of verbal acrobatics, he first uses friend to mean 
a blood relative by declaring, “he’s no friend of mine.” This ambiguous 
usage of friend is not an isolated incident. More than eight hundred years 
ago, speakers of Old English would use freond for both kin and non-kin 
loved ones. And modern speakers of Norwegian, Danish, and Icelandic 
continue to use freund for blood relatives, preferring cognates of another 
word, vinr, for friends.1

The fact that a word like friend can rove so nimbly across apparent rela-
tionship categories is a warning to those who would seek clear distinctions 
between kin and friends. Despite this ambiguity, scholars have frequently 
drawn such divisions. In China twenty-five hundred years ago, Confucius 
classified friendship as a relationship apart from family ties, requiring 
unique rights and obligations. In the Oxford English Dictionary, the first 
definition for friendship states that it is “not ordinarily applied to lovers 
or relatives.” And social scientists frequently contrast friendship and kin-
ship as if they are mutually exclusive relationships. For example, kin are 
biologically related while friends are not.2 Kin relationships last a lifetime, 
whereas friendships can end at any moment.3 And, you can choose your 
friends, but you can’t choose your family.4

Are friends, as such distinctions suggest, fundamentally different 
from kin? Or, as the Old English freond implies, do they spring from a 
common source? This question is at the center of current debates about 

3 Friendship and Kinship

Och, he’s no friend of mine; he’s more a friend, if you know 
what I mean.
 Irish villager in the 1960s



Friendship and Kinship    /    77

the evolutionary origins of not just friendship, but all close relationships 
among humans. Some theorists in evolutionary psychology have proposed 
that kinship and friendship are fundamentally different relationships and 
rely on independent modes of thinking and feeling. According to this 
view, the cognitive underpinnings of kinship, friendship, and other kinds 
of relationships, such as romantic ties, evolved from different selection 
pressures. Helping among kin reflects selection for conferring benefits on 
biological relatives. Long-term bonding with sexual partners results from 
selection for extended biparental care. And friendship reflects selection for 
the capacity to cultivate cooperative ties beyond those involving biparental 
care or biological relatedness. According to such accounts, these are dis-
tinct kinds of relationship and are the outcome of independent adaptations 
deploying different psychological machinery.5

An opposing camp of researchers has argued that such clean distinc-
tions between kinship and friendship are unfounded. Rather, they claim 
that all close relationships — kin-based, romantic, or otherwise — are 
manifestations of a unified suite of psychological processes, including love, 
forgiveness, jealousy, and commitment. The core of the argument is that 
close friends, immediate kin, and close romantic partners frequently share 
feelings described in terms of closeness, warmth, and love. Partners in 
these various kinds of relationships also tend to help each other from a 
genuine concern for the other’s well-being. Combining these observations, 
the close relationship perspective proposes that friends who feel closer are 
more likely to help one another for the same reason that kin or lovers 
who feel closer are more likely to help one another. In short, friendship is 
a direct application of the feelings and behaviors that underlie kinship or 
sexual attachment to non-kin, non-sexual partners (figure 13).6

In the next two chapters, I argue that each of these perspectives pos-
sesses a kernel of truth, but neither accounts for the full complexity of 
feelings and behaviors in friendship-like relationships. Close relationships 
of all kinds share similar psychological and behavioral components. To 
varying degrees they are based on feelings of closeness as well as motiva-
tions to help one another, to be together, and to jealously exclude relation-
ship competitors. Despite such commonalities, friendship does differ from 
kinship (and romantic relationships) in several key ways. These differences 
raise difficult questions for those who would propose that friendship is 
simply an extension of kin or romantic ties.

In this chapter, I compare kinship and friendship using ethnographic 
accounts, observational studies, and behavioral experiments. By reviewing 
studies that use a range of research methods rather than just one, we can 
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get a richer picture of how friends differ from kin in helping and sharing. 
A key finding from these diverse orders of data is that close friendship and 
kinship, though similar in the feelings and behaviors they inspire, guide 
behavior in subtly different ways. Key differences include the ways that 
feelings of closeness and the perceived costs of aid affect helping behavior 
and how people provide aid to friends and kin during large-scale, life-
threatening emergencies.

While differences exist, the common view of friendship and kinship 
as fundamentally different does not mean that they cannot occur within 
a single relationship. I finish by discussing how relationships are often 
hybrids, simultaneously recruiting the psychological machinery for relat-
ing with kin and with friends.

Kinds of Kinship

Before we can use kinship as a point of comparison, it is important to 
clarify what we mean by the term. In most organisms, the task is simple. 
Kinship is defined in terms of genetic relatedness, or the probability that 
two individuals will share a gene from a common ancestor. According to 
this definition, I am more related to my brother than to my mother’s sister 
and more related to my aunt than to my cousin. This definition plays a 
key role in the evolutionary theory of inclusive fitness, which proposes 
that genes, and the behaviors they entail, can increase in a population by 

Closeness, 
warmth,  
love  

Helping 

History of beneficial 
interactions 
(friendship)  

Genetic
relatedness  

Sexual attraction &  
attachment  

   

Figure 13. Close relationships hypothesis: helping among genetic 
kin and among close friends is mediated by similar feelings, such as 
subjective closeness.
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promoting their replication not only in their host organism, but also in 
other organisms. Since closely related individuals (let’s say full sisters) 
are more likely to share a particular genetic variant, a genetic variant 
that makes one sister selectively help the other is more likely to replicate 
itself when the sister receives help. Given this argument, under a wide 
range of conditions, we would expect closely related individuals to help 
one another, to share food, and to protect one another even when such aid 
bears a significant cost to the giver.7

In 1964, W. D. Hamilton formalized this intuition and derived this 
elegant inequality predicting when one would expect genetic kin to help 
one another:

The cost in the inequality is the reproductive cost incurred by the 
helper, and the benefit is that accrued by the recipient of aid. Relatedness is 
the percentage of genetic variants that the two individuals should share by 
common descent. For example, my coefficient of relatedness (R) is one-half 
with my parents, children, and full siblings (whom I will call immediate 
kin), one-quarter with grandparents, aunts, uncles, nieces, and nephews 
(extended kin), and one-eighth with full first cousins (distant kin). As the 
closest common ancestor connecting me with another person goes back 
deeper in history, my coefficient of relatedness with that person gets very 
close to zero.

Hamilton’s inequality nicely sums up an earlier claim by theoretical 
biologist J. B. S. Haldane that he would willingly lay down his life to save 
ten cousins. Haldane’s assertion fits the above inequality as follows. Each 
cousin has a one in eight chance of sharing a genetic variant with Haldane 
by common descent. The benefit to his cousins as a whole is ten times the 
cost to himself (ten lives saved to one life lost), and one-eighth is greater 
than one-tenth. If similar life-or-death situations were to arise repeatedly 
over generations, we would expect the cousin-saving genetic variant and 
the behaviors it entails to spread throughout a population. And therefore 
Haldane expected that he would be biased toward saving his ten cousins.8

Hamilton’s rule is derived from a simplified set of assumptions, and 
many factors not accounted for by those assumptions can change the 
theory’s predictions. For example, the reproductive potential of rela-
tives matters, so that one should be more inclined to help a relative who 
promises to have a long reproductive career ahead. And competition with 
relatives matters. If one is in fierce competition for resources with one’s 
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own close relatives, then one will be less likely to help them. Later in the 
chapter, I will describe how inheritance rules can set up this kind of com-
petition. Despite these elaborations of the model, extensive studies with 
non-humans, and some with humans, have since confirmed Hamilton’s 
general prediction about altruism toward genetic kin.9

This theory has nonetheless spurred considerable debate in the social 
sciences, with scientists arguing over whether helping behavior is the 
result of the “power” of genetic variants or the decision to help those who 
are socially defined as people whom you should help.10 Of course, not all 
helping and bonding among humans or other animals can be explained 
solely in terms of kin selection. Consider male chimpanzees living in 
Kibale National Forest, Uganda. These males often develop strong social 
bonds with other males that involve grooming, meat sharing, help in 
disputes, and patrolling together. However, in some cases, these buddies 
are no more related to one another in a biological sense than are any two 
randomly chosen males. One explanation for these buddies’ lack of relat-
edness is that due to the reproductive cycle of chimpanzees, there are few 
biological brothers of equal age and rank with whom to form alliances. 
In this case, age mates, who may not be genetically related, become the 
most attractive allies.11 However, such observations are not challenges to 
kin selection per se since the theory does not aim to explain all altruistic 
behavior. In this case, a theory of reciprocal altruism — whether based on 
conditional aid or a more friendship-like mechanism — may account for the 
chimpanzees’ relationships instead.

Most direct challenges to kin selection hinge on the fact that humans 
possess a unique capacity for language and symbolic thought. With the 
ability to manipulate symbols in novel ways, humans can create kin ties 
with genetically unrelated partners. For example, all over the world, par-
ents frequently adopt and care for children who are not their genetic prog-
eny, calling them the equivalent of “son” or “daughter.” People can treat 
unrelated friends as brothers, sisters, aunts, or uncles. They can render 
existing kin relationships closer (e.g., by calling a cousin a sister) or more 
distant (e.g., by renouncing a child or parent). And individuals creatively 
reconfigure genealogies for a wide range of goals, including gaining access 
to material resources, circumventing incest taboos, and claiming a com-
mon ancestor for political purposes.12 Such manipulations can extend to 
very large groups. For example, political factions defined by sharing a com-
mon ancestor in the father’s line (i.e., patrilineal clans) have been known 
to include more than a million members, many effectively unrelated in 
a biological sense (with coefficients of genetic relatedness approaching 
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zero).13 Such extensions of kinship beyond biological relatedness are often 
referred to as social kinship (box 10). 

Societies differ a great deal in their use of social kinship. In the main-
stream U.S., people maintain numerous bonds with partners they would 
not describe as either social or genetic kin. They have friends, acquain-
tances, coworkers, girlfriends and boyfriends, drinking buddies, and busi-
ness associates. Of course, each of these partners has the possibility of 
becoming social kin. One can marry a friend’s brother and thus become a 
special kind of sister — a sister-in-law. One can become the godfather of a 
friend’s child, or one can adopt a child. Yet with all of these ways to extend 
kinship, social and genetic kin encompass only one part of the universe of 
social relationships in the mainstream U.S.14

A very different approach to kinship was taken by early-twentieth-cen-
tury Hopi farmers living in the American Southwest. Nearly all relation-
ships among the Hopi, even those among genetically unrelated individu-
als, were expressed using kinship terms and concepts. A Hopi might have 
fourteen “mothers” in addition to his biological parent and six “brothers,” 

BOX 10 “I don’t call her ‘Mother’ any more!”

Contrary to the popular idiom that you can’t choose your relatives, in many 

societies it is quite appropriate to create and dissolve social kin ties over the 

course of one’s life. In some cases, partners who have cultivated a close 

friendship begin to think of and refer to each other as kin. For example, 

Carol Stack (1974) observed that poor blacks in the U.S. often redefined 

their friendships as “going for kin,” which implied a new level of obligation 

and helping. In other societies, a kin relation is assigned (often at a ritual), 

and a deeper relationship may or may not flourish among the partners 

(Titiev 1972). Kin relations can also be renounced. Among Chuuk islanders 

in the Pacific, a biological sibling who consistently fails to help may be 

“divorced” and the relationship broken off (Marshall 1977). And among Hopi 

agriculturalists in the U.S. Southwest, the ethnographer Mischa Titiev 

described the heated proclamations renouncing the use of “mother,” 

“brother,” or other kin terms when they were angry with a relative. In par-

ticular, he described how he would infuriate his Hopi housekeeper by calling 

a now-renounced ceremonial mother “her mother,” leading to furious excla-

mations: “I told you that I don’t call her ‘Mother’ any more!” What remains 

to be shown in such reclassifications of kinship is whether they correlate 

with actual helping behavior (Titiev 1967).
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only one of whom was a biological sibling. This was the outcome of a con-
scious strategy by parents to connect their child with a wide network of 
contacts and resources. In short, parents ordained ceremonial parents from 
outside the circle of clan relatives to provide children with “another group 
of relatives.” In this system, every person with whom one interacted was 
classified in terms of kinship. Indeed, newcomers, including some early 
anthropologists, were often incorporated into the system through such 
ceremonial adoptions.15

Societies also differ in how strictly social kinship maps onto genetic 
kinship. In some segments of U.S. society, kinship designations closely fit 
the biological facts of reproduction, with two important exceptions — in-
laws and adoption.16 In many societies, however, factors other than genetic 
kinship, such as co-residence, a history of mutual support, and feelings of 
goodwill, play a greater role in defining social kinship.17 Among the South 
Fore in Papua New Guinea, for example, one can call a close friend an 
uncle, or anagu, as a sign of closeness, regardless of one’s genetic relation. 
In fact, a man may refer to such an unrelated anagu as a “true” anagu, 
while disparaging a genealogically related uncle who is less dependable 
and less helpful by calling him a “small” anagu.18

The fact that people can manipulate kin concepts so easily to create 
social kinship beyond genetic kinship raises interesting questions. Is a 
social brother treated the same as a biological brother? Do parents invest 
equally in adopted and biological children? Is social kinship simply a vacu-
ous act of naming and classification that has little material consequence?

Among the varieties of social kinship, adoption has been the most thor-
oughly studied in a quantitative sense, and the results are mixed. In many 
island societies in Pacific Oceania, for example, nearly 25 percent of chil-
dren are raised in non-natal homes, and adoptive parents bear considerable 
costs to provide food, shelter, and clothing. These adoptions appear to be 
inexplicable in terms of kin selection. However, several features of these 
adoptions suggest that kin-selected behaviors still play a role. In these soci-
eties, most adoptions occur between close or extended genetic kin rather 
than strictly unrelated individuals, and in many cases adopted individuals 
do not enjoy the same inheritance rights or leadership opportunities as 
their non-adopted siblings. For example, in the Northern Gilbert Islands 
adopted children cannot become leaders of the kinship groups into which 
they are adopted.19 Therefore, in Oceania, social kinship does not stray 
far from genetic kinship, and even then, genetic and social kin are treated 
differently.

The Oceania case differs markedly from some modern industrialized 
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societies in which the level of investment in children can be quite inde-
pendent of genetic relatedness. For example, a recent study of U.S. first 
graders shows that those in adoptive families were as or more likely to 
enjoy parental investment as were those living with both genetic parents. 
And investment was measured in many ways, including the probability 
of being in a private school, the number of reading, math, cultural, and 
extracurricular activities, assistance with schoolwork, number of meals 
spent with the child, and parental involvement in school. And these results 
cannot be explained in terms of different parental education, income, 
wealth, or age.20

To complicate matters further, stepparents in the U.S. (who may or may 
not be adoptive) exhibit strong tendencies in the opposite direction. Many 
studies show, for example, that stepfathers on average provide less direct 
care, monetary support, financial aid for continued education, playtime, 
and homework help to their stepchildren than do biological fathers.21 In 
addition, studies connect living with a stepparent to greater risk of abuse, 
neglect, and suboptimal growth.22

The disparate findings from adoptive and surrogate parents suggest that 
motivational factors other than those related to kin selection are at work 
in parent-child relationships. In the case of adoptive parents and steppar-
ents, there may be a fundamental difference in motivations, with adoptive 
parents primarily interested in having a child and stepparents primarily 
interested in having a new partner, with children simply a necessary part 
of the package. It is also important to note that these are general trends 
and that each person — whether an adoptive parent or stepparent — may 
have unique motivations that do not fit the overall pattern.

A limited set of studies dealing with other kinds of social kinship con-
firms that kin-selected motivations are not the only factors underlying 
the provision of help and support. For example, among Binumarien hor-
ticulturalists in Papua New Guinea, social kinship is nearly as important 
as biological kinship in determining who helps whom in their garden (box 
11).23 Moreover, a recent study of cooperative whale hunting among the 
Lamalera of Indonesia suggests that lineage membership can be a better 
predictor of working together than raw genetic relatedness.24 These exam-
ples illustrate how humans often systematically channel their help and 
cooperation in ways unpredicted by kin selection. Nonetheless, it would be 
too great a leap, as some anthropologists have proposed, to assume that the 
theory of kin selection is irrelevant to people’s behavior. Indeed, in many 
cases, social kin tend to be biologically related, suggesting that, despite 
the striking human capacity to manipulate the names and trappings of 
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kinship, human behaviors toward social kin are still constrained by kin-
selected behavior to some extent. 

Comparing and Contrasting  
Close Friends and Immediate Kin

The many ways that humans define kinship pose a challenge to any 
comparison one might make between friends and kin. Here, I focus on a 
particular kind of genetic kin — immediate kin, such as parents, children, 
and siblings, who have a very high coefficient of relatedness (R = 0.50). 
The reason for this is that there are many striking similarities between 
close friends and immediate kin. In both cases, people appear to help for 
the sake of helping, rather than from a fear of punishment or out of some 
expectation of return.25 When people talk about immediate family and 
close friends, they use similar vocabularies, revolving around concepts 
of love, loyalty, and goodwill. Indeed, people often explicitly incorporate 
close non-kin friends into their families through the creative use of kin 
terms, such as brother, sister, aunt, and uncle.26

BOX 11 Helping in the Gardens

In the early 1970s, Binumarien was a community of sweet potato gardeners 

and pig keepers in the Eastern Highlands of Papua New Guinea (population 

172). Binumariens defined social kinship in ways very similar to Americans 

and Europeans — through marriage, adoption, and step-relations — and these 

social kin ties were important sources of help in caring for pigs and the 

constant maintenance of their sweet potato gardens. Distantly related 

social kin (R < 0.125) dramatically increased the number of potential helpers 

in these tasks, tripling the number of “parent-child” relations and quadru-

pling the number of “siblings.” Moreover, such social kin were nearly as 

likely to help one another in the gardens as were strictly genetic kin. Of 

genetic parent-child relations, 78 percent helped in the gardens, compared 

to 79 percent of socially defined parent-child relations and 60 percent of 

children-in-law or parents-in-law. For siblings, the respective percentages of 

helpers were 57 percent, 35 percent, and 46 percent. Compare these to the 

low probability of helping (19 percent) among individuals unrelated either 

socially or genetically. In the Binumarien case, social kinship permitted a 

large expansion of the universe of reliable helpers in gardening and likely in 

other activities of daily life (Hawkes 1977, 1983).
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Insight into the cross-cultural extent of this similarity between immedi-
ate kin and close friends comes from a study of the rules of relationships 
in the United Kingdom, Hong Kong, Japan, and Italy. The study examined 
people’s rankings of rules for nearly two dozen common relationships, from 
family members to coworkers, roommates, and even repairmen. The rules 
included norms for eye contact; touching; discussing finances, sex, and reli-
gion; swearing; joking; and repaying debts. The authors found that each cul-
ture had fundamentally different conceptions of the rules that apply to their 
close relationships. However, in each culture, the rules for close friends were 
most close to those for immediate kin — specifically siblings and parents.27

With such apparent similarities in the feelings, expectations, and rules 
found among close friends and immediate kin, it is unclear how we might 
differentiate between these two kinds of relationships. Are the psychologi-
cal mechanisms that guide behavior toward friends the same as those that 
influence behavior toward biological kin? Or do these two kinds of relating 
draw from different psychological machinery? If so, to what degree can 
these systems overlap in any given relationship?

In this section, I compare close friends and immediate kin in terms 
of their feelings of closeness, their helping behavior, and their modes of 
accounting. Then I contrast close friends and immediate kin, showing 
two important differences. First, immediate kin depend less on feelings 
of closeness in decisions to provide help. Second, immediate kin and close 
friends differ in their response to the costs of helping, with immediate kin 
increasing and close friends decreasing aid when the costs increase.

Feelings of Closeness and Love

If we are to believe that people around the world accurately describe their 
private thoughts, close friendship and immediate kinship feel very similar. 
Yahgan foragers in South America say that close friends are like “loving 
brothers and sisters,” a sentiment echoed among native Hawaiians, Pacific 
Island Chuukese, Ghanaian Akan Ashanti, and Thai farmers. And people 
from small-scale societies in all six inhabited continents say that they feel 
the same closeness, nearness, warmth, or strength for close friends and 
immediate kin.28 This is in contrast with the kinds of feelings generally 
expressed for distant kin, acquaintances, or strangers.29

As described in chapters 1 and 2, researchers have tried to quantify 
and compare these feelings in a number of ways, with greatest success 
focusing on a spatial metaphor of closeness and merging with a partner. 
Though focused almost exclusively on young adults and adolescents in 
North America and Europe, the findings of these studies are consistent 
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with what people said in one of the few cross-cultural studies of subjective 
closeness. In the study, participants from China, India, and Canada consis-
tently rated feeling most close to close friends and immediate kin, but less 
close to distant kin, colleagues, and neighbors (figure 14).30

We know very little about the degree to which feelings for close friends 
and close kin reflect similar physiological processes. Several recent stud-
ies have shown that people have greater activation in one brain region, 
the ventromedial prefrontal cortex, when viewing one kind of biological 
kin — their mother. Interestingly, this brain region also activates when 
people make judgments about themselves and close friends — but not 
non-close others — and when people are thinking about positive emotions 
(chapter 1).31 This suggests that there are at least some common mecha-
nisms underlying the similar feelings shared by immediate kin and close 
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friends. However, as of 2008 only one published study explicitly compared 
the neural correlates of close friendship and kinship. It examined the brain 
activation of women when viewing a picture of their own child and when 
viewing other individuals, including a best friend, an acquaintance, a child 
with whom they were well acquainted, and an unknown child. Unfortu-
nately, the researchers used best friends as a control condition, and thus 
it is difficult to determine what if any similarities or differences existed 
between viewing a best friend and one’s own child in the study. Studies 
following similar protocols have provided insights into the differences and 
similarities in brain activation when perceiving offspring and romantic 
partners at different stages of a relationship.32 Although such studies are 
limited in what they can tell us about how our brains operate in interac-
tions with friends and kin, they could provide an initial snapshot of simi-
larity and difference if they explicitly compared close friends and other 
kinds of immediate kin (e.g., parents, siblings, children) and also examined 
correlations with reported feelings of closeness for specific partners. How-
ever, until that time, we can say very little about the biological substrate 
for these similar feelings of closeness.

Despite the relative lack of physiological data, whether we look to 
broad-brush cross-cultural observations or more fine-grained quantifi-
cation of feelings, similar findings emerge. Feelings about close friends 
and immediate kin are similar. But do these feelings influence how people 
actually behave toward one another?

Helping Behavior. In the 1600s, the author and philosopher Thomas 
Browne professed a love and sympathy for his close friends that rivaled 
feelings for the nearest of his “bloud”: “I confesse that I doe not observe 
that order that the Schooles ordaine our affections, to love our Parents, 
Wifes, Children, and then our Friends, for excepting the injunctions of 
Religion, I doe not find in my selfe such a necessary and indissoluble Sym-
pathy to all those of my bloud. I hope I doe not breake the fifth Commande-
ment, if I conceive I may love my friend before the nearest of my bloud, 
even those to whom I owe the principles of life.”33 Browne’s words are like 
a love poem. They also reflect previous findings that close friends and 
immediate kin have much in common in terms of the feelings they inspire. 
But do these comparable feelings of closeness and love translate into actions?

A glance at the cross-cultural record suggests that many people expect 
the same number or even more good deeds from close friends as they do 
from immediate kin. Among Zande farmers in early-nineteenth-century 
north-central Africa, a murderer could allegedly count on finding refuge 
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with a close friend, but not with his biological brother. At the same histori-
cal time in Papua New Guinea, Kwoma gardeners of New Guinea expected 
that one should side with a friend over any but closest kin in disputes. In 
many other settings, friends are expected to help one another as much 
as they would help their immediate kin. In the words of one Lozi farmer 
living in Zambia, friends “treat friends like kinsmen.”34

Unfortunately, ethnographic observations often deeply confound norms 
of behavior (i.e., what should be done) with actual acts. And for every claim 
that friends and kin are equivalent in action, there is often an opposing view, 
such as the following Malay proverb: “Friends and acquaintances are as the 
leaves that the wind of misfortune blows away; blood-relations are as the 
sap of the tree which always falls near the parent stem.”35 What we need in 
this case are systematic studies of the relative degrees to which people actu-
ally help friends and kin. Luckily, researchers have taken several approaches 
to measure helping behavior in the context of these relationships.

The most straightforward method involves asking people to report 
the aid given to and received from their significant others. In studies in 
numerous countries, close friends and immediate kin are quite comparable 
in terms of the aid they provide. Whether one focuses on suburban Cana-
dians, working-class Brits, low-income Australians, poor urban Chileans, 
or middle-class Californians, friends provide a comparable share of sup-
port for small services, such as giving a ride, helping with childcare, lend-
ing household items, and providing emotional support and companionship, 
to that provided by parents, siblings, or children. Friends also provide more 
substantial kinds of help, such as financial assistance, sick care, and house-
keeping, at comparable levels to siblings (though less than parents).36

Another line of research has asked people how they would behave in 
hypothetical situations, for example if a friend needed to be rescued from 
a burning building. One such vignette study asked U.S. college students 
what they would do if a good friend, family member, acquaintance, or 
stranger was just evicted from his or her apartment. Students could choose 
one of seven kinds of help, which had been rated in terms of cost by other 
students in an earlier study (box 12). These included: 

 1. Do nothing (rated cost = 0.0).

 2.  Give him or her an apartment guide (0.6).

 3.  Help him or her find a new place to live by driving him or her around 
for a few hours (2.9).

 4.  Offer to have him or her come stay with you for a couple of days 
(provided you had space) (3.6).



BOX 12 Vignette Experiments

Suppose a researcher wants to know whether people are more likely to risk 

their lives to save a close friend from a life-threatening situation than to 

rescue a stranger. It would be ethically and practically impossible to set up 

such an experiment with real-life consequences. In such situations, 

researchers often turn to vignettes, or hypothetical scenarios, to examine 

how different incidents and situations elicit different thoughts, feelings, 

and behaviors.

Vignettes possess several advantages over traditional experimental and 

observational designs. They can expose individuals to multiple, comparable 

situations, permitting very fine-grained manipulation of context while pre-

senting realistic and ecologically valid scenarios. They also permit the study 

of scenarios that would not normally be possible in laboratory settings 

(Alexander and Becker 1978; Rossi and Anderson 1982).

By manipulating the details of such vignettes, one can see how certain 

kinds of contexts provoke different responses and hypothetical behaviors. 

For example, one recent study of helping among friends and siblings asked 

participants to rate how willing they would be to rush back into a burning 

building to save the life of a friend or a sibling (Kruger 2003).

However, vignette studies also possess an important shortcoming that 

should be considered when interpreting results. It is not clear that what 

people say they would do in a hypothetical situation bears any relation to 

what they would actually do if the situation arose in real life. As Stanley 

Kubrick stated in an interview in the 1960s, “I once saw a woman hit by a 

car . . . and she was lying in the middle of the road. I knew that at that 

moment I would have risked my life if necessary to help her, whereas if I had 

merely read about the accident or heard about it, it could not have meant 

too much” (Southern 1962). In recent decades, experimental economists 

and psychologists have begun to examine how much responses to vignettes 

reflect behaviors in the real world. In many situations, it appears that the 

two match quite closely. In others, there are notable differences. Until more 

is known about the nature of these differences, we might assume that 

vignette studies tell us something about how context affects behavior, but 

not about how much (Ajzen, Brown, and Carvajal 2004; Bertrand and Mul-

lainathan 2001; Wiseman and Levin 1996; Southern 1962; Sharpley and 

Rodd 1985; Johnson and Bickel 2002; Madden et al. 2004; Gillis and Hettler 

2007).
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 5.  Offer to have him or her come stay with you for a week (provided 
you had space) (4.2).

 6.  Offer to have him or her come stay with you until he or she found a 
new place (provided you had space) (5.9).

 7.  Offer to let him or her come live with you rent-free (provided you 
had space) (8.3).

The researchers also asked students about other hypothetical situations, 
one in which a partner died in an accident leaving his or her two children 
without a home, and another in which a partner required aid in making a 
phone call. In all three cases, students said they would bear more cost to 
help friends and family members than to help acquaintances and strang-
ers, with slightly higher levels of cost borne for family members than for 
close friends (figure 15). 

While consistent with the cross-cultural data, these vignettes do pose a 
problem as methodologies. They rely on what people say they do or would 
do, which may bear very little resemblance to what they actually do in 
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situations with real costs and consequences. More recently, a group of 
researchers at the University of London tried to resolve this problem with 
a novel experiment. They asked university students to endure pain from 
a physical task in return for a proportional reward given to one of the 
following individuals — the student herself, a sibling or parent, a same-sex 
best friend, an extended kin member (aunt or uncle), a distant kin member 
(cousin), or a national children’s charity.

The task was a standard ski-training exercise — sitting on thin air sup-
ported by one’s back against a wall, with calves and thighs at right angles 
to each other. Any normal person who has tried this knows that it leads to 
discomfort and pain within seconds. For every 20 seconds that a partici-
pant held this position, a reward of .70 British pounds was mailed to the 
appropriate recipient. As expected by theories of kin selection, individuals 
endured more pain for themselves (approximately 140 seconds) than for 
immediate kin (approximately 132.5 seconds), more for immediate than 
for extended kin (approximately 113 seconds), and more for extended than 
distant kin (approximately 107 seconds) (figure 16). 
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Where did friends fit in? The time endured for a best friend (approxi-
mately 123 seconds) was somewhere between immediate and extended kin, 
and also much greater than that endured for a charity (approximately 103 
seconds) or distant kin (approximately 107 seconds).37

Therefore, people not only say that they help friends at comparable 
levels to immediate kin, they actually do. In this tightly controlled 
experiment, they endured longer periods of pain for close friends than 
for extended kin, distant kin, and strangers. The only people for whom 
participants sacrificed more were immediate kin and themselves, suggest-
ing at least in this case a slightly stronger bias toward helping immediate 
kin than close friends.

Modes of Accounting

Friends and immediate kin not only provide similar kinds of help. They 
also make decisions to help in similar ways. As I described in the previous 
chapter, friends in a wide range of cultures are expected to help when 
their partner is in need, a norm that is also common among close fam-
ily members.38 To assess whether such norms translate into real behavior, 
Lenahan O’Connell conducted a study of 108 U.S. families who had built 
their own homes. She asked the families what kinds of help they received 
from kin and friends in building their home, and also how they ultimately 
returned the favor. The builders received help from both friends and fam-
ily, on average three helpers per builder, and the share of help was divided 
equally between the two kinds of relationships. Help often included physi-
cally demanding and time-consuming tasks, such as making cabinets, put-
ting up the house frame, installing plumbing, and laying the foundation. 
The interviews happened well after the actual home building, and thus any 
unreciprocated help described at the time of the interviews had endured 
for a considerable length of time.

When asked about repayment, many participants said that they had not 
given it much thought. Others described “paying” friends with services 
of highly unequal value in the broader U.S. economy. One man, whose 
friends were responsible for making the cabinets and installing plumbing, 
stated that he paid his friends back with “fried chicken and garden veg-
etables.” Quantitative data also showed high degrees of non-reciprocation. 
Participants reported they had reciprocated the favor with less than a third 
of their helpers, low for both friends (31 percent) and relatives (26 per-
cent). Moreover, they described no intention to repay nearly half of their 
helpers (42 percent of friends and 52 percent of family). Although these 
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results suggest a slight skew toward unbalanced aid among family mem-
bers, the more remarkable result is the low level of reciprocation within 
either category of relationship. Compare this to hired contractors, who are 
reimbursed nearly 100 percent of the time.39

Closeness and Helping

Researchers have proposed that the similar levels of help observed among 
close friends and immediate kin are causally related to the similar feelings 
of closeness felt among partners. According to these accounts, feelings of 
closeness are a proximate psychological mechanism by which one’s inter-
ests merge with those of another. Partners who feel closer to each other 
are less likely to think in terms of “my stuff” and more likely to think 
in terms of “our stuff,” less likely to think in terms of “my well-being” 
and more likely to think in terms of “our well-being.”40 This explanation 
also fits nicely with the lack of accounting and strict reciprocity observed 
among immediate kin and close friends. With kin, we may learn these 
feelings very early, or we are perhaps endowed with them at birth. With 
close non-kin friends, according to the argument, we build these feelings 
up over time as a relationship develops. Some psychologists have described 
this familial treatment of unrelated others as “psychological kinship” 
(figure 13).41

The main evidence for this proposal comes from four vignette experi-
ments conducted over the last decade in which individuals were asked 
about the kind of help they would provide for a partner in a number of 
situations: if the partner needed to make a phone call, had just been evicted 
from an apartment, had died in an accident leaving his or her two children 
without a home, needed rescue from a burning house, needed help with an 
everyday errand, or needed an organ or blood donation.42

The experiments revealed three interesting findings. First, individuals 
who felt greater subjective closeness said they were more willing to help 
each other (average d-statistics = 1.22). Second, and consistent with kin 
selection theory, individuals said they would bear a greater cost to help 
more closely related kin. Finally, subjective closeness and genetic related-
ness were correlated so that more closely related kin felt greater closeness. 
Thus, the experiments showed a complex interweaving of biological relat-
edness, subjective closeness, and helping behavior.

Further analyses also showed that subjective closeness mediates at least 
some of the effect of genetic relatedness on helping. Specifically, the effect 
of genetic relatedness on willingness to help was substantially reduced 
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when one simultaneously considered the effect of subjective closeness on 
helping. These findings have led some researchers to conclude that the 
same underlying feelings of subjective closeness are involved in helping 
among non-kin friendship and kinship. Such subjective closeness may be 
a cue to kinship, much like facial or attitudinal similarity, but one that is 
built up over years of living, working, and eating together.43 According 
to this argument, friendship is simply an application of a psychological 
system originally evolved to detect kin (figure 13).

There are several problems with the close relationships argument, three 
of which I will describe here. First, subjective closeness never completely 
accounts for the greater tendency of kin to help one another. That is, given 
the same level of subjective closeness, one is on average more likely to 
help kin than non-kin.44 Second, the willingness to help immediate kin 
and to help friends is affected in different ways by subjective closeness. 
This is illustrated nicely by a vignette study conducted by two psycholo-
gists, Howard Rachlin and Bryan Jones, at the State University of New 
York, Stony Brook. Rachlin and Jones asked college students to think about 
friends and relatives at differing levels of social closeness. Then, for each 
partner, they asked students how much money they would be willing to 
sacrifice to give their partner $75. A completely selfless individual would 
sacrifice $75 (or more) to give his or her partner $75. A completely selfish 
individual would give nothing to send his or her partner $75. As expected, 
people were willing to give up far more for individuals to whom they felt 
closer, whether these were kin or non-kin. Indeed, some individuals were 
willing to sacrifice more than $75 to send very close partners $75. And, in 
line with theories of kin selection, students were more likely to help kin 
over friends at the same level of subjective closeness (figure 17).45

But there was also a more subtle difference between kin and non-kin in 
how subjective closeness predicted helping behavior. At very high levels of 
closeness, the amount people would forgo for non-kin and kin was practi-
cally the same. However, at low levels of closeness, students were willing 
to forgo nearly twice as much for kin as they were for non-kin. In short, 
kinship modified the effect of subjective closeness on students’ willingness 
to sacrifice for another person. Sacrifice among kin was much less sensitive 
to subjective closeness than it was among non-kin, suggesting that feel-
ings of closeness influenced the behavior of non-kin more strongly. This 
observed interaction between biological kinship and subjective closeness in 
determining altruistic behavior raises important questions. What are the 
psychological and physiological processes underlying this interaction? Do 
the effects of subjective closeness and biological kinship reflect two differ-
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ent systems that can overlap in a single relationship? I will discuss these 
issues in more detail later in the chapter.

How the Costs of Helping Change the Willingness to Help

Kin and friends also respond very differently to changes in the cost of 
helping. One would expect willingness to help to decrease as the cost of 
helping increases. However, in several observational studies, kin are para-
doxically more likely to provide support when the cost of helping goes up. 
For example, in one study of suburban Canadians, kin provided a greater 
proportion of large services (e.g., major repairs, children’s daycare, long-
term healthcare) than small services, whereas friends showed the opposite 
trend. A similar reversal in the effect of cost was observed among middle-
class women in Los Angeles (figure 18).46

The different effect of cost on helping among immediate kin and 
close friends is also illustrated nicely by a recent study. Steve Stewart-
Williams asked Canadian college students how much help they had given 
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and received from close kin (siblings), friends, and cousins in the last two 
months (figure 19). As kin selection theory predicts, students were more 
likely to provide aid to siblings than to cousins and to cousins more than 
to acquaintances. However, the story for close friends was more complex. 
When help involved little material cost (e.g., emotional support), students 
reported giving more help to close friends than any other relationship 
category. When help was moderately costly (e.g., help during an illness, 
help with chores and errands, help with housing or finances), help given 
to close friends dropped to the level given to siblings. Finally, when asked 
about hypothetical high-cost help (willingness to donate a kidney or to 
risk injury or death to save a person’s life), students’ willingness to help 
close friends dropped to the same level as that for cousins. 

At a coarse approximation, close friends and immediate kin enjoyed 
comparable levels of support. However, at a finer level of analysis, people 
behaved differently toward close friends and immediate kin. Increasing 
the cost of help reduced the tendency to help close friends but actually 
increased it among close biological kin. This suggests that benefits to one’s 
partner and costs to oneself are weighed differently in kin and non-kin 
relationships.47
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The difference between friends and kin is most apparent in the way 
that kinship generally takes precedence over friendship in the case of 
life-or-death emergencies. In one study of survivors of a fire, for example, 
individuals reported that they were much more likely to search for family 
members than for friends.48 Other research has found that immediately 
following man-made and natural disasters, family members are the first 
to be helped, with friends, neighbors, and strangers receiving progres-
sively less attention. For example, following the onset of the Gulf War 
in January 1991, Iraq launched forty Scud missiles against coastal Israeli 
cities for five weeks. Schools and universities were closed, people stayed 
home from work, and many individuals left the coast to live with rela-
tives. During this time, they turned to immediate kin more often to dis-
cuss war-related concerns and to check in after missile attacks than they 
did to discuss personal matters in their daily lives, whereas they turned 
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less to friends to discuss such wartime issues (d-statistic between kin and 
friends for discussing personal matters = 0.06, d-statistic for calling after 
an attack = 0.98).49

Despite the apparent similarity between immediate kin and close 
friends, both in terms of feelings and behaviors, these two kinds of 
relating differ subtly in how feelings are translated into behavior. First, 
feelings of closeness cannot account entirely for the willingness to help 
among kin, since we treat friends and immediate kin of equal perceived 
closeness unequally — on average favoring immediate kin. Second, kin are 
less influenced by perceived closeness when choosing to help. In short, we 
help very close friends and kin at near equal levels, but if asked to help 
a brother with whom we felt only as close as a distant acquaintance, we 
would be much more likely to help the brother than the acquaintance. 
Finally, friends and immediate kin respond differently to the costs of help-
ing. When the costs of helping go up, friends are less likely to provide aid, 
but among kin we observe precisely the opposite effect.50 These differ-
ences indicate that helping among close friends cannot be explained solely 
as an application of psychological processes that motivate support among 
immediate kin.

Why Make Friends?

People have developed numerous ways of socially extending their kin ties 
and cultivating friendships. In some societies a great deal of effort — in 
terms of travel, gift giving, and socialization — is spent on such relation-
ships. Amidst this flurry of social activity, a practical question arises: 
Why bother making social kin and cultivating friendships at all? Why not 
eschew all of this social work and rely on one’s existing set of biological kin 
for aid and support? In addition to avoiding the cost of creating new ties, it 
would also reduce conflicts of loyalty and the danger of exploitation.51 The 
fact that we put so much time into these endeavors raises questions about 
their payoffs.

In the 1960s, anthropologist Sandra Wallman asked this very ques-
tion of Basuto subsistence farmers in southern Africa. A single Basuto 
household rarely commanded all of the four resources — oxen, land, seed, 
and food for workers — necessary for farming. To remedy this situa-
tion, households frequently entered into cooperative partnerships called 
seahlolo, whereby each household provided some combination of these 
resources. The two seahlolo partners were expected to work together and 
harvest together, dividing the crop equally. While classical views of rural, 
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non-industrial societies suggest that Basuto farmers would make every 
effort to enter into seahlolo with kin, in the majority of cases they chose 
non-related partner households.

Wallman found two reasons why individuals did not choose kin. First, 
kin often did not have the right resources to be good seahlolo partners. For 
example, two brothers may both own an ox, but neither owns seed or land. 
Second, a common concern that “there was always trouble with family” 
led to the perception that close friends were better partners. As one man 
said, “I know [my friend] and we shall not quarrel.”52 These two accounts 
reflect more general reasons that arise frequently in the ethnographic 
record: immediate or extended kin are not enough when it comes to eking 
out a living, and kin are one’s most immediate competitors.

Kin Are Not Enough

In the ethnographic record, immediate or extended kin are not sufficient 
to meet the needs of individuals for three primary reasons. First, one’s kin 
often have access to the same resources as oneself, and non-kin may be the 
only way to reach novel, non-overlapping goods. Second, in large-scale 
enterprises, where success depends on the number of hands one can mus-
ter, there may not be a sufficiently large pool of immediate or extended kin 
to succeed. Third, one is occasionally thrust into an environment where 
there are simply no kin to draw from.

The first potential benefit of friendships is that they permit access to 
resources well outside one’s sphere of immediate kin. No matter how 
supportive immediate or extended kin may be, family, by virtue of their 
proximity and common material inheritance, are usually limited in the 
kinds of resources and aid they can provide. As in the case of Basuto farm-
ers, one may have no brothers who can provide seed. In a small village in 
Andalusia, Spain, a farmer may have no kinsmen with sufficient lever-
age to plead his case in a water dispute.53 In Melanesia, a gardener may 
need to travel to other islands to acquire obsidian and high-quality pots.54 
In each of these cases there are gaps in the kin network, and friendships 
provide a means to fill these gaps. Among Orokaiva gardeners in Papua 
New Guinea, for example, there may be no kin in safe areas when warfare 
breaks out near home.55

Second, friendships can be useful because they can extend one’s ability 
to draw on large quantities of help at critical moments. In some especially 
conflict-prone societies, having more allies than one’s enemy is an impor-
tant prerequisite for success in combat. Relying on kin alone places inher-
ent limits on the size of factions, and so to be successful one must depend 
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on augmenting kin with other allies and thus surpassing the competition. 
For example, in a well-documented dispute within a Yanomamo village in 
Venezuela, both factions reached sizes that would never have been possible 
if both relied solely on ties of close genetic kinship. Rather, allies based on 
marital and other ties augmented each of the coalitions to include dozens 
of individuals (box 13).56 In addition to large-scale disputes, cooperative 

BOX 13 Kin and Allies in an Ax Fight

On February 28, 1971, in southern Venezuela, a fight broke out in a village of 

Yanomamo gardeners. Beginning as a dispute over plantains between a vil-

lage woman and a visiting man, the fight soon drew in combatants on both 

sides brandishing long clubs, machetes, and — in the case of one fighter — an 

ax. After an extended skirmish and the felling of a young man with the blunt 

side of the ax, the fight subsided, de-escalating with insults and hostile 

stares. The next day, some members of the visitors’ coalition packed up and 

left the village.

We know about the ax fight because anthropologist Napoleon Chagnon 

and filmmaker Tim Asch happened to be in the village when it broke out, and 

they documented the event as it unfolded on 16mm motion picture film and 

in 35mm still photographs. Eight years later, Chagnon and graduate student 

Paul Bugos analyzed the fight to test kin selection theory, examining the 

genetic relatedness of people who fought in the same coalition. Kin selec-

tion theory would predict increased relatedness among allies, and this is 

what Chagnon and Bugos found. The first male antagonist’s supporters 

were eight times more related to him than they were to the second antago-

nist, and the second male antagonist’s supporters were two times more 

related to him than they were to the first (Chagnon and Bugos 1979; Biella, 

Chagnon, and Seaman 1997).

For this reason, the ax fight is usually (and correctly) cited as support for 

kin selection theory. However, Chagnon and Bugos also showed that another 

kind of tie, cemented through marriage, influenced who fought with whom. 

Nearly all of the participants in the fight were genetically related to some 

degree. Indeed, the original disputants were the equivalent of cousins. 

Against this background of low-level relatedness, marriage alliances provided 

another rationale for choosing sides. For example, such ties-by-marriage 

help predict how members of the largest set of extended kin (R >– 0.25) 

(continued)
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enterprises, such as fishing, hunting, or whaling expeditions, can also make 
non-kin friends a useful way to augment one’s group to necessary sizes.57

The third way that non-kin friends can become useful is when kin are 
absent. This can occur after migrations, after marriage and the move to 
a new village, or simply if one’s kin have died.58 In each of these cases, 
non-kin friendships can be important conduits for support and aid that 

ultimately chose sides in the fight (top center of figure 20). And such ties 

also wove together groups of extended kin into larger, competitive coali-

tions. Thus, the ax fight provides one particularly well-documented example 

of how both close genetic kin and less closely related allies can play a role in 

forming coalitions in the human case. 

Female in fight (colored by coalition)
Male in fight (colored by coalition)

Person not in fight (or deceased)
Genetic descent
Marriage ties

Original disputants

R = 0.5

R  0.25

FIGURE 20. Genetic and marital relationships of participants in the ax fight. White 

lines indicate marital ties. The height of black lines connecting members of the elder 

generation (the top tier in the chart) indicates degrees of genetic relatedness. Short 

lines indicate genetic relatedness at the level of immediate kin (R = 0.50). Tall lines 

indicate genetic relatedness at the level of extended kin (0.25 <_ R < 0.50). Note that 

there are eleven relationships at the level of distant kin (0.125 <_ R < 0.25) that are 

not reflected directly from the figure. Interestingly, these distant ties cross-cut the 

coalitions more often (eight times) than they lie within them (three times). These 

ties occur between the following ID numbers in the Yanomamo Interactive database 

(cross-cutting: 259 – 1109, 1335 – 1109, 723 – 950, 2505 – 910, 2505 – 2248, 2505 – 2209, 

1744 – 517, 1897 – 517; within coalition: 1062 – 910, 1062 – 2248, 1062 – 2209). Data from 

Biella, Chagnon and Seaman 1997 and Chagnon and Bugos 1979.
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would otherwise have been provided by kin. I’ll discuss this last reason for 
making friends in more detail in chapter 7.

Competition and Conflict

In a recent book on the declining state of friendship in the modern world, 
Digby Anderson deplores the fact that friendship lacks the same legal sta-
tus as other kinds of relationships, and his argument focuses on laws of 
inheritance among kin.59 However, the lack of formal inheritance among 
friends is not unique to modern society. Indeed, in only a handful of 
societies, including the Fore of Papua New Guinea and Zuni farmers in 
the U.S. Southwest, is there a norm whereby non-kin friends can inherit 
property. And this general inability to inherit property may make friends 
especially valuable.

In many human groups, kin-biased rules of inheritance also have the 
unfortunate consequence of pitting sibling against sibling as jealous heirs 
for the same resources.60 In such cases, friends are often above the fray, 
precisely because they are excluded from inheritance. Among Bangwa sub-
sistence farmers in Cameroon, for example, kin are wrapped up in petty 
disputes and witchcraft accusations, while close friends, who are removed 
from such intrafamily feuds, become an important source of support. If a 
farmer becomes sick, he calls a friend to identify (or “divine”) who might 
be responsible. Most of the time the party identified is a kinsman. And as 
friends have no rights to one’s property, a dying man will call his friends, 
not his relatives, to administer the will and police the scramble for inheri-
tance. Similarly, among Chuuk gardeners in Oceania, friendships are 
unfettered by sibling rivalry or squabbles over inheritance. These friends, 
or pwiipwi, offer an informality, intimacy, and confidentiality normally 
lacking in relations among siblings, and they are sought because they pro-
vide emotional support in a sea of tenuous emotional relationships.61

Is Friendship Just Confused Kinship?

Kin and friends are often pitted against each other in popular thought. 
More than two millennia ago, Euripides opined, “One loyal friend is worth 
ten thousand relatives.” And there is no dearth of proverbs making the 
opposite claim. Consider the earlier Malay proverb that paints friends as 
being as fickle as leaves in the wind, whereas kin are as solid as sticky sap. 
The famed ethnographer Bronislaw Malinowski was often rebuked by the 
Trobriand Islanders with whom he lived because he would use the phrase 
“They are friends” (lubaym) to refer to two individuals from the same 
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clan.62 “No!” they would answer. “This man is my kinsman; we’re kins-
men — the clan is the same!”

Despite the common tendency to differentiate friendship and kinship, 
people also have difficulty making clear-cut distinctions. Individuals in 
the United States and Britain frequently claim that their closest friend is 
a relative.63 And as one sociologist experienced when he tried to interview 
Montrealers about their kin and friends: “It was difficult for Montrealers 
to relate friendship to kinship and vice versa in large part because the lan-
guages, thought, and emotions of friendship and kinship are experienced 
as intersecting and complementary, often at the same time.”64

In this chapter, I argue that both the intuition that friends and kin are 
different and the difficulty in differentiating them stem from two basic 
facts. Friendship and kinship reflect different psychological processes and 
have subtly different consequences for behavior. However, these may also 
arise simultaneously in a given relationship. For example, biological kin 
can augment their relationship with feelings of friendship, an observation 
that led writers of the Icelandic sagas to clarify the relationship between 
two cousins, “There was great friendship between them besides kinship.”65 
In short, people can be both kin and friends.

The psychological studies described in this chapter provide greater 
insight into this idea by showing that two factors — genetic relatedness 
and subjective closeness — interact in any given relationship to influence 
one’s willingness to help. Although subjective closeness is a characteristic 
of friendship, one can also cultivate such feelings among biological kin. In 
short, friends and kin are not mutually exclusive categories of relation-
ship. Rather, friendship and kinship are two psychological systems that 
can exist in hybrid form in the same relationship but have different con-
sequences for behavior.

The fine-grained, quantitative findings from experiments and observa-
tional studies have provided new insights into how kinship and friendship 
interact in guiding helping behavior. However, they have two important 
limitations. First, they have depended almost exclusively on judgments 
about hypothetical vignettes. Moreover, the one study in this genre that 
focuses on a real sacrifice uses a behavior —undergoing the ski-training 
squat to send money to friends — that is only loosely connected with the 
kinds of choices we face in the real world. Therefore, it is not clear how the 
findings from these experiments generalize to behaviors that reflect more 
real-life decisions. Second, the studies are limited to the United States and 
Europe. Similar fine-grained experiments that are conducted in diverse 
cultural settings and experiments that examine real behavior will extend 
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these insights and ultimately provide a better picture of how helping and 
sacrifice depend on both friendship and biological kinship.

By comparing and contrasting kinship and friendship, this chapter 
introduced the notion that some relationships can actually be a hybrid of 
the two. In chapter 4, I make a brief excursion into two other kinds of 
love — romantic and sexual — and how these relate to friendship. I call this 
quartet of relationships “Four Kinds of Love” and offer some evidence as 
to how the four ways can be connected to one another or kept apart — both 
in real life and in the minds of those who study these matters.
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Intensely close relationships often inspire speculation about sex.1 Consider 
the more than one hundred sonnets that Shakespeare devoted to a young 
man he named “fair youth.” In these sonnets, Shakespeare writes roman-
tically of sweet love and how the youth’s beauty awakes and delights his 
heart. Although these verses lack the explicit sexual references of some 
of Shakespeare’s other poems, their passionate romantic language has 
spurred long-standing controversy about whether the poet was involved in 
a homosexual affair. Similar debates surround intensely emotional letters 
written by the poet Emily Dickinson to her friend and eventual sister-in-
law, Sue Gilbert. Between a man and a woman, a friendship requires much 
less than sonnets and emotional letters to arouse suspicion or comment. 
Indeed, the entire premise of the Oscar-nominated film When Harry Met 
Sally . . . rests on the question “Can men and women be friends or does sex 
always get in the way?”2

Neither Shakespeare nor Dickinson is in a position to clarify the sexual 
content of their relationships. But more recent speculation about famed 
talk-show host Oprah Winfrey and her best friend of thirty years, Gayle 
King, provides such an opportunity. In many respects, the two are an item. 
They frequently vacation together and are often seen together in public. 
Winfrey confesses that they phone each other four times a day, and that 
she builds a “Gayle wing” in each of her houses. Gayle has admitted, “If 
Oprah were a man, I would marry her.” The intimacy and closeness of this 
relationship has fueled frequent intrigue in tabloids and the Internet about 
the sexual content of their relationship.

In an interview in her magazine O, Oprah Winfrey discusses her 
friendship: “I understand why people think we’re gay. There isn’t a defini-
tion in our culture for this kind of bond between women. So I get why 

4 Sex, Romance, and Friendship

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate.

William Shakespeare, Sonnet 18
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people have to label it — how can you be this close without it being sexual? 
How else can you explain a level of intimacy where someone always loves 
you, always respects you, admires you? . . . Something about this rela-
tionship feels otherworldly to me, like it was designed by a power and a 
hand greater than my own. Whatever this friendship is, it’s been a very 
fun ride — and we’ve taken it together.”3

Winfrey’s description of her friendship raises important questions 
about how sex, romance, and friendship fit together. Is it possible to have a 
“romantic” friendship that feels like our stereotype of romance, with near 
obsessive affiliation and preoccupation with a partner, but that removes 
sexual desire? Or are partners in such relationships simply deluding 
themselves and suppressing hidden sexual urges? How does sexual desire 
and behavior enter into friendships, and to what degree does it change 
a relationship? In this chapter, I explore these questions, differentiating 
the biosocial motivational systems underlying different kinds of love that 
partners can feel for each other and examining how these different faces 
of love can interact in a single relationship.

Three Faces of Love

Buddhist teachings distinguish between two kinds of love. The first, kama 
(found in the title Kama Sutra), is sensual love focused on self-gratification 
that throws up obstacles to enlightenment. The second, metta, is uncon-
ditional, benevolent, and most related to feelings of friendship. Mangaia 
islanders in Polynesia draw another distinction. They use inangaro kino, 
literally “terribly in love,” to define a state of romantic passion in which 
a lover is single-mindedly fixated on the beloved and jealously wants the 
beloved to reciprocate the obsession. If separated from the beloved, a poten-
tially fatal feeling of atingakau, or heartbreak, can take hold. Inangaro 
kino can, but does not always, involve deep caring and benevolence for a 
partner and is a feeling distinct from sexual desire.4

The anthropologist Helen Fisher, who has spent more than a decade 
studying the nature of love, proposes that these recurring folk distinctions 
reflect real differences in how our brains and bodies function in different 
relationships. Fisher argues that three distinct but intertwined drives — 

lust, romantic love, and attachment — play unique roles in the drama of 
human mating. Lust is simply the craving for sexual gratification and can 
occur quite independently of passionate love or long-term attachment. 
Passionate or romantic love involves heightened preoccupation with a 
particular partner and includes signature symptoms like sleeplessness, 



Sex, Romance, and Friendship    /    107

increased energy, mood swings, possessiveness, separation distress, emo-
tional dependency, and obsessive thoughts about the beloved.5 Finally, 
companionate love, partner attachment, or friend-like love is a calmer 
kind of love, involving feelings of benevolence, security, and deep affec-
tion for a long-term partner. Behaviorally, it is characterized by mutual 
feeding, grooming and aid, gift giving, maintenance of close proximity, 
separation distress, cooperation, and gestures of affiliation. Defined thus, 
companionate love shares many of the feelings and behaviors associated 
with friendship.6

Fisher also argues that these three kinds of love address different tasks 
that our ancestors repeatedly faced in the quest to reproduce. Lust is an 
indiscriminate drive that motivates one to have sex with a range of appro-
priate members of one’s species. Romantic love leads people to disrupt 
existing habits and routines and to invest in building a new component 
of one’s social niche — a relationship with the beloved. In this state, lov-
ers become intensely focused on attracting the other’s interest, engaging 
in courting and relationship-building behavior, and reconfiguring their 
existing social networks to include the beloved. Passionate love also spurs 
protective feelings for the relationship, most notably jealousy toward 
would-be competitors.7 Whereas passionate love involves expanding one’s 
social niche, companionate love motivates one to maintain an existing 
niche, through mutual help and affiliation. According to this evolutionary 
account, romantic attraction is relatively short-lived and encourages people 
to focus their energy on mating with a particular partner. Meanwhile, 
partner attachment remains after the honeymoon, promoting cooperation 
with a partner long enough to rear a child into infancy.8

In many cases, these three kinds of love — lust, romantic love, and 
companionate love — follow a dependable temporal trajectory, captured 
eloquently by a Ju/’hoansi forager of the Kalahari Desert of Botswana: 
“When two people are first together, their hearts are on fire and their pas-
sion is very great. After a while, the fire cools and that’s how it stays. They 
continue to love each other but it’s in a different way — warm and depend-
able. . . . Look, after you marry, you sit together by your hut, cooking food 
and giving it to each other — just as you did when you were growing up 
in your parents’ home. Your wife becomes like your mother and you, her 
father.”9

In the U.S., researchers documented a similar trajectory in an extensive 
study of over a thousand heterosexual relationships at different stages of 
development. In the study, women were asked to rate their feelings of pas-
sionate love, defined as a wildly emotional state, with associated tender 
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and sexual feelings, elation and pain, anxiety and relief. Then they were 
asked to rate their feelings of companionate love, described as low-keyed 
emotion, with feelings of friendly and deep affection.10 Figure 21 displays 
the trajectories of these two ratings, using years of marriage as a proxy 
for the length of the relationship. Although companionate love is stronger 
among newlyweds than among daters, it slowly declines to pre-marriage 
levels. Passionate love, on the contrary, stays steady into marriage, and 
then declines to much lower levels than existed while dating. This mir-
rors findings from other studies of romantic couples that show that when 
the romantic-sexual aspect of a relationship ends, it may be redefined as a 
friendship rather than completely terminated.11

Recent studies have begun to show that such perceptual shifts also reflect 
biological changes. For example, one team of Italian researchers compared 
the blood of students who reported being “truly, deeply, madly in love” 
early in a relationship (i.e., less than six months) with students in longer-
term romantic relationships (i.e., two years). Participants in early stages 
of romantic love had slightly higher levels of cortisol, perhaps reflecting 
increased arousal and stress, as well as substantially higher levels of nerve 
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growth factor (NGF), a hormone that regulates neuronal maturation and 
survival but that may also modulate the expression of vasopressin — a 
neuropeptide linked with the formation of social bonds (NGF d-statistic 
= 0.79, cortisol d-statistic = 0.41). Moreover, the high levels of cortisol 
and NGF in partners who were madly in love were only temporary. When 
tested at least one year later in their relationship, the students’ cortisol and 
NGF levels had dropped to levels observed among singles.12

Brain imaging studies have also shown that viewing a romantic partner 
activates different areas of the brain, depending on whether the relation-
ship is at its early stages or has lasted a long time. Interestingly, several of 
the regions activated only by a long-term partner overlap with those acti-
vated when a mother views a picture of her child, suggesting some similar-
ities with the neural activation underlying the experiences of maternal and 
longer-term companionate love. Supporting this view is the observation 
that one of these activated brain regions — the pallidum — and an associated 
hormone that we first encountered in chapter 1 (oxytocin) both play a role 
in pair-bonding in other monogamous mammals as far-flung as prairie 
voles, California mice, and marmosets. Some scholars speculate that they 
play the same role in humans.13

These converging lines of evidence from sociology, psychology, and 
neurobiology suggest that feelings of love often change over the course of 
a romantic relationship, moving from a focus on intense passionate obses-
sion to a companionate form of attachment. Many couples follow this tra-
jectory, but not all do. This is a very important qualification. Sexual desire 
may never lead to romantic love, and romantic love may fizzle before part-
ner attachment sets in. These are obvious and well-accepted deviations 
from love’s trajectory.

People can also encounter love in other combinations — attachment with 
neither sex nor romantic love, and romantic love without attachment or 
sex. Indeed, in the following sections, I systematically review how people 
can feel these three kinds of love — sexual desire, romantic attraction, and 
companionate love — in almost any combination, sometimes in ways that 
violate common scientific and popular stereotypes of how love progresses.

Is Sexual Desire Necessary for Romantic Love?

If you ask a random U.S. college student, he or she will contend that sexual 
attraction is necessary for romantic love.14 And many scholars of love 
have echoed this point. Consider the claim of two prominent relationship 
researchers: “It is apparent to us that trying to separate love from sexual-
ity is like trying to separate fraternal twins: they are certainly not identi-
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cal, but, nevertheless, they are strongly bonded. . . . For romantic personal 
relationships, sexual love and loving sexuality may well represent inti-
macy at its best.”15

Similar reasoning underlies claims that the loving relationships of 
Shakespeare and his “fair youth,” Emily and her eventual sister-in-law, 
Oprah and Gayle, and Harry and Sally must also involve sexual desire. But 
is it impossible to love with such focus and passion and yet not have sexual 
desire for a partner? Is sexual desire necessary for romantic love?

In many situations sexual desire is an important component of roman-
tic love.16 However, several lines of evidence indicate that sexual desire is 
not always necessary. For example, in one of the early landmark studies of 
love involving the self-reports of over a thousand individuals, psychologist 
Dorothy Tennov found that 61 percent of U.S. women and 35 percent of 
U.S. men reported feeling romantic love, including intense need for affili-
ation, separation distress, jealousy, and intrusive thoughts, without feel-
ing “any need for sex” with their partner.17 Moreover, research conducted 
across different cultures and historical periods has found that many indi-
viduals develop passionate infatuations with partners without any clear 
presence of sexual desire.18 Recent in-depth studies of so-called passionate 
friendships among adolescent girls in the U.S. show a similar pattern. Such 
relationships involve inseparability, jealousy, possessiveness, preoccupa-
tion, intense separation anxiety, and fascination with one another.19 They 
also involve behaviors, including stroking, holding, and cuddling, gener-
ally reserved in the U.S. for lovers and parents and children. However, 
there is little evidence that these relationships involve sexual desire or 
behavior.20

Young children who have not yet begun adrenal puberty provide fur-
ther evidence that one can have intense, romantic attachments without 
sexual desire. The adrenal and gonadal hormones that elevate day-to-day 
sexual desire increase dramatically between the ages of four and eighteen.21 
Therefore, if sexual desire were a prerequisite for romantic attraction, one 
would expect a general increase in romantic attraction over childhood 
and adolescence. However, this is not the case. In one study, two hundred 
youths aged four to eighteen were asked to think about an other-gender 
boyfriend or girlfriend for whom they had intense feelings and to rate 
their agreement with statements such as “I am always thinking of so-and-
so” or “When so-and-so hugs me, my body feels warm all over.” Children 
of all ages reported intense, obsessive preoccupation with their partner, 
and the intensity of infatuation was not associated with age. Ultimately, it 
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is not possible to determine whether the subjective experience of infatua-
tion was fundamentally the same for four-year-olds as for eighteen-year-
olds. Indeed, the subjective qualities of infatuation likely change as sexual 
desire enters the situation more prominently. Nonetheless, the fact that 
very young children report signature feelings of romantic attraction at 
levels comparable with much older adolescents suggests that sexual desire 
is not a necessary condition for the intensifying preoccupation, separation 
distress, and heightened need to affiliate observed in romantic attraction.22

Is Romantic Love Necessary for Partner Attachment?

In the mid-1960s, sociologist William Kephart asked more than a thousand 
college students, “If a boy [or girl] had all the other qualities you desired, 
would you marry this person if you were not in love with him [or her]?”23 
Being in love is a defining expression for romantic love, and by today’s 
standards, many of the students were unromantically practical. Based on 
their answers to these questions, one-third of men and three-quarters of 
women did not feel that being in love was necessary for marriage. Compare 
this to the situation in the 1990s, where most American men (86 percent) 
and women (91 percent) answered the same question with a relatively 
unanimous “no.” Indeed, by the 1980s, the majority of American men and 
women claimed that romantic love was so important that if they fell out of 
love, they would not consider staying married.24

The fact that American attitudes could change so dramatically within 
three decades suggests that we should see a great deal of cross-cultural 
variation in the importance of romantic love in entering a long-term mari-
tal commitment. In the 1990s, students in relatively affluent nations (Bra-
zil, Australia, Japan, and the United Kingdom) rivaled their United States 
contemporaries in romanticism, also answering “no” when asked the 
question. However, nearly four out of ten Russian students were willing 
to accept marriage without being in love. And in traditional, developing 
nations such as the Philippines, Thailand, India, and Pakistan, most stu-
dents were willing to marry someone with whom they were not in love.25

Of course, marriage does not imply that partners experience or exhibit 
attachment or companionate love. For example, in a study of seventy-three 
societies, only 56 percent of marriages were classified as “intimate,” in 
which partners ate, slept, worked, and spent their leisure time together. 
Marriages among Trobriand Islanders off the coast of Papua New Guinea 
exemplified such intimate ties. Wives and husbands lived in the same 
house along with their children. They spent most of their work and leisure 
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hours together, eating, sleeping, talking, joking, and sharing household 
tasks, including childcare. Spouses signaled their mutual love by giving 
gifts and calling each other lubaygu, literally, “my friend.”

In the other 44 percent of societies, however, marriages were distant 
and aloof, as exemplified by unions among Rajput farmers of Khalapur, 
India. The custom of purdah secluded Rajput women: Wives lived in an 
enclosed courtyard, tending young children, performing chores, eating, 
sleeping, and cooking. Meanwhile, men spent their leisure time talking 
and smoking in the men’s quarters, where the husbands also slept. The 
household arrangement reinforced the husband’s bond with his mother 
but also estranged husband from wife. Husbands would view the role of 
the wife as sexual and reproductive. Only after the mother-in-law died 
might the wife and husband become something like companions. Thus, 
a lack of romantic love in marriage may also be accompanied by a lack of 
friendship, and this pattern seems to be widespread in many societies.26 
Nonetheless, in many other societies, particularly in which arranged mar-
riages are relatively common, there is an explicit expectation that partners 
come to love one another.27 Indeed, it seems that in many contexts, com-
panionate love, like friendship, can arise without the initial impetus of 
romantic attraction or sexual desire.

How Do These Systems Interact?

So far I have questioned the common assumption that love must follow 
a particular trajectory that begins with sexual desire, moves to romantic 
love, and ends with the friend-like feelings of companionate love. Ample 
evidence suggests that it is possible to have romantic love without sexual 
desire and furthermore to bypass both of these and go directly to compan-
ionate love.

Most evidence for the distinctions among sexual desire, romantic attrac-
tion, and companionate love rests on what people say and do. Reviewing 
what is known about the neurobiology of love, Helen Fisher makes a per-
suasive case that these three drives also recruit different neural structures 
and chemicals in the brain (table 2). For example, sexual desire and behav-
ior in humans both rely on the hormone testosterone. Men and women 
with higher testosterone levels have sex more often. Male athletes who 
inject testosterone have more sexual thoughts, more morning erections, 
more sexual encounters, and more orgasms. And using a testosterone patch 
increases sexual interest and sexual activity in menopausal women with 
low sexual desire. However, these hormones and brain regions do not play 
central roles in romantic attraction or partner attachment.28 Moreover, the 



Table 2. Three kinds of love and how they differ

Kind of Love Experience Behavior
Chemical  
Mediators

Primary  
Brain Regions

Lust/sexual desire Craving for sexual gratification Seek sex Testosterone Hypothalamus, 
amygdala

Passionate love/ 
romantic attraction

Exhilaration, intrusive thoughts 
of beloved, jealousy

Exclusiveness, separation anxiety, 
proximity maintenance

Dopamine, 
norepinephrine, 
serotonin

Ventral tegmental 
area, dorsal 
caudate nucleus

Companionate love/
friend-like love

Calmness, security, closeness, 
social comfort, benevolence

Proximity maintenance, mutual 
grooming and feeding, separation 
anxiety, helping and sharing

Oxytocin, 
vasopressin

Pallidum, nucleus 
accumbens

Source: Fisher 2006
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brain regions activated when viewing the picture of a partner with whom 
one is “truly, deeply, and madly in love” only minimally overlap with 
those activated when people are sexually aroused.29

The second kind of love — passionate love — includes feelings of ecstasy, 
intense energy, sleeplessness, craving, and mood swings. Fisher argues that 
these feelings depend on the elevated expression of dopamine, a chemical 
connected to feelings of enjoyment and motivations to perform rewarding 
activities. Simply viewing the photo of a romantic partner increases blood 
flow in the brain’s ventral tegmental area — the starting point for cells that 
send dopamine to other parts of the brain. Viewing a partner also activates 
the tail of a C-shaped neural structure called the caudate nucleus, a region 
that receives dopamine from the ventral tegmental area and plays a role in 
learning about rewards.

For an understanding of the third kind of love — companionate love or 
friend-like love — Fisher turns to studies in non-human mammals, espe-
cially the mouse-like prairie vole. She argues that feelings and behaviors 
associated with companionate love are mediated by the activity of two 
neuropeptides that we first met in chapter 1 — oxytocin and vasopressin. 
Moreover, Fisher suggests that two brain regions essential for pair-bond-
ing in prairie voles — the ventral pallidum and nucleus accumbens — are 
also important in the cultivation of long-term attachments in humans.

Many of the brain processes and networks involved in these three kinds 
of love likely interact and overlap. Dopamine expressed when falling in 
love leads to a chemical cascade, including the release of testosterone, which 
may in turn increase sexual desire. By similar mechanisms, sexual activ-
ity may also increase romantic attraction. And the central role of reward 
systems in all three kinds of love may also mean that commonly used 
drugs that suppress dopamine pathways — such as some antidepressants — 

can have unintended consequences for all three kinds of love, an argument 
made recently by Fisher and psychiatrist J. Anderson Thomson.30

A growing body of evidence suggests that these three faces of love (i.e., 
sexual desire, romantic attraction, and companionate love) reflect differ-
ent motivational systems, with each depending on different but intercon-
nected neural and hormonal systems.31 This functional independence 
allows humans to have sex without bonding, but, more important, to bond 
without sex or sexual desire.32 Although these systems can operate inde-
pendently, there is a great deal of evidence that they also have the capacity 
to interact, reinforce, and counteract each other.

Sexual desire or romantic love, for example, does not imply friend-
ship. Nonetheless, these faces of love often coincide. The norm for many 
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Americans and Brits is to think of one’s romantic partner as one’s best 
friend.33 And among adults, romantic partners and spouses report higher 
levels of friend-like motivations than do best friends.34 Indeed, it seems 
that romantic partners are often more friend-like, in terms of feelings and 
behavior, than are one’s closest friends.

What causes many romantic, sexually involved couples to become such 
close friends? Thus far, most insights into the process have arisen from 
research on a diminutive, mouse-like rodent that lives on and under the 
plains of North America — the prairie vole. Prairie voles engage in life-long 
monogamous relationships involving grooming, nest sharing, and pup 
raising. These cooperative bonds develop quite rapidly. An initial exchange 
of pheromones and then a remarkable twenty-four-hour marathon of sex 
seem sufficient to start the relationship on its long course. Detailed experi-
ments with these rodents have identified chemicals and neural pathways 
initiated by this prolonged bout of mating that are responsible for the 
long-term preference for one’s partner. Interestingly, this process involves 
the two hormones that continue to arise in our discussions of bonding, 
trust, and friendship — oxytocin and vasopressin.35

In humans, for example, oxytocin is released in women during sexual 
activity, is involved in mother-infant bonding, and acts as a link between 
infant suckling and the expression of milk. Moreover, administration of 
oxytocin increases trusting behavior among humans in economic games, 
so much so that they appear to disregard acts of betrayal (chapter 1).36 The 
implications of these combined findings are tantalizing. If sexual behavior 
and physical contact alter neurohormonal networks in the human brain 
that involve the release and reception of oxytocin, as they do in prairie 
voles, then this might explain how romantic couples can become such 
“super-friends.” But before you attempt a twenty-four-hour sex marathon 
with a new partner in hopes of solidifying a permanent pair bond, don’t 
rule out other non-sexual ways of altering the oxytocin system. It seems 
that humans can become very committed partners even when delaying sex 
for periods of time that might seem intolerable to prairie voles. Moreover, 
close friendships may also recruit the same systems without ever requir-
ing sexual desire or activity.

The three kinds of love — sexual desire, romantic love, and companion-
ate attachment — often arise in a predictable trajectory. However, they also 
involve relatively independent neurological and psychological systems, and 
it is possible to have sexual desire without romantic love, romantic love 
without companionate attachment, and companionate attachment without 
sexual desire. In the next section, I consider in more detail how friendship, 
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which has many core similarities with companionate attachment, overlaps 
with sexual desire and behavior.

Sex and Friendship 
Despite the complex relationship between friendship and sexual behav-
ior, scholars have generally taken one of two opposing approaches to the 
problem. One camp focuses on the non-sexual aspects of close friendship, 
such as mutual aid and feelings of goodwill, treating innuendos of sexual 
behavior with skepticism.37 The other camp focuses on the potential sexual 
content of close friendships, using anecdotes and signs of physical contact 
to infer that such close friendships are primarily sexual.38

For example, among Naman herders in twentieth-century Namibia, 
there was a close relationship known as soregus, into which members of 
either the same or opposite sex could enter. Implying deep friendship and 
mutual assistance, soregus was initiated formally by one of the parties 
through drinking from a bowl of water and then handing the rest to the 
other to drink.39 Some authors have emphasized reports where soregus 
partners have engaged in sexual behavior, such as mutual masturbation. 
Other authors have expressed skepticism about the frequency with which 
soregus involved sexual behavior, focusing rather on the mutual assistance 
among partners, especially in economic terms.

In this case, as in many others, there is insufficient data from such 
accounts to determine how frequently sexual behavior occurred in these 
close friendships. However, this does not stop speculation on either side. 
In GLBTQ: An Encyclopedia of Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender and 
Queer Culture, soregus is described as an “especially intimate bond of 
association . . . that included sex between men and between women.”40 
Indeed, in a recent submission to the South African parliament regard-
ing whether to broaden the institution of marriage to include lesbian and 
gay people, soregus was used as a native precedent for same-sex unions. 
Interestingly, the document translates soregus as “homosexual.” This is 
quite a stretch, since it was known that women could be soregus with men, 
and its literal meaning is “sharing of water,” an important form of mutual 
aid in the dry deserts of southern Africa.41

One of the few cases where we have good quantitative data on fre-
quency of sexual desire and behavior among friends is from U.S. college 
students and adults. Depending on the age group, one- to two-thirds of 
individuals report feeling sexual attraction toward one of their same- or 
opposite-sex friends.42 And sex with friends is common. In one study of 
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U.S. college students, one-half had had sex with a platonic friend (51 per-
cent), and one-third (34 percent) on more than one occasion.43 A consistent 
finding from such studies is that men more than women harbor romantic 
or sexual interests for their friends.44

It is also possible to have sex with a friend without any feelings of 
romantic interest, an observation clearly shown by two studies of love in 
several kinds of relationships. In the first study, done in the 1990s, eighty-
four New Haven adults answered a series of questions about how they felt 
toward their same-sex best friend and immediate kin (mother, father, and 
sibling) as well as their lover or spouse. Some questions captured the kinds 
of companionate feelings associated with friendship-like relationships, 
such as feelings of warmth and closeness and motivation to help. Other 
questions captured feelings characteristic of romantic relationships, such 
as physical attraction, preoccupation with one’s partner, and the exclusive 
importance of that partner in one’s life. Among the New Haven adults 
who participated in this study, best friends had “love profiles” that were 
relatively similar to kin. And not surprisingly, they felt less passionate 
love toward best friends than toward romantic partners.

Ten years later, researchers at Michigan State University asked students 
the same questions about a particular kind of sexual relationship, called a 
“friend with benefits.” A “friend with benefits” is a euphemism for a friend 
with sexual benefits; it refers to someone with whom one has sex, with-
out the exclusivity of a romantic relationship. They are defined as “just 
friends,” but they are attracted enough to each other to have sex.45

What the researchers found suggests that not all sexual relation-
ships require passion (figure 22). Students felt no more passionate love 
for “friends with benefits” than they did for their best friends or fam-
ily members. Indeed, their love profiles looked very similar to those with 
best friends, rather than those with romantic partners or spouses. This 
fits closely with data from a study of college students at Arizona State 
University, where fewer than half who were sexually attracted to a friend 
were also romantically attracted to that same friend.46 Therefore, it appears 
that many people can have sex with a friend, while avoiding the feelings 
associated with romantic attraction. 

In most societies where quantitative estimates exist, the vast majority 
of sexual behavior occurs among individuals of the opposite sex.47 For this 
reason, there is often greater suspicion that opposite-sex friendships will 
lead to sex or that sex will disrupt the relationship. Writing in sixteenth-
century France, Michel de Montaigne, for example, claimed that friendships 
between men and women could not achieve the intensity of male-male 
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friendships, because sex or marriage always gets in the way. This claim 
has become a recurrent theme in Western pop culture, showing up in film, 
television, fiction, and nonfiction. Of the fifteen societies of the Probability 
Sample File where ethnographers have noted whether opposite-sex friend-
ships were possible, in 47 percent they were — but they were often less com-
mon. However, in the other 53 percent of societies, there were specific con-
cerns about women and men being friends. These were mostly related to the 
suspicion about the sexual content of that relationship. For example, in one 
ethnography of Greek village life, if a woman was treated to a drink by an 
unrelated man, generally a sign of friendship, people took this as evidence 
of a sexual liaison. Among Iroquois farmers, ritual friendships among men 
and women were not forbidden, but neither were they “exactly appropri-
ate,” since they might involve sexual attraction. Often these prohibitions 
were most severe during marriage or reproductive life. Thus, for example, 
among the Igbo of Nigeria in the early twentieth century, opposite-sex 
friendships were entirely possible, but only for women after menopause.48

Even in the United States, where opposite-sex friends are more accepted, 
opposite-sex friendships are much less common than same-sex friendships 
and are often problematic.49 Opposite-sex friends frequently avoid flirting 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Immediate kin Romantic partner

Close friend Friend with benefits

A
ve

ra
ge

 le
ve

l o
f e

nd
or

se
m

en
t

Passion

Friendship

Figure 22. Feelings of passion and friendship by relationship type; 
data from Sternberg 1996, Bisson and Levine 2009. Note the similarity 
of the “close friend” and “friend with benefits” profiles.



Sex, Romance, and Friendship    /    119

as an explicit relational strategy.50 And marriage often leads to a much 
greater loss of opposite-sex friends than same-sex friends — a trend gener-
ally attributed to social norms, jealousy, or perceived sexual competition.51 
Sexual attraction, especially when non-reciprocated, can also disrupt 
existing relationships. In a recent study of U.S. college students who had 
non-coerced sex with partners they considered to be “just friends,” one in 
four said it caused the friendship to end. The overwhelming reason was 
that one of the two partners was sexually attracted to the other, while 
the other was not so attracted.52 Such differences of opinion about a rela-
tionship are common. Sociologists and psychologists have found that the 
level of romantic interest of one partner in an opposite-sex friendship is 
generally uncorrelated with the interest of the other.53 Many people place 
categorical prohibitions on themselves when it comes to potential sex 
with a friend; 39 percent of women and 20 percent of men in a 1981 study 
said they abstain from sex with friends because they fear it could ruin 
a friendship.54 Therefore, while it is possible for friends to have a sexual 
relationship, there are many factors, including social norms, jealousy, and 
differing expectations, that make it particularly difficult.

Four Kinds of Love

This chapter and the previous one examined how friendship fits with two 
other kinds of close relationships — those among kin and those involving 
sex. At the surface, all close relationships share feelings of warmth, love, 
and goodwill, suggesting that they stem from a single psychological or 
psychosocial system. However, there are also crucial differences in these 
ways of relating.

When compared to kin, friendship differs in three important ways. 
First, helping among friends depends strongly on feelings of closeness, 
whereas helping among kin is less sensitive to such psychological states. 
Second, immediate kin are less sensitive to the costs of helping than are 
friends, even increasing their help as the costs increase. Third, in life-or-
death emergencies, people overwhelmingly turn their attention to kin, and 
only secondarily to friends. Despite these differences, kin and friends are 
not mutually exclusive categories, because it is still possible to augment 
a kin relation with feelings of closeness characteristic of friendship, and 
it may also be possible to convince oneself that a biologically unrelated 
friend is truly like a brother or sister.

In sexual relationships, there are several kinds of love, of which com-
panionate, or friend-like, love is only one. For example, one can have a 
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romantic relationship with no friendship, in which one is obsessed with a 
partner but lacks any degree of goodwill toward him or her. It is also pos-
sible to have a purely sexual relationship without romantic interest or the 
goodwill of friendship. At the same time, sexual and romantic relation-
ships can come to include friend-like feelings and behaviors, and friendship 
can unfold into sexual or romantic interests. More research is necessary 
on the topic, but it may even be possible to have “romantic friendships,” 
which involve intense devotion to (and jealousy over) a partner but lack 
sexual desire or activity.

Many questions about how these kinds of love interact and influence 
behavior remain. For example, the fact that helping among kin depends 
less on feelings of closeness begs the question: Do we feel the psychological 
processes involved in kin-directed altruism the same way that we feel the 
subjective closeness that can increase helping among friends? If kin-biased 
helping is more phylogenetically ancient than friend-biased helping, is it 
possible that such psychological processes pass under our conscious radar 
and no longer come into awareness?

More important, where did the psychological mechanisms involved in 
friendship come from? Are they direct applications of the psychological 
system underlying kin-biased support? Are they derived more proximally 
from the systems involved in long-term bonding between sexual partners 
(without the sex)? Or do they stem from a completely different set of pro-
cesses? The fact that it is very difficult to distinguish between friendship 
and companionate love in long-term sexual relationships points to the 
middle alternative. However, more work is necessary to assess such claims.

Researchers are only beginning to tease apart how these different kinds 
of love arise and interact in people’s bodies and brains, and only when we 
have a better map of such internal processes will it be possible to disen-
tangle the feelings and behaviors associated with kinship, close friendship, 
and different kinds of sexual relationships. While many of the mecha-
nisms underlying behavior in close relationships are still to be mapped out, 
one recurring observation is emerging from psychological and behavioral 
research. Specifically, there are at least four ways of loving that can co-
occur in any relationship: sexual desire, romantic attraction, friendship, 
and kinship. Each of these kinds of loving appears to involve different 
psychological states and motivations, different linkages between these 
psychological states and behavior, and different neurohormonal systems 
underlying feelings and behavior. Yet these systems are deeply entangled 
in a way that makes love the complex system of feelings and motivations 
that has for so long challenged poets and scientists alike.
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The road from first meeting to friendship is not always easy. Along the 
way, one must often deal with conflicting loyalties, cope with rejections 
and breakups, avoid exploitation, and figure out just what one’s friends 
expect of the friendship.1 Overcoming these challenges requires a number 
of truly remarkable social skills. Among other things, one must be able to 
read others’ wishes, needs, and intentions, forgo immediate self-interest 
at appropriate times, negotiate interpersonal boundaries, and know when 
(and when not) to forgive. Given all of these requirements, it is not sur-
prising that some adults never find making friends easy or natural.2

In Japan, it is commonly believed that children are too immature to 
handle these issues. Instead of having close friendships (shinyuu), they are 
expected to have only playmates (tomodachi).3 Prominent theories of child 
development in the United States and Europe are less categorical about the 
limitations of youth, but they also propose that learning how to cultivate 
friendships is one of the central challenges faced by adolescents as they 
mature to adulthood.4

How do children learn the suite of skills, expectations, and behaviors nec-
essary for the cultivation and maintenance of friendships? In this chapter, 
I document what is known about the development of friendship as people 
progress from childhood to old age. Limited studies in different societ-
ies suggest that children learn the skills and expectations of friendship in 
strikingly similar ways. However, along with learning the broadly shared 
norm of providing mutual aid, there is a great deal of room for variation 
between individuals in how they learn the art of making and having friends. 
Therefore, I finish the chapter by reviewing what we know about how indi-
viduals within the same society come to differ in how they make and keep 
friends, focusing specifically on gender and personality differences.

5 Friendship
Childhood to Adulthood
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Friendship across the Life Course 
Obviously, infants are not born with all of the skills and motivations nec-
essary to make friends that an adult has. Rather, over the first two decades 
of life, these capacities emerge, with earlier skills providing the foundation 
for more complex skills and motivations. In the United States and Europe, 
toddlers develop attachments to specific friends with whom they prefer to 
play and interact. Over time, children learn that some of these attachments 
are different, in the sense that they involve expectations of turn taking, 
sharing, mutual aid, and support. By their teens, adolescents differentiate 
among their friends, describing some friends as “best,” others as “close,” 
and others as just acquaintances. By adulthood, notions and practices of 
friendship become relatively stable. However, even at later ages, subtle 
changes can occur, as people face questions such as whether heterosexual 
men and women can be just friends or whether a spouse, brother, or parent 
counts as a friend. The following sections review what is known about the 
development of friendship from toddlerhood to old age, focusing on stud-
ies conducted in the United States and Europe and drawing when possible 
from studies conducted in other societies.

Playmates and Friends

Even before they can say “friend,” many human toddlers cultivate bonds 
showing the first signs of friendship. Observational studies in group care 
settings have shown that as early as one year of age, toddlers differenti-
ate their peers, directing a disproportionate amount of their social effort 
and positive expressions, such as smiles and laughter, toward one or two 
children within a group. Such dyadic bonds are generally mutual and can 
be quite stable, occasionally lasting years (box 14).5

It is very tempting to call such nascent dyadic bonds friendships. Con-
sider the description of a relationship between two children in Hampstead 
Nursery, a residential nursery for English children orphaned and homeless 
during World War II: “Reggie (18 – 20 months) and Jeffrey (15 – 17 months) 
had become great friends. They always played with each other and hardly 
ever took notice of another child. This friendship had lasted for about two 
months when Reggie went home. Jeffrey missed him very much; he hardly 
played during the following days and sucked his thumb more than usual.”6

But do these early playmate preferences really count as friendships? 
Two key elements of such attachments, the preference for interacting with 
a particular partner and the communication of positive affect through 
smiling and laughter, both map squarely onto common behaviors of 
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friends. Yet while such friendly behaviors and presumably the feelings 
underlying them represent important precursors to friendship, they are 
not unique to friendship.

Mutual attraction and affiliation are necessary elements of friendship, 
but these form the basis for at least two kinds of relationships that begin 
to emerge in childhood. The first kind fits closely with lay notions of a 
playmate, a relatively temporary relationship based on enjoying shared 
interests and common activities. The second kind of relationship is lon-
ger lived, and, most relevant to our comparison with friendship, demands 
mutual help and support.7

It is not clear at what age mutual support becomes a defining feature of 
friendship, especially since children may know this before they can articu-
late it verbally.8 However, behavioral studies suggest that there is a crucial 
transition that begins by about five years of age. For example, in studies 
that have examined children younger than five years of age, children make 

BOX 14 Behavioral Observation

How do we know about friendship among infants if infants can’t talk? Most 

of our knowledge about toddler friendships comes from painstaking obser-

vational studies of infants in playgroups, usually in nursery schools and 

other group settings. Video recording is a very useful tool in such studies, 

allowing observers to rewind footage and catch observations that might 

have been missed the first time around. For measures of proximity, research-

ers may use a specific perimeter, such as one child being within three feet of 

another during at least 30 percent of the combined observations of the two 

children. For measures of who drives affiliation in the pair, it is possible to 

observe how many times one child approaches the other relative to how 

often the child leaves. For measures of shared positive affect, they might 

use observations of coordinated laughter or simultaneous smiling. With 

such simple observational measures, researchers are able to examine the 

degree to which the same two children are more likely than by chance to be 

near each other, and whether longer-term companions are more likely to 

share positive affect. Once children can talk, most studies of friendship 

focus on what they say rather than what they do. However, behavioral 

observation studies provide the best link with studies of relationships (and 

perhaps friendship) among non-human animals, where researchers must 

rely on behaviors to infer the existence of a social relationship (Howes 1983, 

1988; Howes, Hamilton, and Philipsen 1998; Hinde and Atkinson 1970).
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almost no distinction between friends and acquaintances when deciding to 
share (five studies, average d = 0.22). Although these children preferred to 
interact with certain partners over others, they did not treat these play-
mates differently in terms of sharing. This appears to change soon after 
four or five years of age. Among older children, adolescents, and college 
students, there is a much stronger effect of friendship on sharing behaviors 
(ten studies, average d = 0.81). The underlying cause of this change is far 
from clear. Is it a natural development that occurs in most children? Does 
it spring from the increasing practice with friendship that children receive 
in preschool and kindergarten? Or is it simply because older children have 
more things to share?9

Regardless of its developmental origins, the importance of mutual 
sharing and aid as a feature that differentiates friends from playmates is 
also observed in many cultures, although the developmental timing has 
not been systematically studied. Timbira horticulturalists and foragers of 
Brazil characterize the friendship of youth as associated with mere liking 
and hanging out, while the adult form of friendship implies the difficult 
responsibility of loyalty and mutual aid. And the contrast between friends 
and playmates continues into adulthood in many cultures. For example, 
Russians make a similar distinction between drug and priiatel’. One Mus-
covite living in Israel expressed the difference between these terms this 
way: “Priiatel’ is someone with whom you share some interests, you can 
sit with, drink with, talk with, maybe exchange some favors. But a drug, a 
real friend, is one you can go to and say, ‘I just killed a man. Help me get 
rid of the body . . . ’ I have two friends I know I can count on to do this.”10

Similar (though perhaps less demanding) distinctions between close 
and casual friends are frequently made in a diverse range of societies.11 
As I will describe in the next section, an important part of childhood and 
adolescence is learning about the importance of mutual support, trust, and 
loyalty in friendships, and how this distinguishes some good friends from 
casual friends and playmates.

The Language of Friendship

The ability to speak entirely changes the landscape of friendship. With 
language, friends are able to communicate their precise needs to one 
another, are able to negotiate norms more flexibly, and can coordinate 
activity in much clearer ways. Children also begin to use the word friend 
strategically to claim temporary relationship status and gain entry into 
groups, with such phrases as “If you play over here I’ll be your friend” and 
“You’re my friend, right?”12
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The capacity for language also permits researchers to access children’s 
conceptions of friendship by asking them to reason about difficult friend-
ship dilemmas and to tell stories about their friendships — even with 
imaginary friends (see box 15). One line of research has focused on the 
terms and phrases that children use as they talk about their friendships. 
Based on studying children and adolescents in the first two decades of life, 
a surprisingly consistent trend emerges. Younger children, about five to 
nine years old, more often describe concrete aspects of interactions, such 
as playing, common activities, helping and sharing, physical attributes of 
their friends, and global qualities of being nice and good. Around nine 
years of age, children begin to talk more abstractly, in terms of concepts 
such as intimacy, loyalty, and trust. They also begin to describe their 
friends’ observed behaviors in terms of underlying psychological concepts, 
such as intentions, needs, and wants.13

BOX 15 Imaginary and Supernatural Friends

Friendships are apparently so necessary in young childhood that children 

often make them up. In the United States and Europe, nearly half of all chil-

dren will have an imaginary friend at least once during childhood, with the 

earliest imaginary friends appearing at age two or three (Gleason 2002; 

Taylor 1999; Gleason and Hohmann 2006). Some companions are kept for 

months and others for years, with some children maintaining imaginary 

companions until age ten and even age eighteen (Taylor 1999). Although 

children are often aware that their friends are imaginary, they also state 

that they receive as much companionship, help, and affection from such 

friends as real ones (Gleason and Hohmann 2006; Gleason 2002) and also 

experience similar levels of conflict (Taylor 1999). The most common reason 

given for the appearance of an imaginary friend is that a child felt lonely. 

However, such friends need not arise out of preexisting deficiency. Consider 

one Swedish child’s tale of how she found her imaginary friend: “It was when 

I was building a snow sculpture. Then, I made a small house and then it 

struck me that someone could live there and then I pretended that a mouse 

fell down from the sky . . . which was supposed to live there” (Hoff 2004). In 

some societies, adults also engage with supernatural partners. Among Tapi-

rape gardeners of South America, shamans cultivate friendships with ani-

mal, forest, or sky spirits who help them in curing patients. The shamans 

state that they regularly visit these spirits, eat with them, and go on hunts 

with them (Santos-Granero 2007).
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These recurring observations have led the psychologist Brian Bigelow 
and colleagues to propose a three-stage model of the development of 
friendship expectations.14

 1.  In the first stage, children focus on common activities, physical prox-
imity, and the superficial rewards and costs of interaction (e.g., “He 
helps me” or “I like playing with him”). They do not describe the 
interactions as part of a relationship but rather as independent events 
of something they enjoy doing.

 2.  In the second stage, normative expectations become important, and 
their violation leads to disapproval, guilt, and loss of admiration. 
Children have strong feelings that friends should take turns, that 
they should help one another, and that they should be nice to one 
another. Moreover, not doing so will make a friend unhappy and 
perhaps angry. This is all the more reason to follow the rules.

 3.  In the third stage, adolescents think increasingly in terms of more 
abstract expectations, such as loyalty, commitment, intimacy, empa-
thy, and unconditional positive regard. Moreover, these expectations 
are seen as important as a way to make friendship work, rather 
than as a norm that is adhered to for fear of punishment or approval. 
Adolescents explain that they are acting in a certain way not only 
because of the partner, but also because of the demands of the 
relationship.15

Throughout these three stages, mutual affection and positive regard are 
consistently mentioned at high levels, suggesting that these are important 
precursors to even the earliest stage of friendship.

A parallel line of research has focused on how children respond to the 
following dilemma developed by Robert Selman and his colleagues at 
Harvard: Sally promised to meet her best friend on their special meeting 
day. Later, Sally received a more attractive invitation from a third child 
(e.g., a movie or pop concert depending on age) who had recently moved 
into the neighborhood. This invitation happens to be at the same time 
Sally had promised to meet her best friend, and the best friend has prob-
lems he or she wants to talk about.16

Following the presentation of the dilemma, a researcher interviews the 
child about six major friendship issues: friendship formation, intimacy, 
trust, jealousy, conflict resolution, and the termination of the friendship.

Based on children’s answers to these questions, Selman and his col-
leagues identified five developmental levels that children go through in 
talking about their friendships (with important similarities to the previous 
stage model).
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 1. At level 0, children understand friendship as repeated instances of 
coming together to play, where friends are valued for what they bring 
to play or because they have admirable physical attributes. In this 
stage, physical and psychological closeness are one and the same.

 2. Children at level 1 talk about trust as the predictability of a friend’s 
concrete behaviors, not in terms of shared expectations or a friend’s 
trustworthiness. “We play together. I share with her. We take turns.”

 3. At level 2, children talk about trust in terms of shared expectations. 
For example, one will keep secrets and promises because that is what 
one knows a friend expects.

 4. At level 3, children see trust as based on a general norm that one 
follows for the ongoing stability of a friendship. One does things 
because one wants to be a reliable and trustworthy friend.

 5. Finally, at level 4, children understand that one can have competing 
norms and obligations, and that one must balance the norms of a 
particular friendship with other social demands. In short, friends are 
seen as autonomous agents within the relationship with their own 
needs and wants. This is referred to as “autonomous interdependence.”

These two taxonomies of friendship stages, one based on open descrip-
tions of friendship by young people and one confined to reasoning about 
a friendship dilemma, map closely to each other in many respects (see 
table 3). The overarching progression captured by these two systems is 
that children move from talking in terms of concrete behaviors and self-
interest, to talking in terms of meeting partner expectations, to talking in 
terms of general norms of friendship, specifically those based on loyalty, 
trustworthiness, and mutual aid. The one exception is Selman’s level 4, 
“autonomous interdependence,” apparently the most advanced stage of 
understanding, which does not have a clear correlate in the first taxonomy 
and which I will discuss shortly. 

It is important to realize that these levels are extracted from what chil-
dren say about friendship, and that what children (or adults, for that mat-
ter) say may be different from what they do or even how they think. For 
example, children who typically describe friends as momentary physical 
playmates (Selman’s level 0) may also show the ability to work out a com-
promise, which is a characteristic of Selman’s level 2.17 Children who do 
not verbalize concepts, such as turn taking, may still act as if they under-
stand them, suggesting that children can embody or enact the concepts 
before expressing them.18 Nonetheless, despite the limitations of relying 
solely on what children say, these levels of friendship appear to have some 
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functional consequences, such as predicting how children of different ages 
or levels of understanding will behave, as well as which children in the 
same age group will become friends (i.e., those at similar levels).19

Development across Cultures

Both Selman’s and Bigelow’s theories were originally developed with chil-
dren in the United States and Europe, raising questions about how well 
they generalize to other cultural settings. The most thorough study to 
date that assesses the cross-cultural validity of these theories focuses on 
children and adolescents in four societies that were strategically chosen to 
represent different kinds of cultural and social histories. The populations 
were drawn from both “individualist” societies, where value is placed on 
self-reliance and individual expression (Iceland and East Germany), and 
“collectivist” societies, where adherence to group norms is emphasized 
(China and Russia). The countries were also chosen to represent societies 
with both a communist political history (China, Russia, East Germany) 
and a capitalist one (Iceland).20

In each of these societies, students at ages seven through fifteen were 
asked about Selman’s friendship dilemma. They were also interviewed in 
more depth about the meaning and importance of friendship. The research-
ers found that children in all countries followed a similar developmental 
trend, with older children reasoning about friendship at high levels (figure 
23). There were a few subtle differences in these trajectories. Seven-year-
olds in the four countries started at different levels, with Russian children 
already advanced on average to Selman’s level 2 (shared expectations) 
and children from other societies closer to level 1 (predictable, fun play). 
However, by age fifteen the other cultures had largely caught up, and 

Table 3. Comparison of Bigelow’s stages and Selman’s levels 
of friendship

Bigelow’s  
Stage Main Characteristic

Selman’s  
Level Main Characteristic

1 Self-interested play 0 Physical play

1 Self-interested play 1 Predictable, fun play

2 Shared expectations 2 Shared expectations

3 Relational norms 3 Relational norms

n/a No corresponding level 4 Autonomous interdependence
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the average for all children had become much more similar, approaching 
somewhere between level 2 and 3, a level very close to adults. Therefore, 
apart from differences in the starting point and the speed of development, 
children from the different cultures on average approached a similar level 
of friendship reasoning by age fifteen. 

This groundbreaking study has provided an important first look at how 
reasoning about friendship develops in different cultures. However, ques-
tions remain about the cross-cultural uniformity of this progression. For 
example, are the similar trajectories due to some underlying similarity 
among the children in these apparently diverse cultures? China, Iceland, 
East Germany, and Russia differ in terms of their cultural and political 
histories, but all children in the study had already begun formal schooling. 
Ample research has shown how formal schooling changes basic patterns 
of thinking and reasoning.21 More important for studies of friendship, 
schools provide frequent and intense contact with same age non-kin peers, 
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Figure 23. Trajectories of friendship reasoning in Russia, China, 
Iceland, and East Germany. Error bars are standard errors. Reprinted 
from M. Gummerum and M. Keller, “Affection, Virtue, Pleasure 
and Profit,” International Journal of Behavioral Development 32, 
no. 3, pp. 218 – 231, copyright © 2008 by The International Society for 
the Study of Behavioural Development. Reprinted by permission of 
SAGE.
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providing new opportunities for practicing friendship.22 Therefore, the 
similarities observed in these diverse cultures may be a result of common 
experiences with formal schooling.

Of course, schools are not the only social contexts that foster such 
intense social interaction with peers. Among the Muria Gond of India, 
children and adolescents move to common dormitories at the age of six 
and live in relative isolation from adults. Among Ik foragers of East Africa, 
children are turned out at age three to form age-grade bands that roam 
together. These are usually groups of six to twelve kids in which children 
seek a partner close in age for defense against the other children.23 Such 
frequent and dependent interactions may lead to a different pace and per-
haps different trajectory of development in friendship reasoning than one 
would find among children who grow up full-time with their families or 
in formal schooling or both. Only studies in non-schooled populations will 
be able to determine to what degree peer interactions in childhood shape 
the development of friendship reasoning, and therefore how universal 
such trajectories might actually be.24

Socializing Friendship

Existing cross-cultural studies suggest that the psychological motivation 
and capacity for friendship develops in quite similar ways across cultures. 
From major U.S. cities to small villages in Papua New Guinea and else-
where, doting parents and elders encourage this process as well. In the 
United States, parents annually buy thousands of books, with titles eerily 
reminiscent of Dale Carnegie’s best selling How to Win Friends and Influ-
ence People — to help their kids make friends.25 Among Ju/’hoansi forag-
ers of Botswana and Namibia, training in the cultivation of relationships 
through gift giving begins early. At six months to a year of age, parents 
remove a child’s decorative beads and place the beads in the infant’s hands 
to give to a relative outside the nuclear family. Anthropologist Polly 
Wiessner explains: “From this point on, whether the child agrees or not, 
parents or grandparents periodically remove the child’s beads and give 
them to a distant relative who takes an interest in the child, explaining 
carefully the kin term for that relative, how he or she cares about the child, 
how generous or beloved he or she is, and so on.”26

This training continues into adolescence as children begin to give to 
more and more distant kin based on their own initiative. By teaching and 
encouraging the act of gift giving, parents lay the foundation for a social 
network of distant kin and eventually non-kin for their children while 
teaching their children how to create new ties.
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Such emphasis on friendship education is common in many societies. 
Among the Bangwa of Cameroon, for example, elders impress upon chil-
dren the importance of having friends through folk tales and descriptions 
of what will happen to them if they don’t have friends. Among Kwoma 
horticulturalists in Papua New Guinea, where children are generally raised 
to fear non-relatives, especially foreigners, they are taught to be polite and 
friendly around family friends. Kwoma elders tell children that they can 
visit and play with these children without fear of sorcery, and that they 
should be nice to them when they come to visit.27 The high priority parents 
place on their children’s friendship skills is not universal, however. In one 
Canadian study of parents’ goals for their children, parents of European 
descent prioritized helping their children to make friends. Aboriginal 
Canadian parents, on the other hand, placed much more value on teaching 
children respect for elders and devotion to their families. Similar cultural 
differences have also been found among Asian American parents, who 
encourage non-familial ties less, and parents of African American and 
Latino youth, who encourage non-familial relationships more. However, 
even when parents don’t prioritize making non-kin friends, they often still 
value it to some extent.28

Adolescence

In many societies, adolescence is a time when friendship gains new impor-
tance and takes on novel functions. Around this time, friendships last 
longer, and children start talking about friendship in terms of relational 
norms and expectations, reaching a level of understanding comparable 
with most adults, as described earlier in this chapter.29

At this time, friends also begin to provide support related to novel needs 
and desires that emerge in adolescence. For example, as adolescents become 
interested in sex and marriage, friends gain a new role as go-betweens in 
courtship — whether they like it or not. In many societies, visiting friends 
in other communities is an important way to meet boyfriends and girl-
friends, and friends are recruited to deliver messages between potential 
lovers or spouses.30 Among San foragers in southern Africa, for example, 
when a young man desires to marry, he first tells his best friend (/hosub), 
who then approaches the parents of the prospective bride.31 In some ethno-
graphic descriptions, this role in courtship is the only mention of friends 
made for a specific culture.32 Moreover, in cultures where it is not appro-
priate to discuss sexuality with parents or family members, friends can be 
the only people with whom adolescents discuss questions of sexuality.33

Cultural norms also influence what novel functions friendships begin 
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to fulfill in adulthood. For example, children from the four cultures con-
sidered earlier — China, Russia, East Germany, and Iceland — reached the 
same level of friendship reasoning, involving relational norms of mutual 
support, sharing, and trust, by age fifteen. However, the fourth level of 
friendship reasoning proposed by Selman, “autonomous interdependence,” 
may be less important in certain societies where individual autonomy and 
self-reliance are less valued as cultural goals. Specifically, a comparison 
between the friendship reasoning of fifteen- versus eighteen- to nineteen-
year-old Icelandic and Chinese young adults documented the transition to 
autonomous interdependence in both societies.34 As postulated by Selman’s 
theory, Icelandic youth emphasized how friendship provides a way to 
develop their individual selves. However, Chinese youth emphasized close 
friendship as a means to integrate into the wider social system, something 
different from Selman’s description of autonomous interdependence, in 
which friends are seen as autonomous agents within the relationship with 
their own needs and wants. Therefore, the first stages of friendship may 
follow a similar developmental pattern across cultures, but how friendship 
becomes most useful in adulthood may depend on the particular goals that 
are most valued in a society. At the moment, more research is needed to 
understand how this happens.

Quantitatively studying the way that humans make use of time is an 
interesting way to understand cultural as well as age differences in friend-
ship. Many accounts of adolescence describe the large amount of discre-
tionary time that teenagers have to interact with friends, as they are still 
free from many of the obligations to community and family assumed by 
adults.35 This is clearly true in the United States and Europe, where youth 
have between 30 and 50 percent of waking hours at their discretion and 
may spend as much as a third of their waking hours with friends.36 In such 
contexts, friends (and romantic partners) begin to replace parents as the 
preferred source of emotional support and affiliation.37

Quantitative studies of time use in other parts of the world paint a dif-
ferent picture. Youth in many East Asian countries, for example, have much 
less discretionary time (only 20 to 35 percent of waking hours), and in some 
rural semiliterate populations the proportion drops to less than 10 percent.38

These differences in leisure time also map onto differences in time spent 
with friends. For example, in one comparative study of eleventh graders in 
the United States, Japan, and Taiwan, U.S. teens spent 18.4 non-classroom 
hours per week with friends, compared with 12.0 for Japanese (d = 0.50) and 
8.8 for Taiwanese adolescents (d = 0.89). Such cross-cultural differences 
have been confirmed by experience sampling method studies, which show 
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that time spent with friends accounts for 18 to 30 percent of U.S. white 
and black young adolescents’ time, as compared with 19 percent of time 
for Korean adolescents and 10 percent for middle-class Indian eighth grad-
ers (box 16).39 Although comparable quantitative evidence does not exist 
for most societies, one cross-cultural study of adolescence in one hundred 
and seventy-six societies provides a coarse-grained picture of the degree 
to which peers matter for socialization, a crude proxy for how frequently 
they spend time together. In the study, peers were judged to be important 

BOX 16 Experience Sampling Methods

A researcher hoping to measure how people spend their day and how they 

feel through the course of it faces a daunting task. A common strategy is to 

ask individuals such questions in a single survey. However, it is not clear how 

accurate people are at remembering many daily events, such as how many 

times they went to the bathroom or how long they spent talking on the 

phone. Another possibility is to follow participants with a clipboard, regu-

larly recording what they do and asking how they feel. However, this obvi-

ously could be awkward for participants and tedious for researchers.

Experience Samping Methods (ESM) were developed in the late 1970s to 

collect this kind of data more efficiently with cheap and portable digital 

devices. Like the clipboard method, ESM involves participants responding to 

repeated momentary assessments as they go about their (otherwise) natu-

ral daily life (Scollon, Kim-Prieto, and Diener 2003; Hektner, Schmidt, and 

Csikszentmihalyi 2006; Larson and Csikszentmihalyi 1983). Participants 

carry a small device, such as a pager, alarm watch, or PDA, which beeps at 

random times during the day, asking participants to answer questions about 

their current mood and activities.

ESM potentially provides a fine-grained, detailed picture of human expe-

rience. However, the method has several limitations. It is generally restricted 

to literate populations and to participants who are willing to tolerate such a 

strange intrusion into their daily lives, though the device is less strange than 

a clipboard-wielding tagalong. People are less likely to respond in some con-

texts, such as in the evening, in the home, when the device must be removed 

(e.g., at swimming pools), or when the signal might be disruptive (e.g., in 

church). Moreover, it is still subject to many of the same problems of self-

reporting, such as responding in socially desirable ways (Scollon, Kim-

Prieto, and Diener 2003). Despite these limitations, however, ESM permits 

an efficient measurement of how people spend their days and provides 

more ecologically valid data than can be attained in single surveys.
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agents of socialization in less than a quarter of all societies (forty societies 
for boys and twenty for girls).40 Therefore, the experience of friendship in 
adolescence may vary a great deal, depending on the opportunities avail-
able for interacting with friends outside the immediate family and how 
much time is spent taking advantage of these opportunities. 

Adulthood

As surveyed in chapter 2, cross-cultural descriptions of friendship in 
adulthood have a common set of core features. Close friends feel affection 
and goodwill toward each other, and they help one another when needed. 
They commonly exchange gifts and are expected not to keep accounts 
of favors and help. By adulthood, the core behaviors and expectations of 
friends appear to stabilize.

This is indeed true in the U.S. and European context, where several 
studies have examined the conceptual and social characteristics of friend-
ship at different stages of the life course. Despite the numerous life transi-
tions that can occur during adulthood, such as marriage, settling down, 
raising children, developing a career, and retiring, people have a striking 
consistency in their notions of friendship over the course of adulthood.41

These same studies have also revealed that important life transitions 
in Western contexts (e.g., entry into the workforce, marriage, child rear-
ing, retirement, widowhood) can indeed change time pressures and social 
mobility, and thus affect interactions with close friends.42 Therefore, 
notions about friendship may be relatively static throughout adulthood, 
despite the dynamic nature of particular friendships.

The most studied transition in the United States and Europe is that 
associated with dating, cohabitation, and marriage. During this period, 
couples are hypothesized to go through “dyadic withdrawal,” in which 
partners spend less time with specific friends, and couples develop joint 
friendships with other couples.43 Substantial evidence from cross-sectional 
and longitudinal studies supports the dyadic withdrawal hypothesis. 
Romantic partners, and especially spouses, generally replace mothers and 
friends as the primary attachment figure — the person with whom one 
feels most safe and secure and with whom one most wants to affiliate.44 
And this change in affiliation can become a source of conflict with friends 
and family.45 During this time, the sheer number of friends listed in social 
network questionnaires actually increases as couples combine their social 
networks. However, the frequency of interactions with these friends drops 
dramatically. After several years, the number of friends also reduces to 
pre-marital levels, with substantial turnover in the actual set of friends.46
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A smaller set of studies also suggests that other life transitions, such as 
child rearing, divorce, widowhood, and retirement, also affect a person’s 
interaction with friends, often in gender-specific ways.47 However, the 
effects of these transitions are relatively small or temporary, with people 
reporting a great deal of consistency in the prevalence of old friends and in 
the perceived ability to make new friends.48

Although we might surmise that life transitions in other non-U.S. and 
non-European countries also influence interactions with friends, there are 
very few systematic, quantitative studies that permit us to test the dyadic 
withdrawal hypothesis or the influence of any other life transition on 
friendships. It is also important to remember that notions and expectations 
of friendship may remain relatively stable despite the changing quantity 
and quality of friendships over the life course.

Differences in Friendship

Despite a common set of core features that adults come to expect of their 
friendships, individuals also differ in how they make and maintain friends. 
When asked to name their close friends, for example, people regularly 
report anywhere from zero to twenty. And some individuals do not feel a 
strong motivation to make friends at all.49 People also differ in what they 
value most in their friends, with some preferring friends they can talk 
to about personal matters, and others valuing friends they can trust as 
reliable sources of support.50 Several reasons have been proposed for such 
differences in friendship, most notably early childhood experiences with 
caregivers that influence people’s templates for close relationships and gen-
der differences in interpersonal styles. In this section, I review these two 
proposals.

Friendship and Attachment

A common explanation for differences in friendship derives from a long-
standing theory in child development — attachment theory — proposed and 
extended by psychiatrists and psychologists over the last half-century 
(box 17). The theory postulates that children learn a template for social 
relationships, or an internal working model, early in life, which is based 
largely on their interactions with a primary caregiver, who may or may 
not be their mother. The internal working model is a set of ideas, feelings, 
and expectations about relationships and about how both partners will and 
should behave. Since it is a working model, it continues to develop with age 
and social experience, but as it adapts to novel relationships with romantic 



BOX 17 John Bowlby and Attachment

Living in the 1950s, the English psychiatrist John Bowlby was witness to 

several kinds of broken bonds. The recently concluded world war had left 

many children in England homeless and orphaned. Hospital visitation prac-

tices of the day dictated that children who came for surgery or treatment 

could be separated from their parents for days at a time. And the American 

psychologist Harry Harlow was publishing the results of his experiments 

with rhesus macaque newborns removed from their mothers and given sur-

rogates made of terrycloth and wire.

Drawing from observations about these disrupted social bonds as well as 

studies of mother-infant dyads and diverse reading in evolutionary theory 

and ethology, John Bowlby developed a theory of attachment that proposed 

that human babies have an innate urge to make emotional attachments. 

Bowlby proposed that this need for social bonds was an evolved predisposi-

tion, having increased infants’ chances of survival by ensuring that they were 

protected and fed. Moreover, such early attachments influenced later devel-

opment, providing a template for cultivating loving relationships later in life.

Although it is impossible directly to see an attachment or bond, the 

theory proposed that attachments were manifest in four kinds of behavior: 

(1) proximity maintenance, the desire to be near attachment figures, (2) sep-

aration distress, anxiety in the absence of attachment figures, (3) secure 

haven, returning to the attachment figure for comfort in the face of threat, 

and (4) secure base, exploring the surrounding environment using the 

attachment figure as a safe home base. Problems with attachments could 

be observed in these behaviors with primary attachment figures. And 

events that interfered with nurturing attachments, such as the abrupt sepa-

ration of infants from their caregivers, could lead to mental health and 

social problems down the road.

The theory has been the starting point for many studies of the physiol-

ogy of human social bonds and the role of early experience in adult mental 

health. It was also more than purely academic in its scope. Bowlby’s work 

helped change common care practices in orphanages and visitation rules in 

hospitals. It also led to heated debates about the role of mothers in child-

care, specifically and more generally the role of women in society (Bretherton 

1982).

Despite its influence both in academic and public spheres, Bowlby’s the-

ory only goes so far in understanding friendship. Since it was developed 

from the perspective of an infant, it did not focus on the centerpiece of 

friendship — that is, providing aid and motivations to help. Moreover, despite 

occasional nods to the importance of attachment in friendship, most studies 

have focused rather on parent-child bonds or on relationships with romantic 

partners. For a review of the few studies that have examined the relation-

ship of attachment to friendship, see Mikulincer and Shaver 2007.
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partners, spouses, close friends, and offspring, attachment theorists also 
argue that this maintains an identifiable form that reflects early childhood 
experiences.51

In the 1960s, American psychologist Mary Ainsworth developed an ex-
perimental protocol called the “the strange situation,” which she and many 
other researchers have used to assess how infants interact with caregivers 
and strangers in a novel environment — in short, to tap into an infant’s 
internal working model of social ties. The strange situation begins as a re-
searcher takes a mother and her child to a novel room with toys. In a series 
of eight episodes, a stranger enters the room and the mother leaves the 
infant on two separate occasions. The researcher records how the infants 
respond to their mothers’ absence, how they explore the room, and how 
they seek proximity to others. Based on infants’ behaviors, especially upon 
the return of their mothers, the researcher classifies infants into one of 
three categories. Securely attached infants, about two-thirds of all infants, 
are distressed at their mother’s absence but are easily soothed upon re-
turn. About one in ten infants are anxious-avoidant. They do not become 
distressed at their mothers’ departure, and they avoid her upon return. In 
short, they do not take much notice of their mother. Finally, about one-
quarter of infants are anxious-resistant. They become highly distressed 
at their mothers’ departure, but when the mother returns, the infant is 
ambivalent, crying and reaching to be held but then wriggling free.52

This classification scheme has since been extended to adults and elabo-
rated, using mostly survey questionnaires to capture two dimensions of 
behavior and thought in relationships (see figure 24). The first dimension 
deals with anxiety about the relationship, while the second deals with 
avoidance in the relationship.53 Those who are low on anxiety and avoid-
ance (i.e., securely attached) find it relatively easy to become emotionally 
close to others and to depend on others, and they do not worry about being 
alone or being rejected by a partner. Those who have high anxiety and low 
avoidance (i.e., anxious-preoccupied) want to be emotionally intimate with 
others, but they find that others are reluctant to get as close as they would 
like. They also worry that others don’t value them as much as they value 
others. Those who have low anxiety and high avoidance (i.e., dismissive-
avoidant) feel comfortable without close emotional relationships, valuing 
independence and self-reliance. Finally, those with high anxiety and high 
avoidance (i.e., fearful-avoidant) feel uncomfortable getting close to oth-
ers. They want emotionally close relationships, but they find it difficult to 
trust others completely or to depend on them, worrying that they will be 
hurt if they allow themselves to become too close to others. 
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Far from a stable personality attribute, people’s attachment styles 
can also change over time and with particular relationship partners. For 
example, nearly a third of individuals switch attachment styles over the 
course of months.54 And adults often have different attachment styles 
with different partners, such as parents, offspring, romantic partners, and 
best friends. You can be securely attached with a close friend but fearful-
avoidant with a parent and dismissive-avoidant with a romantic partner.55 
Finally, people who have a global attachment style that is not secure may 
still find such secure attachments in some of their closest relationships. For 
example, when people were asked to respond to a survey of adult attach-
ment styles, many more were classified as secure (98 percent for a friend 
and about 84 percent for others) when asked specifically about their closest 
attachments — to parents, friends, and current romantic partners — com-
pared to when they simply filled out a survey for a global measure of 
attachment (around 60 percent). Moreover, researchers have been able to 
experimentally manipulate attachment styles, suggesting that these styles 
are even sensitive to simplified experimental treatments.56 These diverse 
results raise serious questions about the long-term stability of attachment 
styles.

Based on these findings, some relationship researchers have argued that 
people do not even have one global attachment style, but rather have dif-

Figure 24. One classification of attachment styles. 
This two-dimensional classification adds a distinction 
between two kinds of avoidance—dismissive and fear-
ful—that were not distinguished in Mary Ainsworth’s 
original classification.
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ferent styles for different partners, contexts, or relationships.57 A recent 
study tested the three following possibilities: there is a single global style; 
there are many independent relationship-specific styles; there are relation-
ship-specific styles that draw from a common global template.

The analysis indicated that the last model best fits the data. Therefore, 
individuals appear to have a global style, but it may be adapted to particular 
kinds of relationships.58 There is also emerging independent evidence for 
the validity of a global attachment style, as it strongly predicts different 
physiological responses to stresses and social rewards. For example, people 
who are more anxious and uncomfortable in their relationships have larger 
jumps in cortisol when confronted with a stressful situation — in this 
case random, annoying sound recordings of an electric shock (d = 0.84). 
Moreover, the amygdala region in the brain of people with anxious attach-
ment uses more blood when confronted with angry faces. On the other 
hand, people classified as avoidant show less activation in reward circuits 
in the brain — the striatum and ventral tegmental area — when confronted 
with a smiling face, interpreted by the study authors as finding positive 
social stimuli less rewarding. These results suggest that people’s approach 
to their relationships may reflect a more general way of responding to the 
physical and social world.59 However, the root of these individual differ-
ences is still not clear. Are these attachment styles learned during infancy, 
as standard attachment theory proposes? Or do they reflect genetic differ-
ences or developmental differences that are somehow set in utero?

More generally, physiological studies of social bonding indicate that a 
common cast of characters in the brain, including oxytocin, vasopressin, 
dopaminergic reward circuits, and opioids, plays an important role in a wide 
range of attachments, from mother-infant bonds to romantic relationships 
and perhaps friendships. Such observations are tantalizing given that some 
of these players — oxytocin and dopaminergic reward circuits — may also 
influence benevolent and trusting acts (which are different from simple 
affiliation and attachment). However, how these diverse players interact in 
the cultivation of attachments and ultimately benevolence is still admit-
tedly quite uncertain and requires further study.60 Indeed, the feature 
of attachment theory that most limits its application to friendship at the 
moment is its original theoretical focus — how infants develop attachments 
to caregivers. Infants are generally not in a position to provide aid to their 
partner, and therefore attachment theory has focused on affiliation seeking 
rather than on motivations to help a partner — goodwill and benevolence. 
How people seek proximity to others is obviously an important part of 
making friends, and there is some evidence that children and adults with 
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secure attachment styles are slightly better at making and keeping friends 
and have slightly smoother interactions with friends than those with anx-
ious attachments.61 Nonetheless, affiliation is only one part of friendship, 
and therefore classical attachment theory only takes us so far in under-
standing the signature behaviors of helping and sharing among friends.

Friendship and Gender

Judging by book sales, people in many parts of the world are obsessed 
with gender differences. The iconic self-help manual Men Are from Mars, 
Women Are from Venus, which claims a dramatic psychological divide 
between men and women, has now sold more than thirty million copies 
in over forty languages. Deborah Tannen’s You Just Don’t Understand: 
Women and Men in Conversation, which argues that men and women 
belong to different cultures of talking, enjoyed New York Times bestseller 
status for nearly four years.62

These and many other books on sex differences feed on a deep-seated 
interest about the opposite sex and on what C. S. Lewis described as the en-
joyment that women and men gain from laughing at each other.63 Women 
muse at men’s golf games, fishing trips, and inability to talk about anything 
other than cars and sports. Men joke about women’s phone conversations, 
coffee dates, and frequent chats.64 At times the caricatures have not been so 
benign. Writing in sixteenth-century France, Michel de Montaigne claimed 
that women possessed neither the constancy of mind nor the communica-
tive abilities to maintain a durable friendship. A quote from Calcutta in the 
1960s echoes this sexist viewpoint: “Men have friends, women have only 
acquaintances.”65 While the vast majority of recorded claims about friend-
ship have been biased toward the superiority of male-male friendships, in 
the last four decades the pendulum has swung, with frequent claims that 
men’s friendships are less close, less supportive, and less satisfying than 
those among women.66

Although some of these caricatures may possess a kernel of truth, the 
willingness to accept reports of sex differences often leads to the spread of 
factoids with little or no scientific basis. For example, in her popular 2006 
book The Female Brain, Dr. Louann Brizendine reported that women on 
average utter twenty thousand words a day compared to seven thousand 
for men, a statistic picked up by numerous mainstream news sources, 
including CBS, CNN, National Public Radio, Newsweek, the New York 
Times, and the Washington Post. However, a glance at the book’s copious 
footnotes reveals that the sole basis for this claim was the self-help book 
Talk Language: How to Use Conversation for Pleasure and Profit. When 
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an interested phonetics professor tried to follow the chain of citations to an 
academic source, the trail vanished.67 Indeed, only one study has quanti-
fied the natural conversations of a large number of people over extended 
periods of time. In the study, 396 men and women from the United States 
and Mexico were tracked with special recording devices over the course 
of their daily routines. When their natural speech was transcribed and 
counted, women held only a slight numerical, and statistically insignifi-
cant, advantage — 16,215 words per day, compared to 15,669 for men. The 
claim of large sex differences regarding language usage was not only 
unsubstantiated, it was wrong.68

This anecdote does not in any way diminish the importance of the dif-
ferences that do exist between men and women. It is clear that women and 
men strongly differ in many ways, most apparently in physical measures 
such as height and voice pitch.69 The problem is that many claims of differ-
ence, especially those that fit our caricatures of men and women, such as in 
moral orientation and helping behavior, are often accepted without strong 
or consistent empirical evidence.70

Research on friendship follows a similar pattern. There are numerous 
recent claims about the ways that men and women differ in their friend-
ships: that women’s friendships are more intense, intimate, and of higher 
quality than are those of men; that men’s friendships are less personal but 
more stable; that women value talking with their friends, whereas men 
prefer hanging out and playing sports; that men have special-purpose 
friendships, each with a specific function, while women build all-purpose 
friendships that encompass a broad range of needs and activities; and 
finally, that women cultivate a few close friendships, whereas men relish 
acquiring ever more friends.71 Such apparent differences have led many 
scholars to agree with one prominent relationship researcher that “there 
is no social factor more important than that of sex in leading to friendship 
variations.”72

Numerous theories have been proposed for such sex differences in 
friendship. In her book The Female World, sociologist Jessie Bernard ar-
gued that most men and women live in single-sex worlds that foster differ-
ent ways of engaging with friends. According to some accounts, girls are 
socialized to be more relationship-oriented than boys, whereas boys are 
socialized to be independent, competitive, and self-reliant.73 What unifies 
such cultural arguments (i.e., arguments that men and women differ due 
to different socialization) is that the attitudinal and behavioral differences 
that men and women exhibit in their relationships are so vast that these 
differences represent separate and distinct worlds or cultures.
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Another set of arguments based on evolutionary theory makes similar 
predictions but for very different reasons. According to these arguments, 
the different life circumstances of men and women over human evolu-
tion led to the selection of different psychological and social capacities. 
One theory, coined “tend and befriend,” suggests that the cultivation and 
maintenance of social relationships were particularly important for human 
mothers as they sought food and care for their offspring. Therefore, 
women have greater motivation and capacity to form social relationships 
than do men.74 Another theory focuses on the different ways that women 
and men moved between communities in early ancestral environments. 
Some evidence suggests that human males tended both to stay in their 
natal group and to form strong, kin-based coalitions. Females, on the other 
hand, tended to immigrate to their husband’s (or sometimes kidnapper’s) 
kinship groups when they reached reproductive maturity. Whereas males 
had kin on hand for help and support, females were forced into interactions 
with more distantly related kin or with non-kin. The theory argues that 
females would have faced unique selection for investing in and cultivating 
non-kin relationships, and that this would predict, among other things, 
that women would make a greater investment in a smaller number of 
relationships.75

A third class of theories argues that men and women have the same 
underlying motivations for cultivating friendships, but that sex differ-
ences in social roles, related to work, marriage, and child rearing, provide 
different opportunities for cultivating friendships. Anthropologists have 
proposed that such sex or gender differences are prominent in areas of 
southern Europe and the Middle East, where women are prohibited from 
forming non-kin ties, especially after marriage. In many of these and 
other cases, women may be so residentially isolated from other women 
that forming friendships is neither practical nor feasible, whereas the geo-
graphical mobility and material resources enjoyed by their male counter-
parts render it relatively easy for men to make friends.76 Despite the relative 
economic and social equality of men and women in the U.S., some scholars 
have argued that structural factors can also account for sex differences in 
friendship in the U.S. For example, the unequal burden of childcare can 
limit women’s interactions with friends, and different job conditions can 
be more or less fertile situations for cultivating friendships.77

What unites these diverse social, cultural, and evolutionary theories is 
the idea that women and men have different ways of making and having 
friends. However, there is a deep problem with these theories. When inves-
tigators have compiled the hundreds of quantitative studies of behaviors 
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and expectations among friends, such as self-disclosure, empathy, helping, 
or the sheer number of close friends, they have found that these theories 
have very little to explain in the first place. Men and women are actually 
quite similar in how they engage with friends.

Consider the common activity of sharing personal details and concerns 
through talk. Caricatures in the U.S. suggest that this is much more com-
mon in women’s than in men’s friendships. According to one early study 
on the topic, women are “blabbermouths” with their friends, whereas men 
are “clams.”78 However, in the 1990s, two psychologists compiled fifty 
quantitative studies on how men and women share personal details with 
their friends. They found that women were indeed slightly more likely to 
discuss personal matters with friends, but that the sex difference was very 
small (average d = 0.28). Based on this statistic, if you randomly picked one 
man and one woman on the street, there would be only a moderately bet-
ter than fifty-fifty chance (59 percent, to be exact) that the woman shared 
more personal details with her friends than did the man.79

When an effect is so small, it is important to identify other subtle dif-
ferences between men and women that might account for this observa-
tion. In self-report studies, is it possible that men are simply less likely to 
recall what they talked about with their friends?80 Are the measures biased 
toward certain kinds of personal issues or self-disclosure? Are reports of 
men and women biased by the caricatures themselves? For example, in one 
interview study, when women and men answered broad questions about 
friendship, they repeated common stereotypes about sex differences — 

women focused more on talking and men on shared non-verbal activi-
ties. However, when asked focused questions about specific friendships, 
women’s reports of non-verbal activities increased, as did men’s reports of 
personal talk.

It is also not clear that these minute sex differences arise in other cul-
tures. In one study of college students in India, where men are expected to 
be more expressive and interdependent than in the United States, no gen-
der differences were observed in reported self-disclosure among friends.81 
Even in the United States, sex differences might be restricted to particular 
populations. For example, in one study of U.S. high school students, black 
students showed no gender difference in talking with school friends about 
personal issues, though a difference did arise among white students.82

A thorough review of quantitative studies reveals similarly small and 
inconsistent effects for other ostensibly gendered qualities of friendship, 
namely empathy and helping.83 In most cases, the similarities between 
men and women far outweigh the differences. Both men and women report 
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that they rely on close same-gender friends for companionship more than 
they rely on siblings, mothers, or fathers.84 Women and men have similar 
expectations of close friends, and they are quite similar in cultivating both 
special-purpose and multifaceted friendships.85

Despite the lack of evidence for large, global differences between the 
friendships of women and men, there may be subtle developmental dis-
tinctions. For example, one recent meta-analysis (box 18) of hundreds of 
studies suggests that some behaviors and expectations of friends exhibit 

BOX 18 Meta-analyses

Attempting to navigate the large number of studies on sex differences in 

friendship can be a daunting task. These studies cover a wide range of top-

ics, using various observational and self-report measures, and they often 

report contradictory findings. One approach taken to make sense of such 

diverse findings is meta-analysis, a method that combines the results of 

many studies concerning the same hypothesis to permit more accurate con-

clusions and to understand how different methods and study designs affect 

results. It also is a way to avoid cherry-picking only those studies that sup-

port one’s view.

Recently, two psychologists conducted a meta-analysis of eleven pub-

lished studies that reported sex differences in self-disclosure among friends 

in childhood and adolescence (Rose and Rudolph 2006). Depending on how 

one combines the results of these eleven studies, the average d-statistic is 

0.65 – 0.72. This indicates a relatively strong effect, and much bigger than 

the small effect observed in a meta-analysis of fifty studies conducted 

among adults (d = 0.28) (Dindia and Allen 1992). This discrepancy raises 

important questions. Are children and adolescents more likely to show sex 

differences in self-disclosure than are adults? Are there methodological dif-

ferences between the studies? Regardless of the possible cause, the fact 

that these estimates are derived from a number of independent studies 

makes it worth investigating.

Meta-analyses also have several limitations. If studies have a consistent 

bias, such as a person’s tendency to respond in socially desirable ways, then 

a meta-analysis will compound that bias. Also, by relying on those studies in 

the public domain, which tend to be published based on the “merit” of find-

ing a significant result, a meta-analysis may ignore many studies that could 

not be published because they did not have statistically significant results. 

In this way, a meta-analysis may overestimate the size of an effect (Sutton 

et al. 2000).
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more marked gender differences in childhood and adolescence. If girls’ 
thinking and behaviors with friends develop faster than do those of boys, 
then this is precisely the time when we would expect larger differences. 
However, we would also expect these differences to disappear once boys 
caught up in adulthood. Only more research will reveal whether this is in 
fact the case.86

While occasionally showing weak differences, the fact is that most stud-
ies show that men and women cultivate friendships in very similar ways. 
Both men and women define friends as partners with whom one shares 
mutual affection, goodwill, trust, and loyalty. Both men and women con-
verse (at least in the United States and Europe) with their friends on a 
regular and frequent basis. Where sex differences do emerge, they tend 
to be small and culturally specific.87 Moreover, these differences pale in 
comparison to the kinds of differences observed between members of dif-
ferent cultural groups (chapter 7).88

The social skills necessary for making and keeping friends emerge and 
build up over the first two decades of life. According to existing studies, 
the development of basic reasoning about loyalty, goodwill, sharing, and 
affection follows quite similar trajectories in different cultures. However, 
this research has focused exclusively on children exposed to formal 
schooling, a setting that provides ample opportunities for practicing and 
learning about friendship. Only more targeted cross-cultural studies will 
help us understand how child-centered institutions, such as formal school-
ing and age grading, can influence the ways children learn to reason about 
friendship.

Even in the same society, individuals can differ a great deal in how they 
make and keep friends. Some prefer many friends, some want a few close 
friends, and others want no friends at all. Some people care most about 
having a friend they can talk to about personal problems, others care more 
about having someone they can count on, whereas others want someone 
who will make them laugh. In this chapter, I also reviewed how differ-
ent attachment styles might play a role in some differences in friendship 
styles and how putative differences between men and women often do not. 
In the next chapter, I shift focus from how people learn about friendship 
over a lifespan to examine general processes by which friendships develop 
between specific partners.
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Think of your closest friends and how long you have known them. You 
may remember some from early childhood and others from high school 
or college. It is unlikely that you met any for the first time yesterday. 
Now pick one of these friends and try to identify the precise moment in 
time when your friendship became close. For some friendships it may be 
possible to identify a turning point, such as an act of great magnanimity 
or a personally important bonding event. More frequently, when asked 
to specify the precise point at which a friendship became “close,” people 
stumble.1

In such cases, what happens in the period of time between first meeting 
and the onset of a close, mutual friendship? Why do some acquaintances 
become friends, whereas others do not? And how do thought processes and 
behaviors transform as acquaintances become closer?

In this chapter, I describe the basic elements of friendship’s development, 
from first meeting to the dance of cues, signals, and changes in thinking 
involved in the transformation from acquaintances to close friends. An 
important part of this process is a change in thinking in which friends 
help one another regardless of the balance of accounts or the shadow of the 
future. Such unconditional aid can be a great boon in times of need. But 
being on the wrong side of a feigned friendship can also leave one open to 
exploitation by unscrupulous partners, as numerous examples illustrate.2

In thirteenth-century Rome, Boncompagno da Signa wrote down a tax-
onomy of all the ways that friends could abuse their trust. There are “vocal 
friends,” who attend with words alone; “here and there” friends, who hang 
out but never help; “conditional friends,” who help with quid pro quo 
expectations; “imaginary friends” borne of infatuation; “shady friends,” 
who show devotion until they get what they want; “false friends,” who 

6 The Development of Friendships
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deceive; “haughty friends,” who judge and mock; “fair-weather friends,” 
who leave in tough times; “mercenary friends,” who secretly hope to gain 
from their investment; “turncoat friends,” who talk behind your back; 
“pleasure-seeking friends,” who will drag you into vice; “dispossessed 
friends,” who will ignore the friendship for a lover; “futile friends,” who 
can’t keep a secret; and “hard-hearted friends,” who do not share.3

With all of these ways that friends can do us wrong, an important 
part of cultivating friendships is avoiding and deterring such bad behav-
ior. Indeed, defense against such misbehaviors plays a central role in a 
friendship’s growth, maintenance, and, in case of misplaced or excessive 
defense, demise. Therefore, in addition to the signals and behavior that can 
increase levels of closeness and trust in a friendship, I also describe how 
people avoid (or at least try to avoid) partners who might manipulate these 
signals and exploit their goodwill. Defenses are an important way to avoid 
false friends, but defenses that are too strong can prematurely destroy a 
beneficial friendship, and I conclude by describing three “defenses against 
defenses” — relational blindness, forgiveness, and conflict resolution — that 
help friends stay together in the face of inadvertent offenses and violations.

Context and Attraction:  
The First Steps to Friendship

Two things must happen before a pair of individuals can become close 
friends. First, they must meet. Second, they must have sufficient mutual 
attraction to continue meeting. 

Contexts of Friendship

Friendship cannot arise without meeting, and the available contexts for 
interaction determine which pairs of individuals might build friendships. 
In small-scale societies where one interacts on a daily basis with kin, one’s 
friendships will be built largely among existing kin ties. In societies with 
few opportunities for contact between unrelated men and women, there 
will be few cross-sex friendships.4 In the twenty-first-century U.S., by 
contrast, one can cultivate close friendships in numerous places, includ-
ing high school, camp, college, work, and increasingly on the Internet. 
However, despite the abundant opportunities for meeting, even friends in 
the U.S. are often segregated according to such social variables as neigh-
borhood, wealth, occupation, and ethnicity, reflecting implicit limitations 
on who interacts with whom.5

An especially fertile context for cultivating friendships, and one that 
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appears frequently in the ethnographic record, is forced separation from 
existing social networks. At Bomana Prison in Papua New Guinea, for 
example, friendships gained new importance for inmates who came from 
all parts of the country, spoke diverse languages, and were separated from 
their families. Inmates adopted the English words friend (pren) and part-
ner (partna) to describe the strong bonds they form with other inmates 
from different tribes. Johannis, a convict from the western highlands, says 
his best friend was a cellmate from the Motuan coast. As partna, they 
shared tobacco and cigarettes, helped fetch meals and clothes if the other 
was ill, and told stories and jokes when the other was depressed and lonely. 
But, most important, they cared for each other in any way they could in 
a place far away from their families. In twentieth-century Cameroon, the 
children of Bangwa farmers were sent miles away to their chief’s palace to 
learn dancing, games, hunting, and fighting and to serve as court pages. 
Isolated from their families, youth formed strong friendships at the pal-
ace court, cemented by both daily interactions and large-scale cooperative 
endeavors, such as raids against neighboring villages and head-hunting 
expeditions. Or consider Korean students who have traveled from their 
rural village to pursue a college degree in Seoul. They describe intense 
homesickness, an obsessive need for contact with family members. For 
some, it feels like a physical craving, such as thirst or hunger. The only 
remedy or source of enjoyment in this novel context is their newfound 
friends.6 Indeed, many kinds of separation from existing social networks, 
whether due to war, imprisonment, migration, schooling, or marriage, 
often foster the cultivation of new friendships.7

New contexts for friendship can arise from life transitions, social 
change, and the vagaries of daily life. They can also be purposely created. 
In many societies, children of the same age take part in communal rituals 
around the time of puberty, which parents and elders hope will bind them 
together in special age-mate relationships.8 In some societies, children are 
assigned sponsors from the elder generation who are charged with teaching 
them about their community and culture, and with whom they often form 
close friendships.9 In other societies, children formally inherit friendship 
from their parents (box 9). What unites these cases is the expectation that 
these imposed relationships will become something like friendship, char-
acterized by mutual aid and feelings of goodwill. Although such arrange-
ments do not always lead to close friendship between partners, they often 
do, in much the same way that partners in arranged marriages in many 
cultures often come to love each other.10
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The Necessity of Attraction 
Although contexts and ascribed relationships open (and constrain) oppor-
tunities for friendship between particular partners, they do not guarantee 
that two individuals will become friends. Consider the case of Owiyap, a 
Kwoma gardener in Papua New Guinea, who inherited a friend from his 
father. Despite his father’s endorsement of the match, the friendship never 
flourished, and Owiyap ultimately grew very close with another villager. 
In a similar vein, Kwoma age-grade comrades who participate in the same 
puberty initiation are expected to have intimate friendships. However, the 
reality is that only some age-mates become close friends.11

As Owiyap’s story indicates, being thrust together in the same context 
is necessary to get to know a potential friend, but it is not sufficient for 
cultivating a friendship. Partners must also be motivated to interact with 
each other over the long term. Social psychologists use the metaphor of 
attraction — the drawing together of two objects — to describe this motiva-
tion. There are a number of generic qualities that, in many studies, people 
find attractive in potential friends. These include a reputation for helping, 
high status, and interpersonal similarity in social class, ethnicity, and per-
sonal attitudes. Indeed, simply knowing that a person likes you is often 
enough to increase your liking for him or her.12

The initial attraction that leads to a friendship can also be quite stra-
tegic. For example, Azande traders in north-central Africa often entered 
formal blood brother relationships for purely commercial ends: to permit 
private trade in their partner’s land. Although such relationships often 
began out of purely commercial motives, they also on occasion developed 
into full-fledged friendship with mutual affection and goodwill.13

People can also become attracted, or attached, to an individual not for 
any generic quality of that person, but rather because they are attracted to 
that person in particular. The prototypical example of such attachment is 
a human infant’s attraction to his primary caregiver (who may not be his 
biological mother). This attachment involves several notable motivations 
and behaviors, including both a desire to approach the caregiver, especially 
when afraid or threatened, as well as signs of distress when the caregiver 
leaves. Similar motivations and behaviors play an important role in many 
human relationships, including romantic ties and friendships. This phe-
nomenon of human bonding formed the basis of Bowlby’s and Ainsworth’s 
attachment theory discussed in chapter 5. As I argued in chapter 5, how-
ever, this theory, like other theories of attraction, only describes how 
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we find partners rewarding and attractive and not explicitly how people 
become motivated to help one another.

Beyond Context and Attraction

Context and attraction are necessary foundations for friendship. Con-
text provides opportunities to meet. Mutual attraction serves as a self-
reinforcing context, one in which both partners have an interest in con-
tinuing to interact over time. However, these two alone can be very weak 
bases for a relationship. Casual friends may enjoy hanging out but have 
very few expectations of mutual sacrifice. Indeed, a common description 
of the false friend in many treatises on friendship, from Confucius to Bon-
compagno da Signa, is a person who eats and drinks with you and provides 
enjoyable company when life is good but who deserts you in a time of great 
need.14

What mutual attraction does provide is the motivation for future 
interactions with which partners can build trust, learn their respective 
needs and wants, and transform their motivations toward one another (box 
19). Moreover, mutual attraction gives some small guarantee of repeated 
interactions in the future, an expectation that makes people, even relative 
strangers, more likely to help one another, to trust one another, and to 
cooperate.15

In chapters 1 and 2, I identified signature behaviors, feelings, and kinds 
of communication that occur commonly among close friends. These include 
feelings of closeness, love, and trust, gift giving, self-sacrifice, and mutual 
aid without close account keeping. How do people move from giving ten-
tatively and keeping accounts, the common mode of interaction between 
acquaintances and strangers, to sharing at high levels of trust and support, 
without keeping track of past favors? How do people’s desires change from 
self-interest to wanting to fulfill a partner’s needs? As I described in chap-
ter 1, a part of this process may involve psychological merging such that 
caring for a partner feels like caring for oneself. These feelings of close-
ness can be measured and manipulated in controlled laboratory conditions 
with interesting results. Compared to strangers, or even acquaintances, 
partners who feel close are more likely to share benefits, make sacrifices, 
see the world through their partner’s eyes, and even — to a degree — view 
themselves as being like their partners. But how do people get to this level 
of closeness? How do they induce partners to feel close, and, more impor-
tant, how do they guard against manipulations of closeness that might 
make them feel more willing to sacrifice for an unscrupulous partner? I 
explore these questions next.



BOX 19 Moving from Conditional to Unconditional Trust

An important part of becoming closer in a friendship is moving from calcu-

lated reciprocity to unconditional trust and knee-jerk altruism. A recent 

experiment suggests that this transformation can happen quite quickly and 

involves changes in how the brain mediates decisions to trust (at least in the 

context of a simple economic game). As part of the experiment, a team of 

economists and neuroscientists asked pairs of strangers to play thirty-six 

consecutive trust games (see box 4) where the role of investor and trustee 

was switched between games. As the partners played, a Magnetic Reso-

nance Imaging device recorded the blood flow in their brains. After all pairs 

played, the researchers divided them into two groups: those who most suc-

cessfully cooperated over the course of the repeated games and those who 

had high rates of defection.

Not surprisingly, the pairs who had successively cooperated felt much 

closer to each other than they had prior to the experiment (d ~ 0.83). The 

uncooperative pairs did not. When viewing the images of blood flow, the 

researchers made several interesting observations. In a brain region 

involved in representing the mental states of ourselves and of others (i.e., 

the paracingulate cortex), the cooperative dyads had higher levels of activa-

tion in the first eighteen rounds, but this activity decreased in the final eigh-

teen rounds. The researchers interpreted this as an initial concern about 

what the partner was thinking that then decreased once trust became 

unconditional. Interestingly, the opposite trend was observed among nonco-

operative pairs. Moreover, in a brain region involved in both social bonding 

and the release of oxytocin (i.e., the septal area), the cooperative dyads 

increased activation over the course of the thirty-six rounds. Defecting 

pairs did not. The authors interpreted decreasing activation in the paracin-

gulate cortex and increasing activation in the septal area as evidence for a 

shift in decision making among cooperative dyads, away from calculation 

and toward unconditional, oxytocin-mediated trust. A further finding that 

supports this view is that cooperative pairs, and only cooperative pairs, 

became much faster in their decisions as they played more games. This sup-

ports the notion that they were engaging in more-spontaneous and less-

deliberative decisions (Krueger et al. 2007).

In short, cooperative pairs were beginning to run on autopilot. What is 

astonishing about these findings is the relative speed with which coopera-

tive pairs moved to unconditional trust. Was this a product of the controlled 

laboratory conditions, with little room for misunderstanding, or the rapid 

pace of games, which in real life might be drawn out over very long periods 

of time? Or is it possible that such automaticity can arise quite quickly in 

real-life relationships?
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Engineering Friendships 
In 1937 Dale Carnegie published the wildly successful book How to Win 
Friends and Influence People. The book promised to “enable you to make 
friends quickly and easily,” and as a result, “increase your influence, your 
prestige, your ability to get things done.” Within a few months of its first 
release, it had gone into its seventeenth printing, and today it has sold 
more than fifteen million copies in more than thirty languages.16

Carnegie saw the powerful potential of friendship as a means of encour-
aging people to do things for one another and carefully dissected ways 
that people can induce such friendship in an expedient manner. The book 
made explicit many elements of conventional wisdom and tacit knowledge 
about how to make friends. Among the six ways to make people like you: 
smile a lot in their company; appear to be interested by encouraging them 
to talk about themselves; use their name frequently. As Carnegie stated, 
“Remember that a man’s name is to him the sweetest and most important 
sound in any language.”17

Much research since Carnegie’s time has shown that such simple 
manipulations, if done correctly, can make people feel closer to you and 
more likely to help you. In studies of tipping behavior, waiters who use a 
customer’s name, smile, or lightly touch the customer receive larger tips 
than those who don’t. And these manipulations are far more important 
than the quality of service in determining the size of tips. Similarly, giving 
a small gift or providing a small favor can make even complete strangers 
much more likely to help with far greater costs to themselves. And simply 
inducing a positive mood in a person, by invoking positive memories, can 
increase prosocial behavior. Although the friendship that Carnegie hoped 
to induce was more akin to simple persuasion, many of his techniques have 
been shown in experimental settings to make strangers feel closer and be 
more likely to sacrifice for one another.18

Based on these and other insights, psychological researchers have 
developed several methods to create surrogate friendships in laboratory 
settings. In one frequently used task, strangers take turns sharing per-
sonal information (for nine to fifteen minutes) on a variety of progres-
sively more intimate topics, such as “Is it difficult or easy for you to meet 
people? Why?” and “Tell me one thing about yourself that most people 
who already know you don’t know.” Partners who participate in the task 
report feeling substantially closer to each other than those who simply 
sit in a room with a person. They also act in ways that are characteristic 
of friends. In one study, such induced friends were more likely to claim 
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equal responsibility for both successes and failures on a group task. By 
contrast, strangers committed what is called the self-serving bias, claim-
ing more responsibility for success while accepting less responsibility for 
failure.19 Anecdotal evidence suggests that these closeness induction tasks 
can also have long-term effects. After participating in such a task, one pair 
of strangers started a relationship and ultimately married.20

Many techniques for making people feel closer and act more proso-
cially involve framing a relationship in terms of “we” or “us.”21 These 
include assigning people to arbitrary groups, gossiping about outsiders, or 
manipulating the perceived similarity between two people (e.g., changing 
one’s appearance or name).22 For example, people are more likely to cooper-
ate in a prisoner’s dilemma game if they think they share the same birth-
day. They are also more likely to help individuals who share either the 
same first or last name, a fact that may underlie the common practice in 
many cultures of friends taking the same name or of individuals with the 
same name automatically gaining status as fictive kin.23 For example, in 
the nineteenth century, Nyasa farmers of eastern Africa would exchange 
names with friends from other tribes. These friends had special duties to 
help one another in times of need, and should one by chance visit his com-
rade’s town, he expected to receive food and lodging.24

Another way to prime friend-like feelings and behaviors is to simply 
invoke the names of friends or the word friend (box 20). People consis-
tently offer more help to strangers when exposed to the name of a very 
good friend on a computer screen compared to the name of a colleague or 
an acquaintance (five studies, average d = 0.65).25 And addressing others 
as “friend” is a common strategy to gain goodwill or to pave the way for 
important requests. Politicians regularly use the “F-word” to garner votes 
and supporters. Among U.S. presidents, for example, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
Dwight Eisenhower, Richard Nixon, and George H. W. Bush have all made 
repeated calls to “my friends” in major convention speeches. Most recently, 
2008 U.S. presidential candidate John McCain used “my friends” on average 
every four minutes during a ninety-minute televised debate.26 Charities use 
the term to encourage giving, nation-states use it to motivate international 
partners to behave cooperatively, and Internet con artists use it to convince 
people to enter exchanges and hand over money.27 A similar strategy is used 
in a wide range of cultures, whether the word for friend is cideke (Apache) 
or lopae (East African Turkana pastoralists).28 Consider the use of friend by 
one Turkana herdsman before asking a favor of British social anthropologist 
Philip Gulliver: “He said, ‘You are my best friend now.’ I agreed. ‘Then,’ he 
said, ‘you must give me shillings for my tax payment.’ ”29



BOX 20 Priming and Framing Studies

When a politician says “my friends” in a speech or a Nigerian get-rich-quick 

spammer uses “Dear friend” in an email salutation, these relative strangers 

are trying (probably unsuccessfully) to change our state of mind — to make us 

more trusting or helpful. In the language of psychologists, they are attempt-

ing to prime us so that we respond in desirable ways to what they have to 

say next. Humans are notoriously susceptible to priming, especially when 

they are unaware that it is happening. Priming people with the word profes-

sor makes them perform better at Trivial Pursuit. After seeing achievement-

related words, people become more competitive, and after being primed 

with words related to an elderly stereotype (e.g., Florida, old, or lonely), 

people walk more slowly down a hallway than those primed with control 

words (thirsty, clean, or private). Priming people with the word helpful 

makes them more helpful, whereas priming them with conformity makes 

them more likely to seek consensus, and intelligent improves their perfor-

mance on a general intelligence test (Bargh 2006; Forster, Liberman, and 

Friedman 2008).

Much research has focused on the extent to which subtle priming can 

change people’s behavior in improbable ways and what mechanisms under-

lie these effects. Such experimental protocols can also provide insights into 

how activating thoughts and feelings of friendship can change behavior. For 

example, we saw in chapter 1 how framing a trust game as a “friendship” 

game among Maasai herders in Kenya can change their willingness to recip-

rocate. And in other studies, subliminally priming individuals with the name 

of a close friend makes them more willing to forgive offenses, even under 

time pressure. Moreover, subliminally priming people with the names of 

close partners makes them more willing to help a person in need (Cronk 

2007; Cronk and Wasielewski 2008; Karremans and Aarts 2007; Mikulincer 

et al. 2005).

Such studies provide exciting insights about how our state of mind (and 

our behavior) changes when thinking about friends. However, as the Nige-

rian spamming example suggests, we are not complete dupes, and such 

primes are only successful in specific circumstances. Understanding how 

such primes actually change behavior and how we guard against exploita-

tion is a useful area for further inquiry.
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This whirlwind tour of examples — sharing personal details, manipu-
lating similarity, invoking friendship, and expressing liking for a part-
ner — shows that people have many techniques at their disposal to frame a 
friendly situation and to compel a partner to start behaving in a way that 
might begin a friendship.30 If two partners can use such signals and cues to 
persuade each other to invest in a mutual, close friendship, then there are 
numerous advantages for both participants, most notably the possibility of 
help in times of need without close monitoring or justification. However, 
someone can smile, use your name, and share some personal information 
to induce feelings and behaviors of friendship but have no intent of recip-
rocating. Indeed, these are common strategies used by con artists to prey 
on unsuspecting victims, or marks.31

Talking, smiling, and touching are relatively cheap signals that are easy 
to fake and thus open to manipulation. And not surprisingly, people have 
caught on that these are signs of potentially false friends. For example, in 
his thirteenth-century taxonomy of friendship, Boncompagno Da Signa 
classified such friends as “vocal friends” (amicus vocalis) — or those who 
attend to friends with words alone.32

Signals more costly than talk and flattery are also manipulated to cre-
ate connections for potentially exploitative purposes. Confidence games 
frequently involve an initial act of generosity on the part of the con art-
ist, which is intended to make the victim more trusting in the future.33 
Corporations use similar techniques to influence buyers. For example, in 
2004 the U.S. pharmaceutical industry spent 7.3 billion dollars on visits 
and gift giving to physicians and hospital administrators in efforts to 
increase the use of their drugs.34 There are also numerous examples from 
the ethnographic record of unscrupulous individuals using “friendship” 
to exploit another individual. Consider one story of a Zambian trader 
who ritually contracted a bond friendship with a local farmer to acquire 
produce at little cost to himself. The exploited farmer finally cut off the 
relationship, but only after he had given up many batches of home-brewed 
beer, snared animals, and produce from his plots.35

The danger of manipulation is ever-present in fables and proverbs 
around the world. An entire genre of fables told from Liberia to Tanzania 
focus on such trickery in friendships. Often begun with two animals who 
are best friends, the stories tell the tale of one tricking the other, ulti-
mately leading to the end of the friendship. One common and gruesome 
story in this genre involves the killing of the duped friend’s mother during 
a famine to feed the two friends after they had explicitly agreed to kill 
both their mothers.36
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Most people would like to think that they can resist such bald misuses of 
friendship. However, more insidious forms of inequality, dominance, and 
even unintentional exploitation can also be hidden in the guise of friend-
ship, as long as partners maintain mutual affection and loyalty toward 
each other. In Ethiopia in the 1970s, Maale farmers could call on friends 
to help with clearing, cultivating, weeding, and harvesting their fields by 
sponsoring a dabo. To throw a dabo, a household would brew beer and ask 
friends and neighbors to come and work. Wealthier households with large 
landholdings generally required more labor and were also in a better posi-
tion to acquire the beer needed for a dabo, which led to notable inequalities 
in who labored for whom. In one group of farmers in 1975, each of the four 
richest households enjoyed an average surplus of thirty-seven workdays, 
while each of the seventeen poorest held an average deficit of seven work-
days. By framing the dabo as a need-based form of communal cooperation, 
a select few households benefited greatly compared to others. Indeed, in 
many societies, the ethic of unconditional mutual aid among friends is 
used to justify persistently unequal relationships between patrons (those 
with political power in a community) and their clients or followers.37

Defenses against Abuse

Friends use one another all the time, whether they ask for help with child-
care, with moving, or for a ride to work. The challenge in friendship is 
not to avoid such calls for help, but rather to distinguish between being 
useful and being used. In the previous section, I described many ways 
that partners can manipulate the cues and signals of friendship to unfairly 
exploit a partner. There are also many defenses against such exploitation 
involved in the cultivation of a friendship. These include increasing the 
value or stakes of the relationship, decreasing the value of outside options 
that might tempt one to defect from the relationship, and inferring a part-
ner’s view of the relationship, which may reveal if a friend does not have 
one’s best interests at heart.

Increasing the Value of the Relationship

One line of defense against exploitation is to make a friendship sufficiently 
valuable that a partner will hesitate to behave badly if it risks ending the 
friendship. Friends can increase the value or raise the stakes of their rela-
tionship in many ways, thus making it better for both partners to be good 
to each other.

Over long periods of interaction, friends often develop more efficient 
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ways of communicating, solving problems, resolving conflicts, reading 
each other’s needs, concerns, and desires, and identifying good ways to 
help each other.38 For example, in studies where people watched their 
friends in a conversation, they were 50 percent more accurate at infer-
ring their friends’ self-reported thoughts than they were at inferring the 
thoughts of strangers.39 In short, friends are experts at how their partners 
think and feel, while strangers are novices.40

One experiment suggests that friends not only predict each other’s state 
of mind better, but also react more automatically to each other’s plights, in 
this case in the form of blushing in an embarrassing situation. To capture 
a suitably embarrassing situation, researchers asked U.S. undergraduates 
to sing “The Star Spangled Banner” in front of a video camera. Some days 
later, the students were asked to bring a same-sex friend to the lab, where 
they sat with the friend and a stranger to watch their taped rendition. 
To measure blushing, the researchers attached a photoelectric sensor to 
each participant’s right cheek. To assess sympathetic nervous response, the 
researchers used a skin conductance monitor (similar to the kinds used in 
lie detector machines).

Not surprisingly, the performers themselves exhibited the greatest in-
crease in redness and became significantly redder than did strangers who 
observed the performance. Friends of the performers, on the other hand, 
blushed at levels between performers and strangers, suggesting that the 
friends had empathically reenacted their friends’ feelings in their own bod-
ies (friends more than strangers, d = 0.67). Moreover, the skin conductance 
responses were significantly correlated among friends (d = 1.04) but not 
among strangers (d = -0.30). The greater knowledge and empathy shared 
by friends is frequently used in everyday interaction to make conversations 
faster, to coordinate more efficiently, and to monitor one another’s needs.41

Multiplexity is another common way to build up the value of a rela-
tionship. Multiplexity is a measure of the diversity of shared activities, 
aid, and support engaged in by partners in a relationship. If the relation-
ship between a doctor and a patient involved only annual checkups, then 
it would not be very multiplex. On the other hand, if the patient was also 
the doctor’s attorney, and the two played poker on Friday nights and took 
turns driving their kids to daycare, then the relationship would be consid-
ered more multiplex. Multiplexity makes it possible to fulfill a broad range 
of needs in the context of one trusting relationship, rather than requiring 
a new relationship for every new kind of transaction. Close friendships 
are frequently more multiplex than casual friendships and other kinds of 
relationships, and such multiplexity is generally built up over time.42
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The greater ability to infer a friend’s thoughts, to empathize with a 
friend, and to engage in multiple kinds of sharing and exchange are all 
examples of what economists call transaction-specific investments. The 
important part of such investments is that they are non-transferable. We 
cannot easily leave our current friendship and take our common knowl-
edge, trust, and subtle ways of communicating to a brand-new partner. 
Such investments are largely lost if we end a friendship, making it more 
costly to leave the relationship.

A key feature of these transaction-specific investments is that they are 
built up over time. Perhaps for this reason, people often use longevity as 
a proxy for the value of a relationship. Whether in Korea, the Southwest 

BOX 21 Starting Small and Raising the Stakes

Increasing the value of a friendship is often purposely gradual as friends test 

one another’s intentions and goodwill. A case from Africa illustrates how this 

strategy can screen potential friends before increasing the stakes of helping. 

In the mid-twentieth century, Gwembe Tonga tobacco growers of Zambia 

faced a dilemma. The market was generally very far away, and they needed 

help selling their tobacco. Foreign traders were abundant, offering to take 

their tobacco, sell it, and return with the money. When such trade first began, 

foreign traders and Gwembe farmers frequently relied on an existing institu-

tion of bond friendship to ratify their agreements. However, the relation-

ships often proved one-sided, with the Gwembe receiving much less than the 

value of their tobacco. Often a trader took the tobacco and never returned. 

Well aware that they frequently lost on balance through newly formed 

friendships, it became common practice to start any new trading relation-

ship with very small amounts of tobacco and gifts, building up the trust and 

quantity of exchange over time. When talking with anthropologist Elizabeth 

Colson, Gwembe tobacco farmers were quite explicit about their raise-the-

stakes strategy for building a relationship with foreign traders (Colson 1971).

While many friendships do not begin with such openly acknowledged 

strategy, they frequently do depend on a tacit raising-of-the-stakes, as new 

friends in the casual stage start with small acts of trust and aid and build up 

what is expected over time (Rose and Serafica 1986; Hays 1985; Rose 1984). 

This approach mirrors the practice suggested in Ecclesiastes, “If thou 

wouldst get a friend, try him before thou takest him, and do not credit him 

easily” (6:7). This gradual building of friendship plays an important role in 

minimizing losses from fair-weather friends and in protecting oneself from 

other exploitative partners.
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U.S., or Russia, people describe greater trust for and behave differently 
toward longtime friends, especially those from childhood or school.43 
Anthropologist Keith Basso describes how Western Apache criticized 
Anglo friendship as being “like air,” precisely because it lacked the kind of 
longevity required for their closest equivalent to friendship: “There is no 
word in Western Apache that corresponds precisely to the English lexeme 
friend. The nearest equivalent is shich’inzhoni (‘toward me, he is good’), 
an expression used only by individuals who have known each other for 
many years and, on the basis of this experience, have developed strong 
feelings of mutual confidence and respect. If the stranger is Anglo, it is 
usually assumed that he wants to make friends in a hurry.”44

At one level, the duration of a friendship gives clues to a partner’s long-
term intentions in the relationship, and it gives more opportunities to prove 
one’s commitment to the friendship (box 21). At another level, if the rela-
tionship has become sufficiently close over time, with the possibility for very 
high levels of mutual aid and support, it could be personally dis advantageous 
to behave in a way that might end the relationship. Therefore, longevity can 
serve as both a signal of past behavior and a deterrent against future viola-
tions.45 This may be why the handful of longitudinal studies of friendship 
maintenance has found that the single most consistent predictor of a friend-
ship’s future longevity is how long the relationship has lasted already.46

Decreasing Outside Options

Transaction-specific investments can make a friendship more valuable and 
thus deter violations that might end the friendship. Another deterrent is to 
limit a partner’s alternatives or make it more difficult or costly to cultivate 
new, possibly competing friendships. For example, many of the activities 
that we expect of a close friend — gift giving, eating together, and just 
hanging out — are all activities that cannot be scaled up easily to a larger 
number of partners, thus restricting the ability of a partner to cultivate a 
large number of friends.47

The cross-culturally prevalent practice of ritually confirming friend-
ships is a case in point. In many societies, formally initiated bonds are 
the outgrowth of already emotionally strong ties that partners want to 
formalize and further strengthen, in the same way that marriage often 
arises out of an existing romantic relationship. For example, among the 
Banyoro of western Uganda, individuals could cultivate close friendships, 
called ekimeere, that involved positive feelings and obligations of mutual 
aid. Partners could also take such a relationship to another level of exclu-
sivity by engaging in a ritual to confirm them as blood brothers. A ritual 
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clearly and publicly ratified the existence of a relationship, so that betrayal 
also became public, and a would-be betrayer might find it more difficult to 
cultivate new relationships.48

Jealous reactions against a partner are another way to decrease out-
side opportunities. Although we often associate jealousy with romantic 
or sexual partners, it is also common among friends.49 Consider Melville’s 
description of jealousy among best friends in Tahiti: “Though little in-
clined to jealousy in love-matters, the Tahitian will hear of no rivals in his 
friendship.”50 And in the U.S., time spent with other friends or romantic 
partners can lead to jealous reactions and even to the end of a friendship.51

In truth, decreasing the value of outside options or making it difficult to 
cultivate new relationships is another way of increasing the value of one’s 
relationship. However, such an approach does not increase the intrinsic 
value of the relationship. Rather, it increases the value of a relationship 
relative to other possible opportunities.

Inferring a Partner’s View of the Relationship

Well before we are adults, many of our decisions about how to behave 
toward people are governed not by their behaviors but by the intentions 
we think are guiding those behaviors. For example, people are more will-
ing to reciprocate a favor if they feel it was originally extended without 
ulterior motives. They are more likely to forgive a transgression if they 
feel it was unintentional, and they will more readily punish an intended 
versus an unintended offense.52 In short, people evaluate exchanges and 
behaviors at two levels: the concrete outcomes of a behavior, and the sym-
bolic or intentional level — what the outcomes tell them about the intention 
of the other party.53

The first behavioral level is much easier to evaluate and forms the basis 
for many theories in economics and behavioral ecology. However, the 
second symbolic level takes center stage among friends. In short, it’s the 
thought that counts. Although close friends regularly disregard the precise 
balance of give-and-take, it is entirely legitimate to be concerned about 
how a friend is feeling and thinking about the relationship. Especially at 
early uncertain stages of a friendship, people are intensely interested in a 
partner’s mindset and motivation and also in the potential friend’s con-
sideration of their needs. As a friendship progresses, clear evidence that a 
partner is not considering one’s own well-being is grounds for ending the 
relationship. Contrast this with ending a relationship because a friend was 
unable to reciprocate a favor immediately.54

Focusing on the symbolic level requires reading a friend’s mind, which is 
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not a straightforward task. We can only see what people do, including what 
they say, how they behave, or how they inadvertently express their feelings. 
From these pieces of information, our brains must somehow infer their feel-
ings, thoughts, and intentions. Psychologists refer to this ability as a theory 
of others’ minds, a capacity that develops in humans over the first few years 
of life. At an early age, most human infants learn that some things in the 
world behave as if they have intentions (such as people and animals), and at 
around one year, they begin to interpret the behaviors of others as inten-
tional and goal directed. Finally, around four years of age, children begin to 
understand that other people have not just intentions that are manifested in 
behavior, but also thoughts and beliefs, which may or may not be expressed 
in actions. They also come to realize that people sometimes mask their true 
intentions and attempt to deceive. More important, at some point along the 
way, they are able to piece together observations of another’s behavior to 
reconstruct a model (perhaps only partially correct) of what that person is 
thinking and feeling. This model of what we think they are thinking in turn 
influences how we interpret and respond to their behaviors, for example, 
whether something given is a gift, a bribe, a repayment, a loan, or an insult.55

Although humans have the capacity to develop theories of others’ 
intentions and feelings, they are not always very good at it. For example, 
in one study of nearly ninety thousand U.S. high school students in the 
1990s, only about 57 percent of boys and 73 percent of girls named a best 
friend who returned their nomination as a close friend. And these findings 
mirror those for U.S. adults.56

Initially low agreement about the qualities of a friendship can increase 
in longer lasting relationships. For example, in the 1960s a psychologist at 
the University of Michigan followed two groups of college freshmen who 
lived together in two houses. At the beginning of the year, how much one 
student liked another bore almost no relation to how much the second 
student liked the first. However, over a fifteen-week period, as people’s 
friendships became more defined, students became more reciprocal in their 
affection. After fifteen weeks, these correlations between pairs of students 
were moderate (d = 0.74), but for those friends who have been together 
for many years, the correlations get much stronger. In studies of friend-
ship pairs that have lasted just a few years, friends agree at moderate to 
high levels about aspects of their friendship, including positive qualities, 
competition, and conflict (d = 0.63 to d = 1.31).57 In one longitudinal study 
of friendship that lasted over nineteen years, however, partners who were 
still friends at the end of the study strongly agreed on the strength of, 
commitment to, and closeness of the relationship (d = 1.86 to 32.8).58
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What causes this increase in agreement about the state of a relationship? 
What are the signs and cues that people use to learn about their friends’ 
intentions and feelings toward the relationship and whether their partners 
value the relationship? The most obvious indication that a friend does not 
value the relationship is failing to help when one is in need. Willing and 
obvious violations of this norm can produce a sense of betrayal and are 
a common cause of relational breakups. As anthropologist Steven Piker 
observed of friendships among Thai peasants, “So long as neither party 
suspects the other of withholding help when it is needed, the relation-
ship can and does continue indefinitely without goods or services being 
rendered in either direction.”59

However, focusing solely on failures to help poses a problem. The spo-
radic rhythm of needs can leave long periods where the willingness of 
friends to sacrifice goes untested. Therefore, people often rely on other 
signals that a partner may not value the relationship. For example, a too-
close attention to accounting in a relationship can be a warning sign that 
a partner cares too much about the balance of inputs and outputs in the 
friendship or feels that the relationship may not last. Therefore, attempt-
ing to pay back a debt too quickly can be perceived as a mild violation 
of friendship, and charging the market rate for a service performed for a 
friend can cause great offense or even end the relationship.60

Paradoxically, not asking a friend for help can also be a signal that one 
does not sufficiently value the friend or the relationship. Indeed, in one 
recent study in Japan and the United States, college students were asked 
how they would feel if a close friend needed help — with taking care of a 
dog, fixing a computer, or having a place to stay for the night — but didn’t 
ask them for help, going rather to another friend or a market-based service. 
In both cultures, students said they would feel sadder, more disappointed, 
and less close with the friend than they would have if the friend had come 
to them for help.61

Another sign that a friend does not value a relationship is a failure to 
devote enough effort to the relationship, in the sense of spending time, 
giving gifts, or simply devoting attention to a partner. Spending time with 
a partner is a very honest way of communicating how much one values 
that partner. Time cannot be hoarded and spent like money or mate-
rial resources, and so by spending time with one partner as opposed to 
another, one demonstrates an exclusive interest in that partner.62 In studies 
that have examined the causes of conflict in friendships, disputes over time 
commitments are by far the most common.63

In lieu of focusing on equity or the strict balance of favors in a relation-
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ship, friends often focus on how much their companions value a friend-
ship, not only in terms of failures to help, but also with such cues as how 
partners keep accounts, how they ask for help, and how they devote time 
and effort to the relationship.64

Responses to Violations and  
Defenses against Defenses

Benjamin Franklin advised, “Be slow in choosing a friend, slower in chang-
ing.” As we all know, betrayal hurts. The discovery of a friend’s abuse of 
trust or failure to help in a time of need can cause profound psychological 
wounds, including persistent and debilitating sadness or anger, confusion 
about the event and its future consequences, and obsessive rumination 
about the events surrounding the betrayal. These feelings are captured 
vividly in a song by a Nigerian Hausa woman who found her best friend 
sleeping with her husband:

The best friend broke the faith,
The useless friend, the worthless friend,
I shall never be an “older sister” again,
I shall never take another “younger sister.”65

The anguish evident in this song may also have real links with percep-
tions of physical discomfort. Recent studies of how betrayal is registered 
in the brain indicate that it activates networks involved in visceral feelings 
of pain.66

Considering the high standards held for close friends, we might also 
predict that friends’ violations hurt worse than do those by acquaintances 
or strangers. For many kinds of violations this is true. U.S. college stu-
dents, for example, say they would feel more betrayed if a close friend 
failed to defend them against verbal backstabbing than they would if it 
were simply an acquaintance. They would also feel more betrayed if a close 
friend tried to “steal” their romantic partner, attempted to immediately 
balance accounts, didn’t defend their reputation, harmfully deceived them, 
or failed to provide help, such as a much-needed car ride.67

In many cases of betrayal, victims may seek vengeance or demand 
retribution, silently adjust their feelings of goodwill toward the transgres-
sor, or simply walk away from the relationship.68 The strong emotional 
reactions triggered by friends’ violations are important defenses against 
exploitation of one’s unconditional aid. However, they also pose a danger. 
People make mistakes; expectations and communication are always impre-
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cise; and there are times when friends are legitimately unable to help. In 
such situations, a draconian response could end a long-term and mutually 
beneficial friendship at great cost to both partners. Therefore, people often 
have defenses against their own defenses, which prevent premature reac-
tions to perceived slights.

Blinded by Friendship

One of the best-documented defenses against defenses is the tendency for 
people to perceive their friends in a more positive light than they perceive 
strangers and acquaintances. In general, friends see friends’ statements as 
more truthful (even if they are not) and attribute more positive intentions 
to their actions, and for this reason they are more likely to overlook or 
excuse their partners’ transgressions, risking the chance of similar mis-
deeds in the future.69

Consider the following statement by a seven-year-old about an incident 
at school where he accidentally hit another boy: “And I tried to go up to 
Jim to play with him again, but he won’t come near me. And he’s not . . . 
When a kid isn’t really your friend yet, they don’t know you didn’t mean 
to do it to them.”70 The boy’s statement illustrates that even young chil-
dren can understand how friendship should change the way people make 
inferences about one another’s behavior.

Forgiveness

Despite a tendency to perceive friends’ behaviors in a positive light, there 
are many times when people do feel betrayed by friends. Among U.S. 
college students, friends rival romantic partners for letting down, hurt-
ing, and betraying their partners (34 percent compared to 46 percent for 
romantic partners and only 16 percent for family members).71 When people 
infer that friends are behaving inappropriately or have violated a relation-
ship norm, there is a second line of defense against defenses — forgiveness. 
Forgiveness involves several changes in thoughts and feelings — a decreas-
ing urge to retaliate against an offending partner, an increasing drive to 
reconcile, and greater goodwill toward the offender — once an offense has 
been inferred. It requires that we recognize a violation, but it also requires 
that we do not retaliate.

Despite the frequently stronger emotional responses to friends’ betray-
als, people are also more willing to forgive friends to whom they are closer 
and more committed.72 One set of experiments suggests that forgiveness 
is also a more automatic reaction among close friends. In the experiments, 
college students in the Netherlands were asked to think of someone with 
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whom they had a very close relationship and another person with whom 
they had a non-close relationship, and to type these names into a computer. 
After some time, the students were then instructed to rate on a computer 
how willing they would be to forgive specific offenses such as lying, cheat-
ing, insulting, and deceiving. Before each rating, the name of either the 
close or non-close partner flashed on the computer screen so quickly that 
the students would not consciously realize it had happened. When primed 
with a close partner’s name, as predicted, individuals expressed a greater 
likelihood of forgiving the transgression, compared to when primed with 
a non-close partner’s name (four studies, average d = 0.73).

To assess how automatic such decisions are, the researchers then 
assigned students to one of two conditions that changed the time pressure 
to respond. In the high time-pressure condition, students were asked to 
respond to questions about forgiving offenses as quickly as possible and 
within at most four seconds. In the low time-pressure condition, students 
were asked to think as much as they wanted about each dilemma. When 
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given more time to think in the stranger condition, individuals were more 
likely to express an inclination to forgive than they were if they had 
been asked to respond quickly (d = 0.43). However, regardless of the time 
pressure imposed in the close partner condition, individuals expressed a 
uniformly high inclination to forgive the offense (see figure 25). In these 
studies, people automatically felt an inclination to forgive close others 
regardless of the time given to make a decision, whereas forgiving non-
close others required some thought. In other words, for strangers but not 
close friends, we tend to mistrust first and ask questions later. 

Talking versus Walking

Despite a common stereotype that friends shouldn’t fight, both behavioral 
and self-report studies indicate that friends are more likely than acquain-
tances to get into fights and arguments. The key difference is not that 
friends engage in fewer or more conflicts, but rather it lies in how they 
resolve them. In conflicts with acquaintances, people very commonly dis-
engage by walking away, by not thinking about it, or by talking to a third 
party about the problem. Friends, on the other hand, are overwhelmingly 
more likely to work at resolving the conflict. They spend more time think-
ing about the situation and make a greater effort to go talk to the friend. 
In behavioral studies of disagreement, friends generally offer more expla-
nations, provide more constructive feedback, and show greater tolerance 
for criticism and argument. Moreover, friends are more likely to perceive 
comments as productive and positive.73

The End of Friendships

In many places, friendship is ideally for life. Zuni farmers in the southwest 
U.S. expected their Kihe, or ceremonial friendships, would last a lifetime 
and might even be continued by their families after death. Zande blood 
brothers of north-central Africa ingest their partners’ blood to ensure 
the relationship’s longevity.74 However, despite all of the defenses against 
defenses that preserve friendships from premature ends, many friendships 
do not last forever. In one study of U.S. college students, for example, more 
than half reported losing at least one close friend in the previous five years, 
and a third had lost one in the past year.75

Friendships can end in many ways, including betrayal, interpersonal 
frictions, and conflicting expectations.76 They can also end quite abruptly, 
as in the friendship of Juan and Pedro, two youths in a Guatemalan village. 
The day after their epic fight, Pedro and his father went to the mayor’s 
office and asked that the mayor officially separate the boys (as in the case 
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of a husband and wife) on the grounds that Juan could not be trusted as a 
friend and that Juan encouraged Pedro to drink too much. Ultimately, no 
formal charges were filed, but Juan and Pedro agreed to end the friendship. 
After that, they would neither greet each other in the street nor talk about 
each other to third parties. At one point Pedro sent a few messages to Juan 
to restart the friendship, but Juan had already begun to work out a friend-
ship with another boy of his age, in order to “forget his ex-camarada.”77

Friendships need not witness such dramatic ends. They can also fade 
away after physical separation or be supplanted by relationships with 
other friends or romantic partners. Indeed, in a study of U.S. college stu-
dents in the 1980s, 78 percent of friendships ended primarily because of 
such external factors. Betrayals accounted for no more than 22 percent of 
breakups.78 Therefore, more friendships among U.S. college students end 
because friends lose interest in maintaining them or find them difficult to 
maintain than end due to some obvious betrayal on the part of one partner.

This chapter examined what is known about the development of friend-
ships, from first meeting to attraction to the building of relationships 
based on mutual aid. In particular, it examined two related challenges in 
the cultivation of a mutually beneficial friendship. The first challenge is 
created by the unconditional aid expected of close friends and the many 
ways to induce feelings and behaviors of friendship. These open up oppor-
tunities for exploitation, and an important part of cultivating a friendship 
is avoiding such a possibility, by making the relationship too valuable to 
lose, by decreasing a friend’s outside options, and by paying attention to 
subtle signals about a friend’s view of the relationship. With so many 
defenses, a second challenge is to avoid prematurely ending a friendship, 
and there are three important defenses against defenses — relational blind-
ness, forgiveness, and conflict resolution.

The last two chapters have examined questions of development, both 
how children learn the rules of friendship and how friendships develop 
over time. Chapter 7 moves the focus to social, cultural, and ecological 
influences that shape how people think about and behave toward friends.
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Although most people around the world agree that it is important to help 
friends, the passenger’s dilemma tests one’s commitment to the proposi-
tion. Does the unknown pedestrian have a right to truthful testimony? Is 
it immoral to lie under oath to protect a friend? Similar ethical dilemmas 
arise frequently in human societies, each with unique norms for dealing 
with them. Among Pashtun pastoralists in northern Pakistan, lying vio-
lates basic Koranic law, but there are times when one should lie to help a 
friend. Orokaiva gardeners in Papua New Guinea frown upon fighting, 
but it can be acceptable when a friend needs protection. And among Wolof 
herders in Senegal, a true friend should be prepared to help, even if it 
means breaking the law. In the United States and Europe, philosophers 
have long struggled with such dilemmas and, despite many attempts, have 
found no universally acceptable way of resolving them.1

To understand how people in different cultures negotiate such dilem-
mas between loyalty to friends and to society, two Dutch social scientists 
presented the passenger’s dilemma to thirty thousand white-collar work-
ers in over thirty countries. In the U.S., fewer than one in ten managers 
said they would lie to protect their friend, most preferring to tell the truth 
under oath. Although this same pattern held in northern European coun-
tries, in Japan and France the number who would lie under oath rose to 
about three out of ten. The number reached a high in Venezuela, where 
seven out of ten managers said they would lie to help their friend.

Regardless of the particular social dilemma, these cross-national differ-
ences persisted. If you were a doctor and your friend came in for a checkup 
required by his insurance, would you lie about your friend’s health to 

7 Friendship, Culture, and Ecology

You are a passenger in a car driven by a close friend, and 
he hits a pedestrian. You know that your friend was going 
at least thirty-five miles per hour in a zone marked twenty. 
There are no witnesses. Your friend’s lawyer says that if 
you testify under oath that your friend’s speed was only 
twenty miles per hour then you would save your friend 
from any serious consequences.

What would you do?
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improve his premiums? If you were a food critic, would you lie about the 
poor quality of your friend’s restaurant? If managers in a country are 
more likely to lie for a friend in one of these dilemmas, chances are that 
they would lie in the others as well.2

People’s choices in these dilemmas reflect value differences that social 
scientists call particularism and universalism. Someone who is more uni-
versalist would rather uphold the law than protect a friend, seeing the 
value of general principles of conduct that should be applied to everybody. 
On the other hand, someone at the particularist end of the spectrum 
would violate standard codes of good behavior if a friend’s well-being 
depended on it, putting greater value on protecting loved ones and allies. 
Anthropologists and sociologists have long argued that societies differ 
along this continuous dimension of particularism and universalism.3 The 
large cultural differences observed in the Dutch study confirm the qualita-
tive insights of these generations of social scientists.4

In addition to cultural differences in particularism, friendship differs 
in a number of other ways across cultures, including the degree to which 
partners value and expect different kinds of support (e.g., material aid and 
verbal support) and in how people resolve other loyalty conflicts between, 
for example, kin and friends.

Numerous authors have proposed why friendship might differ system-
atically across societies. Some claim that friendship is a relatively mod-
ern invention that arose with the breakdown of traditional kin systems. 
Others claim the opposite, that modern institutions have weakened friend-
ship, with insurance companies taking the place of mutual aid, enforceable 
contracts taking the place of loyalty, psychiatrists replacing confidants, 
and safe highways, diners, and hotels obviating the need for long-distance 
hosts. With the rise of the Internet and the many novel forms of social 
interaction that it supports, social commentators have also proposed 
numerous and conflicting theories about how friendship will change, for 
the better or for the worse, as more people spend time on the Internet.

This chapter is divided into two sections. The first explores cross-
cultural differences in expectations of friends, in the relative value placed 
on friends, and in the kinds of aid they provide. The second section criti-
cally examines hypotheses about how social, cultural, and ecological con-
texts influence people’s friendships and what they expect of their friends 
(box 22). In particular, I examine four hypothesized reasons for differ-
ences in friendship, including material and social uncertainty, geographic 
mobility, competition with kin institutions, and changes in the media that 
people use to communicate and interact. 
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Cultural Differences in Friendship

Over the past two decades, sociologists and psychologists have developed 
numerous measures for comparing friendships across cultures and ethnic 
groups. These include what people expect of good friends (e.g., loyalty, 
affection, sharing of personal secrets), how people behave toward friends 
in hypothetical and real situations, and how people report feelings in 
existing relationships.

In many cases, the differences across cultures are quite small relative 
to the vast amount of variation between people from the same culture. 
Indeed, when researchers have compared friendships across various coun-
tries, including Zimbabwe, China, Brazil, Korea, the Netherlands, Turkey, 
Morocco, Costa Rica, Poland, India, Russia, and the United States, they 
are quite similar in a number of features, including perceived quality and 
emotional support, expectations of a good friend, kinds of communication 
and influence, feelings of closeness, and what counts as betrayal or bad 
behavior.5

Despite these striking similarities, researchers have observed three 
relatively big differences in how people make and have friends across cul-

BOX 22 The Ecology of Friendship

The derivation of the term ecology (literally, study of the household) gives 

little indication of its current definition — the study of interactions between 

organisms and their environments. By referring to the ecology of friend-

ship, I also take liberty with definitions. I conceive of friendship as an 

organism — the long-term interaction between two friends — and the ecology 

of friendship as the study of interactions between friendships and their 

environment.

The ecology of friendship might ask the following questions: To what 

degree does economic uncertainty influence the forms and functions that 

friendships take? How do other institutions in a society influence the impor-

tance of friendship? How do cultural norms affect how people think about 

friendship? And to what degree do friendships influence the broader social 

system, for example, by circumventing universal rules of behavior or stan-

dard codes of conduct?

In this chapter, I will address these specific questions, and more gener-

ally I will use the ecology of friendship as a way of thinking and asking ques-

tions about friendships in different social and cultural environments.
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tures. First, people in different cultural settings vary in how they priori-
tize the importance of material aid and the discussion of personal matters 
in their friendship. Second, as the Dutch study of the passenger’s dilemma 
suggests, members of different societies differ in how they resolve moral 
dilemmas between helping friends and following other kinds of social 
norms, such as obeying the law or following a universal code of helping. 
Finally, people differ in what kinds of material aid are most important 
among friends. Here, I describe these differences in more detail.

Talking about and Sharing Personal Matters

In 2004, one of the longest-running surveys of social, cultural, and political 
issues in the U.S. revealed a troubling fact. One in four Americans lacked 
a confidant. More striking was the fact that the number of Americans 
without a confidant had increased dramatically, from 10 percent to 25 
percent, since the last time the question was asked two decades earlier. 
The study results were picked up by USA Today, the New York Times, 
the Washington Post, and MSNBC, providing fodder for pundits’ con-
cerns about the increasing social isolation of Americans, their loss of close 
friends, and the possible causes of this trend.6

What these stories failed to report was that two years earlier in the 2002 
version of the same national survey, another set of questions was asked 
about close friends and revealed that more than 95 percent of Americans 
reported having at least one close friend.7 Why the big difference? One 
reason is that the 2004 edition had focused on only one kind of behav-
ior among friends — the discussion of personal matters. Many Americans 
and U.S. researchers see talking and self-disclosure as an important if not 
essential part of close relationships. Therefore, it is not surprising that 
some commentators assumed that the 25 percent of Americans who lacked 
confidants also lacked close friends.8

In the end, the comparison of these two surveys reveals that for many 
people, in this case at least 20 percent of Americans, talking about personal 
matters may not be a necessary part of friendship, or even of close friend-
ship, and this may be an increasingly common take on friendship. While 
Americans have different opinions about the relative importance of talking 
and personal self-disclosure in their friendship, people in different cultures 
also value talking and self-disclosure to differing degrees.9 For example, in 
one experiment conducted in the 1980s, Korean and U.S. college students 
were asked to bring in their best cross-sex friends for a study of communica-
tion. During a structured conversation, each partner was asked to talk about 
him- or herself for two minutes on four separate topics. In these meetings, 
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Korean students reciprocally disclosed far fewer highly intimate details (a 
30 percent reduction) with their best friends than did U.S. students.10

A reduced emphasis on talking and self-disclosure with friends has also 
been observed in behavioral and self-report studies in other East Asian 
countries, such as Japan, China, and Indonesia. Indeed, studies of daily 
activities among U.S. and East Asian youth indicate that East Asian youth 
spend less than an hour on average talking with friends and family, com-
pared to two to three hours among U.S. youth.11

Some scholars have explained the lower levels of personal discussion 
among Chinese friends in terms of the concept of hanxu. Hanxu refers to 
an ideal of communication that is contained, reserved, implicit, and indi-
rect, both in terms of verbal expression and non-verbal displays of emo-
tion, such as anger and joy. The importance of hanxu is reflected in many 
Chinese proverbs, such as “Talking a lot will lead to personal loss” (yan 
duo bi shi) and “mutual understanding lies in the heart not in words” (xin 
zhao bu xuan). According to this ideal, close friendships are developed and 
nurtured through actions — mutual aid and care — rather than the open 
expression of feelings and thoughts.12

Researchers recently bet that these observed cultural differences would 
persist even for people with different cultural ancestry living in the same 
country. Specifically, they conducted an experiment with U.S. college stu-
dents of East Asian ancestry and majority white background, to examine 
differences in how verbal social support reduces or contributes to stress. 
In the study, students were asked to give a five-minute speech (something 
known to induce stress in most people) arguing why they would be a good 
administrative assistant in the university psychology department. After 
having three minutes to prepare the speech, they were randomly entered 
into one of three conditions:

 1.  In the implicit support condition, students were asked to think about 
a group to which they were close, and then to write about aspects of 
that group.

 2.  In the explicit verbal support condition, students were asked to think 
about people to whom they were close, and then to write a letter 
directly seeking advice and support for the upcoming speech from 
one of these people.

 3.  In the no support condition, students were asked to think about 
campus landmarks, and then to write about places they would 
recommend for campus tours.

The students then delivered their speeches. Before and after the task, 
students filled out a question about how agitated, upset, stressed out, and 
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nervous they felt. They also spit into a cotton swab so that researchers 
could track the level of a particular stress hormone, cortisol.

For majority white Americans, explicit verbal support led to a reduction 
in reported feelings of stress (d = -0.56 to -0.52). However, for East Asian 
Americans, explicit verbal support had exactly the opposite effect, making 
those who had been assigned to condition two feel more agitated, upset, 
and stressed than either the intrinsic support (condition one) or the no 
support (condition three) group (d = 0.71 to 0.83). Moreover, the East Asian 
American students in the explicit verbal support condition experienced a 
much greater jump in cortisol than did those in either the no support or 
the implicit support condition (d = 0.86 to 0.96). These results suggest that 
verbally mediated support can be either helpful or detrimental, depending 
on one’s culture of origin.13

Although the differing emphasis on talking about personal matters 
among friends in English-speaking and East Asian cultures has received 
considerable support, there is no dominant explanation for it. One rea-
son may be methodological. If there are a few topics that are taboo in 
East Asian countries, such as family life and personal feelings, and these 
change the overall frequency and degree of disclosure, then the difference 
may not be about all verbal expression, but only certain kinds. The rela-
tively public nature of the experiments may also make some people less 
likely to share personal details, even though they would do so with friends 
in more private settings.14

Researchers have also tried to explain this difference in terms of a cul-
tural dimension called collectivism, which is claimed to influence behavior 
in several ways. According to these arguments, collectivist individuals 
prioritize the goals of their group and their relationships over their own 
individual goals. They place greater weight on preserving the harmonious 
functioning of relationships; sharing personal information and feelings 
can potentially damage this harmony. Finally, members of collectivist 
cultures theoretically prefer implicit communication, relying on common 
knowledge between partners rather than explicit verbal communication.15 
For these reasons, some scholars have predicted that members of collectiv-
ist cultures (e.g., China, Japan, Korea, Indonesia) should rely less on talk 
and self-disclosure compared to members of less collectivist cultures (e.g., 
the United States, the United Kingdom). This argument works for many 
East Asian countries and for Russia and Poland, which are also highly 
collectivist and where friends report less-personal discussion.16 However, 
in studies comparing friendships between Americans (putatively indi-
vidualist) and other cultures classified as collectivist — such as India and 
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Ghana — friends report sharing private information at comparable levels.17 
Therefore, the commonly invoked explanation in terms of collectivism and 
individualism fails to hold water.

Then what can account for such cultural differences in the importance 
of talking among friends? As I mentioned earlier, the reason may be meth-
odological, due to the kinds of topics that researchers use to explore talking 
among friends or the relatively public nature of the experiments. It may 
be related to other institutions in society that encourage or discourage 
talking in general and that have only marginal relationships with coarse-
grained variables such as collectivism and individualism. Perhaps the roots 
are historical, based on recent experiences with an oppressive state where 
it is generally a bad idea to reveal one’s secrets to anyone. While these are 
all possible hypotheses, only further work can identify the reasons for 
cultural differences in the importance of sharing secrets and personal talk 
among friends.

Material Support

Studies of support among friends in the U.S. often focus on the intangibles 
of friendship — emotional support, talking, companionship, affection, and 
feelings of closeness — with much less attention given to concrete examples 
of material support. This bias may reflect the value placed on self-reliance 
when it comes to material needs in the U.S. or a more general Western 
notion that the highest forms of friendship are somehow free from mate-
rial concerns.18 Regardless of the reasons for this bias, it doesn’t represent 
the views of friends in many parts of the world (or even perhaps in the 
U.S.), where acts of material help, sharing, and support are crucial ele-
ments of good friendship.19

Cross-cultural studies have shown clear differences in the degree to 
which friends value and supply material aid. In the 1990s, for example, 
researchers asked secondary schoolteachers in Helsinki, Finland, and St. 
Petersburg, Russia (which are located less than 250 miles apart), to fill out 
structured diaries about their social interactions over the course of two 
weeks. Each evening, teachers recorded all kinds of information about their 
encounters of the day, whether with kin, colleagues, neighbors, friends, 
or others. They described the time, duration, place, and content of these 
encounters and attributes of their partners and their relationship. Most 
important, they recorded what kinds of favors they gave and received.20

Although the teachers recorded similar numbers of favors and ex-
changes with kin (seventy-two for Russians and fifty-two for Finns), the 
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Russian schoolteachers exchanged more than three times as many favors 
with non-kin friends. The Russian schoolteachers exchanged more favors 
in nearly all categories, including in shopping for needed items, arranging 
medical aid, lending money, helping with home repairs, arranging use-
ful contacts, sending parcels, arranging a place for one’s child at school, 
and tutoring another’s child. Only in two categories — giving a ride and 
lending non-monetary goods, such as books and clothes — did the Finnish 
schoolteachers exchange more favors.

These behavioral patterns were matched by the schoolteachers’ own def-
initions of friendship. For Finns, definitions of mutual help between friends 
centered on psychological and spiritual support provided by listening to 
one another’s worries and consoling one another in times of need. Like 

BOX 23 Lending Money to Friends

“The holy passion of friendship is so sweet and steady and loyal and endur-

ing in nature that it will last through a whole lifetime, if not asked to lend 

money” (Twain 1894, p. 93). As Mark Twain, perhaps one of the most notable 

commentators on white U.S. culture, notes, people expect friends to help 

them, but some forms of aid are more or less appropriate than others. Of 

particular relevance in the U.S. is the lending of money to friends, a frequent 

target of newspaper advice columns. The warnings are numerous. Lending 

money to deadbeat friends only enables their bad behavior. Money matters 

can strain a friendship, and one is unlikely to see the money returned. 

Exchanging money among friends is often thought to weaken a friendship 

(Cohen 1961), and such concerns have led many to believe that lending 

money to friends is quite uncommon in the U.S. On the contrary, Americans 

seem to lend money to friends quite regularly (Board of Governors of the 

Federal Reserve System 2008; Glaeser et al. 2000).

Mixing money and friendship is also a common practice in societies 

around the world (23 percent of PSF societies), although its acceptability 

and importance differ across cultural groups. For example, a study of white 

and Asian shopkeepers in three U.K. cities showed that shopkeepers from 

the two cultures raised start-up capital for their shops in very different 

ways. Asian shopkeepers raised substantial amounts of capital through 

friends; white shopkeepers raised almost no capital through friends, per-

haps reflecting a culture-specific concern with mixing money and friendship 

or differential access to money markets (Zimmer and Aldrich 1987).
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the Finns’ descriptions, Russian definitions included emotional support, 
but they also made many more mentions of practical, material aid (box 23). 

Far from being an isolated example, such differences in the importance 
of material aid have also arisen in comparisons of Icelandic and Chinese 
adolescents, U.S. and Ghanaian college students, and British and South 
Asian merchants, with members of Chinese, Ghanaian, and South Asian 
cultures having a far greater tendency to expect and to exchange material 
aid among friends. Later in the chapter, I will describe one possible expla-
nation for these differences.21

Loyalty Conflicts

Friendship does not exist in a social vacuum. As with the Dutch study’s 
passenger’s dilemma described earlier, people frequently face tough deci-
sions about competing social obligations — to one’s spouse, family, reli-
gious tenets, job, codes of conduct, and society in general.22 People differ 
in how they resolve these daily dilemmas, and how people resolve loyalty 
conflicts can tell us a great deal about their values and preferences.

The Dutch study revealed how people in different cultures value help-
ing close friends over obeying standard codes of conduct. Another ten-
sion is the relative value placed on friends over kin. In the 1960s, a team 
of anthropologists examined this dilemma in four different cultures in 
Tanzania and Kenya, whose members included both farmers and herders. 
They asked simply, “Is it better to have many friends or many kinsmen?” 
and found a dramatic difference among and within these four societies in 
the tendency to prefer friends (from a low of 20 percent to a high of 50 
percent). They also found that how people made a living, whether primar-
ily by herding or farming, influenced their relative preferences for friends 
and kin. Specifically, farmers were always more likely than pastoralists to 
prefer having many friends over having many kin (see figure 26, which 
also includes comparable data for a fifth society, Sangu, collected later). 
The reasons for this pronounced difference are not clear. One argument 
based on the shadow of the future is that with high mobility among herd-
ers, friends will have shorter windows for interaction and therefore will 
have less incentive to provide aid. In such situations, kin would be more 
reliable partners and therefore preferable to friends.23

In different cultures, friends are prioritized in different ways. Limited 
measures of these priorities exist for the competition between friend-
ship and standard codes of conduct and friendship compared to kinship. 
However, conflicts can also arise between friends and religious tenets, 
friends and mates or spouses, and friends and duty to country, raising 
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many interesting opportunities for understanding how friendship fits into 
the diversity of values in any specific society.24

The Varieties of Material Aid

When material aid is important, there are often profound differences in 
the kinds of aid provided. For example, first-grade friends in the U.S. help 
each other with schoolwork and support one another during conflicts with 
other students. The puan daj (loosely, friend to the death) of a Thai peasant 
may provide loans without interest, lend water buffaloes, or aid in staging 
life course ceremonies, while the bagay magtaymanghud (blood friend) 
of a Tausug horticulturalist in the Philippines can be counted on to assist 
with debts, to loan guns if needed, to provide food and shelter, and to come 
to his aid in a fight.25

Indeed, knowledge about what friends do for one another reveals a great 
deal about the recurring social needs within a specific society, whether they 
involve hosting life-course rituals, stocking herds, handling disputes over 
grazing land, arranging love affairs, providing safe haven when traveling 
and trading, or helping to find a job or get a promotion.26 As the way of 
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life in an area changes, the kinds of favors and exchanges can also change, 
depending on available resources and recurring needs. Consider one friend-
ship between an Ik herding family of Uganda and a neighboring Napore 
family that had recently transitioned from foraging to farming. The friend-
ship went as far back as their grandfathers. In the old days, the Napore 
family would give gifts of game, honey, and tobacco, while the Ik provided 
milk, blood, and goats. However, as the Napore family moved from forag-
ing to farming, their gifts changed to maize, millet, and sorghum.27

Although friendship may endure, the changing resources and needs 
of the partners can influence what goods are exchanged and what aid is 
provided. This is not surprising. More interestingly, in the cross-cultural 
record there are several particularly common kinds of help provided by 
friends, and I will discuss three of them here: hospitality from friends in 
novel or far-off places, mutual insurance against uncertainty and risk, and 
help with labor and in disputes.28

Having Friends in Strange Places. Although we take for granted the 
ability to travel to new regions with relative ease and security, in many 
places and times, traveling to the nearest settlement could be a dangerous 
proposition. Even after a successful journey, one might not have a safe 
place to stay or be able to find food. Hotels with built-in restaurants aim to 
corner this market in modern settings. But elsewhere and in the past, hav-
ing a trustworthy friend who would provide food and shelter was a prereq-
uisite for traveling, trading, finding a spouse outside of one’s community, 
and having a place to move in the case of drought or famine. Therefore it is 
not surprising that friends in many small-scale societies are obliged to feed 
and protect their visitors. In many of the sixty societies described in chap-
ter 2, this promise of hospitality and protection was an important obliga-
tion among friends (43 percent of societies in the PSF sample).

In some cases, trouble at home is the impetus to visit a friend. For 
example, among Fore horticulturists in Papua New Guinea: “Men take up 
residence with their wagoli [friend] when they are in trouble at home. It 
is said that if a man kills his brother or injures his father, he lives out his 
temporary banishment with distant wagoli until the anger of his brothers 
and age mates subsides, a period of about three years or more.”29 In more 
extreme examples, entire villages find temporary safe havens in the settle-
ments of allies and friends. Among the Yanomamo of South America, 
when a village is attacked and destroyed, the residents can go to another 
ally’s settlement and stay for a year or longer as they establish new gar-
dens and rebuild their own settlement.30 More often, however, the guest 
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relationship serves an economic purpose, permitting traveling and trading 
in potentially hostile communities. In the Marquesas of the Pacific, despite 
mutual hostilities between adjacent communities, a well-connected indi-
vidual could travel throughout the hostile valleys on the islands, provided 
that he had personal friendships in each of the regions (box 24).31

In some cultures, marriage is the first time when men or women must 
move far away from their own families. This can be a tense, lonely, and 
potentially hostile situation for the new spouse, and friendships made in 
the new community often serve to buffer this stress and to provide sup-
port as needs arise. In some cases, these friendships are made informally. 
Among Agta hunters in the Philippines, for example, close friendships 
develop between men or women who have joined a community through 
marriage. These “co-sibling-in-laws,” or idas, though not directly related, 
pull together as mutual outsiders in a potentially hostile community. They 
work together, support one another in times of need, and may speak one 
another’s names, a privilege generally reserved only for one’s spouse and 

BOX 24 Travel between Hostile Groups

In the nineteenth century, American novelist Herman Melville spent a month 

stranded on one of the Pacific Ocean’s Marquesas Islands, in a valley occu-

pied by a tribe called the Typees. In the book that chronicles his adventure, 

Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life, Melville describes how people from neigh-

boring but hostile groups were able to travel throughout the island. One day 

a stranger belonging to a hostile tribe entered the valley. When Melville 

expressed surprise at the young man venturing among the Typees, the 

stranger looked at Melville and exclaimed, “Ah! me taboo—me go Nukuheva—

me go Tior—me go Typee—me go everywhere—nobody harm me, me taboo.” 

The stranger was relying on a custom among the Marquesans later explained 

by Melville as follows: “Though the country is possessed by various tribes, 

whose mutual hostilities almost wholly preclude any intercourse between 

them; yet there are instances where a person having ratified friendly rela-

tions with some individual belonging to the valley, whose inmates are at war 

with his own, may under particular restrictions venture with impunity into 

the country of his friend, where under other circumstances he would have 

been treated as an enemy. In this light are personal friendships regarded 

among them, and the individual so protected is said to be ‘taboo,’ and his 

person to a certain extent is held as sacred. Thus the stranger informed me 

he had access to all the valleys in the island” (Melville 1846, pp. 178 – 179).
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children. In other situations, families facilitate a newlywed’s entry into a 
community by assigning him or her to a friend, often sealed by a formal 
ritual. Whether such ties are created ritually or informally, they ensure a 
base of support for outsiders as they adapt to their new living conditions.32

Sharing Risk. In many human societies, food supplies are variable: herds 
can die from epidemics or drought, crops can suffer from blight, pests, and 
the vicissitudes of rain, and a hunter can have a bad month or become inca-
pacitated by illness or injury. In small-scale societies, one of the most com-
mon ways to insure against these risks is through building and relying on 
social ties. In southern Africa, Ju/’hoansi San hunter-gatherers cultivate 
and maintain a network of gift-giving partners who can be called on for 
help and visited if food becomes scarce. Among many East African groups, 
herders distribute their cattle among stock-friends in far-off places, so that 
if one’s herd is hit by an epidemic or other calamity, the cattle entrusted 
with stock-friends have hopefully survived.33 Common forms of pooling 
risk involve sharing food and other necessary items (63 percent in the sixty 
PSF societies), giving monetary loans (23 percent of societies), and helping 
with labor, hunting, childcare, or food preparation when one falls ill (10 
percent of societies).

One of the most frequent economic shocks a family can experience is 
not drought or attack, but rather the expected outlays in food, gifts, and 
entertainment required to host life-course rituals for a member of the fam-
ily — for example, funerals, weddings, and circumcisions. The expenses and 
labor requirements for such ceremonies can exhaust the capacity of even 
extended families, and friends frequently play a role in preparing food, 
making loans, and participating in the ceremonies (20 percent of societies).

Help with Labor and Disputes. In 38 percent of the PSF societies, friends 
were an important source of help in tasks that could benefit from many 
hands. These included house building, babysitting, clearing and plowing 
fields, harvesting crops, hauling nets, preparing food, and caring for live-
stock. Another important contribution of friends is helping to resolve dis-
putes. In societies where there is no centralized legal system for resolving 
conflicts, friends provide both physical and reputational backup. Friends, 
rather than kin, become important when the dispute involves in-fighting 
among kin over inheritance and property.34 Friends (specifically non-kin 
friends) also become important when coalition sizes are so great that one’s 
kin are not sufficient. For example, in Chagnon and Bugos’s detailed 
description of a within-village ax fight among the Yanomamo, neither of 
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the two coalitions involved could have achieved a competitive size without 
relying on allies through marriage (box 13).35 Such aid in disputes is 
described as important in 37 percent of societies.

What Can Account for Cultural Differences?

There is ample evidence that people in different societies think about and 
behave toward friends in very different ways. Talking and sharing secrets 
with friends is valued in some societies more than others, as is the provi-
sion of material aid. And people in different societies prioritize friendship 
higher or lower when compared to other social goods.

Scholars have proposed four primary reasons for observed differences 
in friendship across societies. The first argument is that uncertainty — in 
the ability to acquire necessities, to protect oneself and one’s possessions, 
or to achieve other important life goals — leads to greater investment in 
and reliance on friends and a greater focus on material aid among friends. 
The second set of arguments claim that geographic mobility affects the 
ability to maintain friendships. Depending on the argument, mobility can 
either hurt friendships or make them more appealing. A third argument is 
that strong and binding kin institutions make friendship impossible, and 
friendship only flourishes in societies where kinship has weakened. The 
final argument is more recent, based on changing modes of interaction on 
the Internet and how they are transforming the quality and meaning of 
friendship. I turn to these four arguments now.

Uncertainty and Friendship

In the literature on personal relationships, Russians are legendary for the 
value they place on their closest friendships.36 Consider one New York – 

based former Muscovite opining about his drugii, or friends, in the USSR.

With your friends was the only time you could be absolutely your-
self. . . . Friends help friends find something to eat and tell where you 
can get something black market so to speak. Friends help you find 
something to wear, places to spend the summer. These are just the 
practical things of everyday life which are necessary to everyone and 
theoretically available to everyone but are not, except through connec-
tions. So friends provide this.

Then there is the moral part, the emotional part. Friends are the 
people who you can share political jokes with and that is the primary 
way of expressing yourself, especially in our circles against the repres-
sive system. But you have to know exactly who your friends are, other-
wise you run the risk of getting arrested. . . . Friends then served many 



182    /    Friendship, Culture, and Ecology

functions: They helped you provide physically for yourself and gave 
emotional and moral support.37

Narratives of Russian friendship from the cold war era generally go 
hand-in-hand with descriptions of uncertainty as a fact of life: in acquiring 
daily necessities, such as food and clothing; in gaining access to public ser-
vices, such as health care, higher education, and housing; and in confiding 
in partners who may turn them over to the secret police.38 Moreover, the 
transition to a market economy in the 1990s created a new set of economic 
problems that the same institutions of friendship helped to resolve. In 
the early 1990s, for example, only one in eight Russians reported earn-
ing enough from their official job to meet basic needs, with the majority 
surviving through the help and favors of friends and relatives.39 Given 
this daily reliance on friends, it is not surprising that in the passenger’s 
dilemma described earlier, more than half of Russians expressed a willing-
ness to help a friend rather than follow universal codes of conduct.40

While the Soviet system might have been the crucible for deep, mutual 
friendships in their home country, immigrants to the U.S. in the 1980s 
described a persistence of this approach to friendship, with favors includ-
ing babysitting, co-signing loan applications, assisting with home repairs, 
lending substantial interest-free sums, helping with big purchases, and 
finding apartments and employment.41

Such friendships provided an effective insurance system, but they also 
imposed obligations and high expectations. Consider the ambivalent words 
of a thirty-eight-year-old former Muscovite living in New York for six 
years, which also provide an interesting outsider’s perspective on friend-
ship among Americans born in the U.S.:

I told you about the good and bad sides of friendship according to 
Russian ways. This is one of the bad sides: very demanding, obligations, 
expectation. This I do not like at all. The kind of [American] friendship, 
without obligation, where we see each other without being pushed 
into it, this to me is real friendship, different from that in Russia 
where there was no other way or no other choice. . . . I am beginning 
to understand the American version of friendship — a tie. A feeling of 
warmth without expectations and obligations, a sharing of spirit. I told 
you that sometimes I miss the old way of absolute friendship, living 
not really for yourself but for your friends. Other times, and now more 
often than not, I thank God that those days are over and that friend-
ship has reached a new level.42

In Russia, during both the Soviet and transition periods, strong friend-
ships were a necessity. However, in a relatively functional market system 



Friendship, Culture, and Ecology    /    183

where most basic material needs could be met through anonymous inter-
actions, the trade-offs changed. In a more certain world, the burdens of 
such absolute friendships could outweigh the costs.

This trade-off of friendship — between the benefits it provides and the 
obligations it entails — is not unique to Russian émigrés. In many societies, 
friends provide an important buffer against risky events: food shortages, 
traveling in foreign lands, disputes, and possible cheating in exchanges. For 
this reason, social scientists have argued that friends will be most prized 
in societies where uncertainty is pervasive, in the form of food scarcity or 
inaccessibility due to high prices, material unavailability, violence, or lack 
of legal sanctions.43

While strong, long-term relationships can solve problems created by 
uncertainty, they also have a downside. As the Russian émigré expressed, 
strong friendships can be very demanding, and so people often find a mid-
dle ground that fits their particular situation. Consider the statistic from a 
classic study of midwestern America in the 1920s, where nearly a third of 
wives said they had no intimate friends.44 While potentially horrifying to 
those who value friendships, consider the view of one woman: “I like this 
way of living in a neighborhood where you can be friendly with people but 
not intimate and dependent.”45

Given the burden of diffuse obligations of strong friendship, when cir-
cumstances permit, we would expect people to lighten their friendships 
by expecting fewer kinds of aid, focusing less on material support, and 
generally limiting help to small favors. This is exactly how the anthro-
pologist Paul Baxter explained the demise of one form of blood brother-
hood among Azande farmers in Sudan. The Azande institution of blood 
brotherhood included strong obligations to help when a friend was in 
trouble and to provide protection when a friend visited. However, with the 
introduction of colonial rule in the early twentieth century and the ensu-
ing Pax Britannica, people needed fewer protections while traveling and 
trading. Moreover, the introduction of money and commerce meant that 
most people could dispense with circuitous means of acquiring and storing 
goods and wealth. In short, many of the social situations that formerly 
made the blood brother bond so useful had ceased to exist. Furthermore, 
the possibility of large debts permitted by money and commerce made the 
unlimited responsibility for a friend inherent in these blood pacts espe-
cially dangerous. In such a setting, a profligate blood brother could become 
a serious drain on resources.46

Such changes in bond friendships and blood brother ties have been 
described in other cases when long-distance trade ceases to be dangerous, 
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necessary, or profitable, when agriculture becomes less risky, and when 
new or upgraded welfare systems reduce individual uncertainty.47 For 
these reasons, some sociologists have proposed that people have lighter 
friendships in the modern West, because when legal and market systems 
flourish and when money permits one to acquire most material necessities 
from strangers, it can substitute for many of friendship’s functions. As I 

BOX 25 Cross-Group Analysis

When a researcher wants to understand how ecological factors, such as 

social institutions or resource availability, influence individual behavior, one 

approach is to compare populations that are subject to differing ecological 

conditions. This can be done at the level of any relatively bounded group, 

such as neighborhoods, cities, cultural-linguistic groups, or nation-states.

For example, it is possible to assess the claim that greater social, eco-

nomic, and political uncertainty at a national level is associated with an 

increased probability of supporting a friend over following the rules of the 

legal system. For each of the countries included in the Dutch passenger’s 

dilemma study discussed earlier, the World Bank also collects data on the 

degree of economic, social, and political uncertainty, measured according to 

several concepts. Rule of law is the extent to which citizens have confidence 

in the rules of society, in particular the quality of contract enforcement, the 

police, and the courts as well as the likelihood of crime and violence. Govern-

ment effectiveness is the quality of public service provision, bureaucracy, 

and civil servants. Control of corruption is the extent to which exercise of 

public power for private gain is curtailed. Political stability is perception that 

the government in power is safe from overthrow or destabilization. These 

are all highly correlated (correlation > 0.80), representing a general yet 

multi-dimensional uncertainty in daily life, and one can average these to 

make a composite measure of social, economic, and political uncertainty.

Figure 27 shows the strong correlation between this measure of uncer-

tainty and the probability of breaking the law to help a friend (correlation = 

0.70, d-statistic = 1.96). This strong correlation is thought provoking, yet it 

calls for further study to confirm the actual relationships and isolate the 

precise mechanisms. For example, it is not clear to what degree uncertainty 

makes people value friends more or whether the tendency to break the law 

to help friends is the cause of broader social uncertainty. This can only be

(continued)
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write this in the U.S. in the midst of the 2008 – 2009 recession, it will be 
interesting to see if friends have gained new importance in terms of job 
seeking, making ends meet, and finding new ways to cut costs, such as ride 
sharing and bulk purchasing.48

The analysis in box 25 indicates that these theoretical arguments are 
consistent with data from a cross-national sample. Specifically, in those 

 

determined by a study that takes place over time. Moreover, there may be 

some underlying mechanism, such as the tendency to break the law, that 

drives the correlation. Further analysis suggests that a tendency to break 

the law — such as illegally claiming government benefits, avoiding a fare on 

public transport, or cheating on taxes — cannot account for this relationship 

(uncertainty with law breaking, correlation = 0.05, helping friend with law 

breaking, correlation = 0.02 [World Values Survey 2005 Official Data File 

2009; Worldbank 2009]). However, there may be other confounding vari-

ables, such as poverty or cultural history, that deserve further scrutiny.

FIGURE 27. The correlation between uncertainty and the 

willingness to lie to help a friend
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nation-states with greater political, legal, and economic uncertainty, indi-
viduals are much more likely to value their friendships over following 
universal rules. Meanwhile, in those states where life is relatively certain 
(e.g., Switzerland), most people prefer to obey universal rules rather than 
help their friends. 

At least one scholar has extended this argument to say that in well-run 
economic and legal systems, the “economic benefits derived from friends 
are in most cases quite minor and do not radically affect an individual’s 
economic position.”49 However, even in the best-run economies, one finds 
that friends still help in diverse ways, such as lending money, babysit-
ting, providing sick care, giving rides, helping with household chores, 
proofreading, dog-sitting, house-sitting, and hosting, some of which often 
arise during emergency situations (chapter 3). Only studies of the dollar 
equivalent of these services will be able to tell the extent to which these 
services become “minor” in well-run economies.

Geographic Mobility

Certainty in a modern society can reduce many of the benefits of friends. 
Other factors can also make friendships more difficult to cultivate and 
maintain. One commonly proposed deterrent to friendship is competition 
for time from other activities, such as working for money or watching TV, 
which whittle away the time available to spend with friends.50

Perhaps the most heated debate in the twentieth century in the social 
sciences revolved around geographic mobility and whether it deters the 
cultivation and maintenance of close social ties. According to the argu-
ment, when people move, they leave behind relationships that physical 
distance renders difficult to maintain. Moreover, movers must cultivate 
new ties that lack the same history and depth as their previous relation-
ships. In short, every move tears the fabric of our social networks, leaving 
it irreparably damaged.51

The argument has intuitive appeal and feeds from nostalgic notions of a 
happier, stable past. However, when researchers have left their theoretical 
armchairs and asked people about their experiences, the results regard-
ing friendship are quite contradictory. Mobility does reduce the number 
of friendships within one’s immediate neighborhood. In representative 
surveys of U.K. residents in the 1960s and 1980s, for example, long-time 
residents indeed listed more friends. However, these studies focused on 
friends within a ten- to fifteen-minute walking distance, and when asked 
about friends outside the local community, recent migrants reported many 
more.52 Similarly, a recent large-scale study of high school students in the 
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U.S. shows that mobile students are less likely to have a best friend in 
school (61 percent versus 71 percent), but since many students maintain 
best friends outside of school, it is not clear if there is any overall differ-
ence between mobile and non-mobile students.53

If we focus on what friends actually do for each other, the results are 
strikingly similar. In a recent study of social support among American 
families, mobile adults continued to receive comparable levels of emo-
tional and financial support from friends and other non-kin, regardless 
of moving distance or frequency. Although they experienced a statisti-
cally significant reduction of help with small tasks and companionship, 
the differences were relatively slight.54 In another U.S. study, families that 
lived in a different state than the household head’s home state actually had 
greater access to help from friends, partly as compensation for the lack of 
kin living nearby.55

There are a number of reasons why mobility might not be as bad for 
friendships as some scholars have suggested. Migrants often specifically 
choose to move near existing friends and family, and they actively cul-
tivate new friendships.56 Moreover, geographic distance is not so lethal 
to old relationships as might be expected, as migrants frequently main-
tain their former relationships, thanks in part to modern communication 
and transportation systems that permit long-distance social interaction.57 
Finally, migrants may be more likely to rely on new friendships as a way 
to compensate for kin ties that were left behind.58

Rather than suffering from a loss of social ties, movers on average adapt 
quite quickly to new locations, maintaining some social ties from their 
place of origin while cultivating new ones where necessary.59 Indeed, the 
institution of friendship appears to be a social solution to the problem of 
geographic mobility, by providing what the sociologist Vance Packard has 
referred to as a quick way to “plug in” to a new location — a way to re-root 
oneself.60

The utility of friendship as a way to “plug in” to new communities is 
not a use of friendship unique to modern society. For example, from the 
fourteenth to nineteenth centuries, when Serbia was at the edge of the 
Turkish Empire, family groups frequently migrated away from advancing 
armies and into liberated zones. In this context of population flux, ritual 
ties based on godparenthood helped small and weak groups move into new 
regions. A newly arrived family that had traveled a long distance gener-
ally offered a child for baptism to a resident family, and the newly arrived 
family might later become incorporated as a genealogical segment of the 
sponsoring group.61
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Geographic mobility does not appear to be as damaging to friendship as 
has often been proposed. People actively maintain ties from their places of 
origin and make new friends in their destinations. Indeed, friendship may 
be one solution to the problem of geographic mobility, by providing a way 
to quickly cultivate new social ties in a novel place.

Kinship and Friendship

Social scientists have often painted kinship and friendship as opposites, 
with kinship a powerful organizing principle in small-scale societies and 
friendship a residual category that can only flourish when kinship weak-
ens (chapter 3). A common prediction from this line of thinking is that 
the importance of friendship in a society would wax as kin institutions 
unravel and would wane as kinship gains strength. Other anthropolo-
gists have argued precisely the opposite: when kin institutions are too 
strong, people will develop friendships as a way out or as an “emotional 
release and catharsis from the strains and pressures of [kin-based] 
role-playing.”62

A final argument proposes that friendship becomes more important 
than kinship in situations of social mobility — whereby individuals are 
able to enter new social roles and achieve new social statuses. In such 
situations, social climbers have an interest in avoiding the traditional, dif-
fuse obligations to kin who remain at lower rungs on the social ladder, 
so as not to quickly give away the hard-earned capital that comes with 
new and higher social roles and statuses. Anthropologist Elliott Leyton 
described this situation among emerging urban elites in Ireland, who were 
constantly “bombarded” with requests for aid from kin — to hire incom-
petent kinsmen, to play favorites in times of layoffs or in the distribution 
of easier or better-paying jobs, and to provide loans. In such cases, elites 
avoided economic obligations to less fortunate kin, who were considered a 
drain on resources, by cultivating friendships with equally fortunate elite, 
thereby alienating their kin and making themselves less accessible.63

Unfortunately, there have been no systematic cross-cultural or longi-
tudinal studies showing that when kin ties weaken, friendships flourish, 
or vice versa. Indeed, it is quite possible that both can rise in tandem as a 
society becomes more particularist. In such a case, people would value all 
kinds of social relationships (whether kin or friends) relative to following 
standard codes of conduct. It is also possible that in some universalist soci-
eties, neither friends nor kin are particularly important compared to obey-
ing the legal system or following a standard code of conduct. Therefore 
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kinship and friendship may not compete for importance in an either-or 
fashion, but rather vary along quite independent dimensions.64

Medium of Interaction 
In the words of John Donne, “Sir, more than kisses, letters mingle souls; 
for, thus absent friends speak.”65 For most of human history, friends could 
interact in two ways — in the face-to-face presence of each other or via 
the long-distance exchange of things, such as gifts and letters, the latter 
coming with the advent of writing. With the invention of the telegraph 
and then the telephone in the nineteenth century, the number of opportu-
nities for interaction increased, permitting friends to have instantaneous 
conversations around the world. These novel technologies supplemented 
other kinds of interactions among friends and permitted the maintenance 
of friendships in an increasingly mobile society. These new technologies 
also raised concerns about their potentially negative effects on society. 
In 1926, for example, the Knights of Columbus proposed that its group 
meetings around the U.S. discuss, among other topics, “Does the telephone 
break up home life and the old practice of visiting friends?”66

In the last three decades, the introduction of a new suite of technolo-
gies, referred to as computer-mediated communication, is transforming 
the ways that people not only interact with friends, but also how they 
cultivate new relationships. Aficionados of topics as varied as ABBA, 
bodybuilding, pets, snowboarding, and Star Wars can meet like-minded 
fans and share their interests in specially designated online chat rooms. 
Online gamers can enter three-dimensional virtual worlds, such as World 
of Warcraft, and interact via lifelike avatars with thousands of others in 
fantasy adventures. Children, adolescents, and adults can keep track of old 
acquaintances, meet new friends, and showcase their personal interests on 
social networking sites, such as Ravelry, a website devoted to sharing and 
discussing knitting and crocheting projects. And both offline and online 
friends can email, send instant messages, keep up-to-date through social 
networking sites, and engage in video chat via webcams.67

These new technologies are also spurring debates about their effects on 
society, and on friendship in particular. Social critics have raised concerns 
that people will become socially isolated as face-to-face social relation-
ships are replaced with time spent interacting with anonymous strangers 
over media that limit emotional expression to happy-face emoticons.68 As 
one prominent critic of the Internet warned, “Human kindness, warmth, 
interaction, friendship, and family are far more important than anything 
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that can come across my cathode-ray tube.”69 Opponents of this view argue 
that the Internet opens up new opportunities for social relationships, free-
ing people from the constraints of geography, removing superficial biases 
based on gender, race, and class, and permitting people to meet others 
based on common interests.70

Since these debates began over a decade ago, numerous surveys and 
longitudinal studies have shown that Internet use does not eat away at 
time spent with family and friends. Indeed, most of the time spent on the 
Internet is shifted from time spent watching TV or reading newspapers.71 
Rather, the Internet seems to be a way to maintain existing relationships 
(via email and instant messaging) and to stay in touch with long-distance 
ties.72

Instead of displacing face-to-face friendships, the Internet has permitted 
individuals to extend their social networks beyond existing offline ties.73 
In a survey of over five hundred members of randomly selected popu-
lar Internet newsgroups, more than one in seven people had developed a 
close friendship with a person they had met through the Internet (about 
the same number who had developed a romantic relationship). Moreover, 
many friendships progressed from initial Internet meeting to communica-
tion by letter or phone to face-to-face meeting, actually becoming stronger 
and closer over a two-year period.74 The authors of the study argued that 
interacting over the Internet focuses partners on mutual self-disclosure, 
common interests, and revealing their “true selves” rather than superficial 
features such as physical attractiveness, race, or gender, and thus provides 
a more stable and durable basis for relationships.75 The anonymity of most 
Internet interactions makes people engage in “hyperpersonal” talk, where 
they can reveal deeply personal aspects of their lives that they would nor-
mally reserve for much later stages of non-anonymous interactions.76 It 
may also make cross-sex and cross-ethnic relationships easier to develop 
by removing the structural and normative constraints existing in offline 
settings.77

The Internet provides a context for meeting people with shared interests 
and trying out acquaintances within the safe confines of an anonymous 
space. These interactions often migrate to face-to-face encounters as the 
relationship develops. Indeed, face-to-face interactions with online friends 
may be a necessary part of becoming close. In a comparison of online and 
offline friendships of 162 Hong Kong newsgroup users of similar duration, 
online friends expressed less commitment to the friend (d = -1.12) and less 
integration (d = -0.75) with a friend’s significant others. It is difficult to 
judge from this finding whether exclusively online relationships are less 
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close because of the nature of communication or rather that people only 
permit online relationships to become offline once they have reached a 
certain level.78 Moreover, the difference between offline and online friend-
ship is larger for casual friends and less pronounced for close friends, sug-
gesting that once one becomes close, the specific means of communication 
don’t matter.79

By providing new avenues for meeting people, forming relationships, 
and keeping track of old acquaintances, the Internet also has the capacity 
to change the very meaning of the word friend. Two decades ago, when 
people in the U.S. or U.K. were asked to name their close friends, they 
would generally name no more than ten, and when asked to name their 
other friends, they would name somewhere between ten and a hundred. 
They might send Christmas cards to 120 friends, family, and associates.80

With the advent of social networking sites, where one can electronically 
“friend” other individuals, share personal information, keep in touch, 
and read newsfeeds about what these friends are doing, this number has 
changed. Now users regularly amass friends in the hundreds, with mean 
friend counts for U.S. college students between two hundred to three hun-
dred.81 Notably, in a burgeoning group of highly friended individuals on 
Facebook, Facebook Whales, each boasts over a thousand friends. Many of 
these people use Facebook as an electronic rolodex to keep track of anyone 
they have ever met. Others view these friends as potential contacts for 
business networking. For minor celebrity bloggers, friends are an admir-
ing audience.82 In any case, these novel technologies, by permitting such 
easy tracking and communication, are expanding the definition of friend.

This is not a new phenomenon. Consider the following by Hugh Black, 
a Scottish preacher at the turn of the twentieth century: “The sacred 
name of friend has been bandied about till it runs the risk of losing its 
true meaning.”83 Indeed, the stretching of friend to encompass links on 
Internet social networking sites is part of a much longer historical pro-
cess in the U.S., whereby the stand-alone term friend has come close to 
meaning acquaintance, requiring new verbal modifiers to differentiate 
close friends from the rest (true, real, best).84 On blogs that grapple with 
the most recent semantic expansion, it is common to make distinctions 
between friends from social networking sites and offline friends by using 
scare quotes or modifiers such as virtual, Internet, online, or MySpace. 
The same process is also happening in other languages, with terms like 
wang you (Net friend) in Chinese and Cy-Ilchons (online buddies) in 
Korean.85 Thus, as new opportunities have arisen for cultivating friend-
like social ties, people have already developed new ways of differentiating 
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these ties and clarifying what kind of friendship they are talking about 
(box 26). 

Friendships share many features across societies, including positive affec-
tion, feelings of goodwill, and expectations of mutual aid. At the same 
time, how we view and value our friends can change, depending on the 
society and culture we live in. In some places, verbal expression and 
explicit emotional support are important elements of friendship, whereas 
material aid and concrete favors matter more in others. Moreover, how 
much we value friendship compared to other social institutions, whether 
kinship or the law, differs substantially across cultures.

A number of theories have been proposed to explain how our social and 
cultural environment might influence how we think about and act toward 

BOX 26 “She’s not my friend — she’s just my Friendster”

Social networking sites, such as Friendster, MySpace, and Facebook, have 

provided new technologies for interacting with friends and acquaintances — 

for keeping abreast of the lives of friends from college and high school, for 

making plans, and for posting memories and preferences for others to see 

(Boyd 2006, p. 1). Due to the use of friend to signify mutual links on their 

systems, such sites have also provoked debates about what it means to be a 

friend. It turns out that, as the quotation above suggests, people are still 

quite capable of distinguishing between close friends and “friends.” For 

example, when asked about their reasons for accepting people as “friends” 

on Friendster or MySpace, people in one study gave many different reasons, 

including (1) they are actual friends; (2) they are acquaintances, family 

members, colleagues; (3) it would be socially inappropriate to say “no” 

because you know them; (4) having lots of friends makes you look popular; 

(5) it’s a way of indicating that you are a fan (of that person, band, product, 

etc.); (6) your list of friends reveals who you are; (7) their profile is cool, so 

being friends makes you look cool; (8) collecting friends lets you see more 

people; (9) it’s the only way to see a private profile; (10) being friends lets 

you see someone’s bulletins and their friends-only blog posts; (11) you want 

them to see your bulletins, private profile, private blog; (12) you can use your 

friends list to find someone later; (13) it’s easier to say “yes” than “no.” 

Thus, despite the apparent expansion of the term friend, people are quite 

aware of the fact that it means something very different from a real, close, 

or true friend (Boyd 2006).
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friends. Many do not stand up to further inspection. Despite concerns 
about geographical mobility and new ways of communicating, people who 
move or who have access to the Internet are not at a loss for friends. And 
the new approach to “friending” on Internet sites is not necessarily chang-
ing people’s close friendships. Moreover, the explanation for differences in 
how friends talk about personal matters as a difference between collectivist 
and individualist cultures does not neatly fit the facts. For some theories, 
such as those that pit friendship against kinship, there is too little sup-
port one way or the other. The strongest candidate among these theories 
for cross-cultural variation in friendship, and the one backed up by good 
qualitative and quantitative data, posits that material help among friends 
becomes more important in societies where daily life is more uncertain. 
However, a great deal of work still remains in order to understand the 
various reasons for cross-cultural differences in how people cultivate and 
maintain friendships.
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When Emerson wrote these lines, he was musing about what he called 
the paradox of friendship — that a good friend lives in a separate body but 
can also feel like a reflection of one’s own self. This is certainly one of the 
most intriguing qualities of close friends, but Emerson could have justi-
fied his claim of friendship’s masterpiece in several ways. Friendships are 
striking in their potential longevity. They can last decades, surpassing the 
lifespan of many living organisms. And in those societies where children 
formally inherit the friendships of their parents, such ties can even outlive 
their original hosts. Friendships are remarkably ubiquitous, and despite 
some cross-cultural differences, are surprisingly consistent in their basic 
form across human communities. Compare this to the many other social 
institutions we know today, such as banks, schools, and specialized law 
enforcement, which are limited to a small set of complex societies.

Perhaps the most notable quality of friendship is the diverse and pro-
found ways that friends make sacrifices for one another. Simple acts of 
kindness, such as taking a Saturday afternoon to help with a move, pre-
paring a dinner for a sick friend, or giving a lift to the airport, are funda-
mental to good friendships. Friendships can also be a context for extreme 
acts of selflessness. A seventeen-year-old in the Philippines drowns after 
jumping into a strong current to save his best friend. A sixty-five-year-old 
commercial painter in Burbank, California, is stabbed to death while try-
ing to protect his friend of forty-five years from an unknown assailant. A 
ten-year-old boy in South Africa rescues his best friend from a crocodile’s 
grip and dies himself.1

So far in this book, I have documented self-sacrifice as a key ex  pectation 
and behavior among close friends, not only in modern, industrialized 
nation-states but also in a wide range of small-scale societies. Moreover, 

8 Playing with Friends

A friend may well be reckoned the masterpiece of nature.
 Ralph Waldo Emerson
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close friends avoid the kind of accounting procedures — following a norm 
of reciprocity, maintaining a balance in favors, or considering the shadow 
of the future — that evolutionary theorists have proposed as ways to avoid 
exploitation in the social world. Indeed, close friends appear to help, give, 
and forgive automatically, with very little thought at all. How could such 
unconditional willingness to sacrifice have survived the gauntlet of natural 
selection? More specifically, how was it advantageous, in an evolutionary 
sense, to spend time and resources and perhaps risk one’s life to help friends?

Two evolutionary psychologists, John Tooby and Leda Cosmides, pro-
pose that friends have an incentive to help (even at great cost to them-
selves) because they have become mutually irreplaceable to each other. 
Originally a friend might be irreplaceable because of a special skill, re-
source, or attribute. The friend may be a good cook or very good at making 
you laugh. Over time, however, close friends can also become irreplaceable 
in a much more subtle and mutual way. Specifically, the fact that a friend 
thinks you specifically are irreplaceable (and thus worthy of support) in 
turn makes that friend irreplaceable.2 In chapter 6, I described several ways 
that people can become mutually irreplaceable by building the value of 
a relationship and decreasing partners’ outside options. In this chapter, 
I describe economic models that suggest that many of the features of 
friendship-like relationships — a “courtship” period, gift giving, gradually 
raising the stakes, and positive affect — play an important part in mak-
ing the unconditional help observed among friends particularly robust 
(though never failsafe) against cheating and exploitative behaviors. To do 
this, I draw from mathematical approaches in economics and game theory 
to understand when we would expect a behavioral system like friendship 
to be stable against false friends. Specifically, when does behaving like a 
friend make it more likely that one’s partner will also want to behave like 
a friend? When friendship is a self-reinforcing system and thus robust 
against exploitation, participating in friendships can make evolutionary 
sense, in that it provides advantages over not cultivating friendships.

In this chapter, I will first outline the basic elements of game theory, 
a body of analytical techniques used to make predictions about behaviors 
in strategic situations. Then, I describe a particular game (the prisoner’s 
dilemma) and strategy (tit-for-tat) often used to understand the evolution-
ary stability of cooperation in a game theoretic framework. I describe the 
limitations of the standard game for understanding helping among friends 
and outline an extension, the favor game, that captures the variable nature 
of favors among friends. I then outline how a simple friend-like strategy 
can permit the cultivation and long-term maintenance of a mutually ben-
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eficial relationship at high levels of support. The strategy involves three 
stages: starting with small levels of calculated help, moving to higher lev-
els of calculated help if a friend’s actions warrant it, and finally a shift in 
decision making to knee-jerk altruism based not on past behaviors or the 
shadow of the future but on simple decisions about whether a partner is a 
friend. I conclude by discussing how the gradual cultivation of a relation-
ship and the subsequent shift in thinking is a special case of a more general 
process — niche construction — by which people change their environment 
in ways that benefit them in the future.

Game Theory

When most people decide to help a friend, choose a birthday present for 
a spouse, or send a gift to charity, they don’t think of these decisions as 
occurring within a game. Calling these actions part of a game can sound 
callous and, depending on the audience, downright sociopathic. In most 
people’s view, good friends shouldn’t play games with one another. Spouses 
shouldn’t have strategies. Close relationships are not like chess.

Although many people do not consciously analyze their close relation-
ships as games, an entire branch of economics, appropriately called game 
theory, does precisely this. Game theory focuses on situations where an 
individual’s success in achieving his or her goals is affected by the actions 
of others. Robinson Crusoe did not have to deal with such contingencies in 
his island exile, but in most real-life situations, the success of our actions 
depends on how others behave. Whether one can get a job, earn a raise, 
buy gas at $2.00 a gallon, or get married and have kids depends in many 
ways on what other people do. In each of these cases, game theorists see 
the world through game-colored glasses.

A game theorist often begins an analysis by asking a number of ques-
tions about a given situation: Who are the major players? What are the 
kinds of actions that players can take? What do players know? What kinds 
of outcomes do players care about, and how much do they value these 
outcomes?

Consider the case of two traders who live in different villages. Each trader 
can visit the other village and sleep under a tree on the outskirts of town, 
thus risking robbery at a cost of all his goods. Or he can stay safely at the 
other trader’s house for free, but the host must agree to part with some of 
his food to feed the traveler. At another point in time, the host will return 
the visit, and the first trader must decide to part with his food or turn the 
traveler out. With this description, we can answer all of the above questions 
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in a precise way. With such information, game theorists often distill such 
two-person dilemmas to a two-by-two matrix, showing the costs and ben-
efits to players when they and others act in different ways (table 4). 

With these tools, we are also in a position to make some predictions 
about what the traders would do. In this game, if neither trader hosts the 
other, then it is likely they will both lose their goods to robbers in the 
night, leaving them their food at home but no goods to trade with. This is 
such a great cost that it might make people avoid trading between villages 
altogether. On the other hand, if both traders agree to host the other, then 
they only incur the cost of feeding the other, making this a mutually bet-
ter option than refusing to host (since the cost of food is much less than 
the value of one’s goods). Although this is a mutually beneficial option, 
once trader 1 has enjoyed the hospitality of trader 2, he can do better 
by refusing to host trader 2. In mathematical notation: goods < goods + 
food. Trader 2 knows that trader 1 has this incentive, and this makes him 
reluctant to provide hospitality in the first place. Therefore, we are back 
to the asocial starting point where neither trader hosts the other and each 
receives a payoff of nothing.

When traders only have the opportunity to interact once (an admit-
tedly unrealistic assumption), then the asocial outcome is self-reinforcing 
in a very simple way. Regardless of what one trader does, the other trader 
will always do better by not hosting. Neither has an incentive to decide 
independently to host. This self-reinforcing state of affairs is referred to 
as a Nash equilibrium, a central concept in game theory named after John 
Nash, a mathematician known by many as the protagonist of the Oscar-

Table 4. The potential costs and benefits to trader 1 given 
different possible actions

 Trader 1 hosts next Trader 1 doesn’t host next

Trader 2  
hosts first

Trader 1 saves goods from 
robbers but parts with 
food when trader 2 visits

Trader 1 saves goods from 
robbers and keeps food 
rather than sharing with 
trader 2 later

Trader 2 
doesn’t host

Trader 1 loses goods to 
robbers and parts with 
food when trader 2 visits

Trader 1 loses goods to 
robbers but keeps food 
rather than sharing with 
trader 2 later
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winning film A Beautiful Mind. Trying to find the self-reinforcing states, 
or equilibria, is a primary task in game theoretic analyses. Specifically, 
they permit one to make predictions about the kinds of behaviors that one 
would expect to find in the real world, as these are the kinds of behaviors 
that should maintain themselves over time.

Such game theoretic models raise questions about the currency that 
people use when making decisions, whether it is food, money, status, 
reproductive success, or some other culturally determined goal. In the 
example above, we can only add food to goods if we assume some under-
lying common currency that can be measured across these two kinds of 
things. This is a necessary simplification when making predictions from 
game theoretic models. If we frame the game as an economic model, then 
we might compare food and goods either in terms of their subjective value 
to the decision maker or in terms of some exchange equivalent, such as 
their rough cash value. If we frame the game in evolutionary terms, then 
we might compare food and goods in terms of how they contribute to an 
individual’s fitness or reproductive success. Of course, such quantities are 
exceedingly difficult to measure. Here, I assume that people make choices 
with the highest subjective value to themselves, and that this bears some 
(perhaps weak) relation to the reproductive value of their choices. In the 
case of the trading game, this means that people prefer having both goods 
and food to just having goods. People prefer keeping their food to giving it 
away. Although such assumptions are simplifications, they also let us use 
another kind of reasoning based on formal mathematics to hone intuitions 
and test insights about behavior in strategic interactions.

The Prisoner’s Dilemma and Tit-for-Tat

The trader’s dilemma is a special case of a more general dilemma called the 
prisoner’s dilemma, a game that has dominated the study of cooperation 
in economics and evolutionary biology for the last thirty years.3 In the 
prisoner’s dilemma, there are two possible moves — defect or cooperate — 

with the following restrictions on how actions translate into payoffs (see 
table 5, which sums up the game’s basic outcomes). 

 1.  Whatever a partner does, one’s best move is to defect. In table 5, 
the temptation to defect (T) is greater than the reward from mutual 
cooperation (R), and the punishment for mutual defection (P) is at 
least better than being a sucker (S).

 2.  But players can achieve more if they both cooperate than if they both 
defect. In table 5, the reward for mutual cooperation (R) is greater 
than the punishment for mutual defection (P).
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The prisoner’s dilemma is appealing because it captures major elements 
of many cooperative dilemmas and it frames them in a simple yet general 
mathematical framework. For this reason, it has figured prominently in 
landmark studies of the evolution of cooperation. Robert Trivers made 
direct reference to the prisoner’s dilemma game when he introduced the 
concept of reciprocal altruism in his groundbreaking 1971 paper “The 
Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism.”4 Nearly a decade later, Robert Axelrod 
chose a repeated version of the prisoner’s dilemma as the basis for his 
famous tournament comparing the success of different strategies in a 
cooperative environment.5 The dilemma’s simplicity has permitted clear 
mathematical proofs about the conditions under which cooperation can get 
started and be sustained.6 Over twenty thousand articles and books have 
been published about the prisoner’s dilemma, with nearly one in every 
thousand published works in 2007 including the phrase.7

As in the trader’s game, the prisoner’s dilemma has only one Nash equi-
librium — neither trader hosts the other. However, if two partners play the 
prisoner’s dilemma many times, the results can change. Consider a player 
who starts by cooperating and then does whatever her partner did in the 
previous round. This strategy is often called tit-for-tat and is based on a 
strictly balanced form of reciprocal altruism. If your partner plays this hair 
trigger strategy, then you can do no better than to also play this strategy as 
long as the expected number of interactions is sufficiently large.8

Since the early 1980s, when it was declared the victor of a repeated 
prisoner’s dilemma tournament run by Robert Axelrod at the University 
of Michigan, tit-for-tat has enjoyed celebrity status and is included in 
nearly as many scholarly references as the prisoner’s dilemma itself.9 
Since that time, a wide range of mathematical and simulation studies have 
confirmed that three properties make tit-for-tat and its many variants so 
successful. Foremost, tit-for-tat starts off being nice and thus never defects 

Table 5. The potential costs and benefits to player 1 given 
different possible actions

 Player 2 cooperates Player 2 defects

Player 1 cooperates Reward for mutual 
cooperation (R)

Sucker’s payoff (S)

Player 1 defects Temptation to defect (T) Punishment for mutual 
defection (P)
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first. However, tit-for-tat is no chump, and it can be provoked to defect if 
another player does so. Finally, it is willing to repair a relationship, if the 
partner begins to cooperate again. Indeed, most successful strategies in the 
standard repeated prisoner’s dilemma game possess these same properties: 
nice, provokable, and forgiving.10

The great success and academic celebrity of the prisoner’s dilemma and 
tit-for-tat has made one-for-one, or more generally balanced, accounting 
over outcomes the primary mechanism proposed for cooperation with 
non-kin partners, including friends. According to this notion, individuals 
keep track of help given and received. This can be the number of times help 
was provided, the costs of help, or the benefits of such help. Individuals 
calculate the difference between help given and help received, and when 
this is too great, they try to restore balance. When a partner has benefited 
too much, then one stops helping until the balance is restored. When a 
partner has benefited too little, one tries to restore balance by providing 
benefits to the partner. Tit-for-tat does this very simply by doing what a 
partner has done previously. If the partner has helped, then one helps. If 
the partner has not helped, then one doesn’t help.

One can complicate the repeated prisoner’s dilemma in many ways, 
and these can influence which cooperative strategies perform best. For ex-
ample, when people make occasional mistakes, a pair using pure tit-for-tat 
strategies would break into long bouts of retributive defection. In such 
cases, strategies that forgive some defections and also forgive retribution 
against their accidental defections perform better than pure forms of tit-
for-tat. In another complication of the model, individuals can stay with 
partners for as long as they want or leave to search for other partners. In 
such environments, people who stay with cooperating partners but leave 
non-cooperative partners (sometimes called an out-for-tat strategy) per-
form well.11

Complications to the repeated prisoner’s dilemma influence the kinds 
of strategies that ultimately perform best. However, people using these 
variations of tit-for-tat, whether contrite tit-for-tat, forgiving tit-for-tat, or 
the partner-hopping out-for-tat, all base their decisions on the behaviors 
of their partners in a relatively short time frame. Thus, they violate basic 
empirical findings about friendship: that close friends’ decisions to help 
cannot be explained in terms of a norm of reciprocity or a longer-term 
balancing of accounts (chapter 1). Therefore, the strategies that work well 
in the standard repeated prisoner’s dilemma game cannot account for the 
kind of reciprocal altruism observed among close friends.12

Another problem with the standard specification of the repeated pris-
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oner’s dilemma is that it lacks an important feature of the help shared by 
friends — the favor needed at any moment may be either small, very large, 
or somewhere in between. The variable size of favors creates new kinds of 
decisions — do I maintain a friendship of small favors, or do I try to raise 
the stakes when the opportunity arises? And do I raise the stakes to some 
level of helping but then plateau? Favors of variable size and currency also 
make calculations exceedingly complicated, putting pressure on individu-
als to find shortcuts in how they make decisions to help.13 In the next sec-
tion, I will describe a game that captures the variable size of favors and 
argue that a friend-like strategy that begins with small calculated favors 
but then raises the stakes, eventually moving to unconditional aid, can 
avoid exploitation and solve the problem of making decisions when the 
benefits and costs of a relationship are exceedingly difficult to calculate.

The Favor Game

Consider two people, Sally and Ann, living in a risky world. At any time, 
one may benefit from the other’s help. Sally may need some food to tide 
her over for a few days, care while she is sick, or simply a ride to the mar-
ket. The degree of need changes from time to time, as does the potential 
cost to the would-be helper. Assume for now that there are two kinds of 
favors — small and large — with the cost and benefits of large favors (let’s 
say, loaning a large sum of money) substantially bigger than those for 
small favors (let’s say, loaning money for lunch). In all of these cases, if 
Sally decides not to help Ann, then she incurs no cost, and Ann receives 
no benefit.

If Sally and Ann met only once in their lives, and Sally was in need 
of a small favor, Ann would lose by helping Sally. As long as there is no 
reputation, repeated interactions, or relationships (an admittedly unreal-
istic assumption), if Ann regularly helped strangers like Sally, she would 
be worse off than if she never helped. The same is true for Sally, and in 
such a dystopian world, we would expect both to live alone and never help 
each other.

The tragedy of this situation is that if Ann and Sally could somehow 
trust each other and agree to help each other over time, then they would 
both do better than if they lived alone. Luckily, in this game, individuals 
do have the opportunity to interact over time. They also have the capacity 
to move from their partner, and either to live alone or try to find another 
partner. Moreover, they are able to expand the amount of help they are 
willing to provide over the course of their relationship.
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The analysis follows several logical steps based on recent economic 
models of behavior in repeated games that progressively open novel pos-
sibilities for action (see appendix B for the formal models). By gradually 
increasing the kinds of decisions open to players, the analysis shows how 
a number of practices, such as costly “courtship” and the willingness to 
bear increasing costs as a relationship progresses, are crucial for making 
it personally beneficial for individuals to cultivate and maintain a high-
stakes helping relationship.14

First, if both Sally and Ann could agree (and trust each other) to help 
when help was needed, then they would on average do better than if they 
lived alone trying to make do by themselves. The reasoning behind this 
first step relies on the fact that a long-term cooperative relationship can 
be much more valuable than the cost of providing a single favor. One way 
that Sally can give Ann an incentive to continue helping is to threaten to 
end the relationship if Ann doesn’t help — essentially a tit-for-tat strategy.

Such a solution works well as long as the only outside option for Sally 
or Ann is to go it alone. However, people often have the possibility of cul-
tivating friendships with other people, and the solution above could easily 
be exploited in the following way. Sally accepts favors from Ann until Ann 
needs help, and then Sally simply moves to another partner. One safe-
guard against such flighty friends is for both Sally and Ann to require an 
early courtship consisting of costly but intrinsically worthless gifts — such 
as hanging out, small presents with costly wrapping, and perishable goods. 
Such a courtship period makes it difficult for someone to simply enjoy the 
benefits of a friend and then move on when asked for a favor. Another 
important part of this solution is that the required cost of a gift is never 
explicitly stated and furthermore that it is impolite to ask how much a gift 
should cost. Otherwise, we would find partners agreeing to give less and 
less until no courtship gifts were required, leading us to the problem we 
started with in the first place. Therefore, in a world where friends require 
costly gifts of time and intrinsically worthless gifts of unstated cost, both 
individuals have an incentive to stay in the relationship rather than to 
simply cultivate new relationships when a partner needs a favor.

Courtship costs raise a final concern. To be effective in the formal 
model, they must be higher than the cost of providing a very large favor. 
However, if the large favors are really large and rare, then it could be a 
waste to spend such large amounts on an initial courtship gift. A solution 
to this problem can be found in a simple strategy that starts with a small 
courtship cost and attempts to expand the cost of favors over time. If a 
partner reciprocates by helping with big favors in the future, then the 



Playing with Friends    /    203

relationship ratchets to a new level. If the partner doesn’t reciprocate, the 
relationship isn’t lost. Rather, the friendship stalls out at the previously 
low level of favors.

Until now, I have assumed that individuals will follow something like 
a tit-for-tat strategy to enforce favors. If Sally fails to help with a small 
favor at the early stage of a relationship, then Ann ends it. If Sally fails to 
provide a large favor, then Ann returns to helping only with small favors. 
However, once Sally and Ann have built up their friendship to provid-
ing large favors, they can monitor each other at quite low levels, be very 
forgiving, and still maintain an incentive to help each other. Indeed, with 
reasonable assumptions about the length of relationships and the rates 
of small and big favors, Sally would only need to retaliate against Ann’s 
small betrayals 5 percent of the time to give Ann an incentive to help with 
small favors (appendix B). For large favors, Sally would still only need to 
retaliate by moving back to small favors 15 percent of the time to give Ann 
an incentive to provide big favors. These are far lower levels of retaliation 
than derived for optimal generous tit-for-tat strategies in the standard 
repeated prisoner’s dilemma games.15 Therefore, when individuals can 
cultivate a relationship at different levels of helping, even very low levels 
of monitoring and retaliation can provide an incentive to help a partner. 
If monitoring has any cost, then it would make sense to monitor at such 
low levels.

What these economic models show is that under a number of condi-
tions, a raise-the-stakes strategy that begins with calculated helping per-
mits the cultivation of relationships where partners do better than if they 
were asocial, followed a sneaky court-and-leave strategy, or limited their 
help to a maximum determined by the initial courting cost.

The raise-the-stakes strategy exhibits several properties that are com-
monly observed (or at least expected) among friends. First, it involves an 
initial series of gifts that are costly and surprising but also worthless in 
material terms. Second, it permits the maintenance of a relationship with 
long-term imbalances dictated by the occurrence of needs and involves 
raising the stakes of helping far above the original courtship costs.16 When 
the game is extended to involve a continuous distribution of helping costs, 
there is theoretically no limit to the kinds of help that partners have an 
incentive to provide as long as the relationship lasts long enough. However, 
at any point in time, there may be favors that are “too big” for the specific 
friendship.

An important part of the raise-the-stakes strategy is that the value 
of a relationship can increase over time. This gives partners an incentive 
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to maintain the relationship and can also account for a puzzle raised by 
Trivers in his original framing of reciprocal altruism. He suggested that 
people should be less likely to maintain reciprocal ties in old age because 
the shadow of the future is shorter. And yet elderly people continue to 
maintain strong friendships. According to the models described above, 
older individuals can have much more valuable friendships in terms of the 
potential help provided, thereby outweighing the higher probability of the 
relationship ending.

From Calculation to Knee-Jerk Altruism

A raise-the-stakes strategy, by increasing the future value of a relation-
ship, can account for many of the stylized facts about friendship — an ini-
tial courtship, a gradual raising of the stakes, and relatively high levels of 
forgiveness. However, a glance at the mathematical model in appendix B 
reveals that this still involves very detailed calculations about the costs 
and benefits of future interactions (i.e., the shadow of the future) and at 
least some reactions to a partner’s past behaviors (i.e., tit-for-tat account-
ing). What further changes in decision making are required to reflect the 
way that close friends make relatively unconditional decisions to provide 
aid? I contend that when the relationship becomes suitably valuable and 
the calculations become too computationally complex, the best way of 
making decisions is simply to rely on a judgment about whether someone 
is a friend.

This transformation involves a shift between two kinds of decision 
making — what some psychologists call deliberation and habit. When 
people deliberate, they usually weigh future consequences more care-
fully, take a longer-term perspective, and think more rationally accord-
ing to traditional economic models. When people act habitually, however, 
they follow automatic heuristics and preferences, regardless of the future 
consequences.17

Many of the decisions described above involve calculations about the 
future value of relationships, which would require recruiting the delibera-
tive system. However, relying on the deliberative system for such deci-
sions poses a problem. The deliberative system is very costly, and it breaks 
down frequently when we do not have sufficient time and energy — when 
we are tired, hungry, or stressed.18 As described in chapter 6, one aspect 
of relationship preservation, the tendency to forgive, is low in strangers. 
Moreover, if we rely on time-limited habitual decisions, the tendency to 
forgive is even lower. If our initial impulse with others is to be defensive, 
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then relying on the deliberative system to make decisions about some-
thing as valuable as a long-term relationship means that during times of 
weakness, we could react over-defensively and thus prematurely end a 
friendship. Similarly, in moments of weakness, we may also fail to help 
a friend. Interestingly, in the study of forgiveness described in chapter 6, 
the tendency to forgive when primed with a close friend’s name was very 
high and also insensitive to time pressure, suggesting that it had become 
habitual and automatic.

It is possible that positive feelings reflect this shift in decision making 
toward friends, whereby we want to help friends and attempt to safeguard 
the relationship habitually rather than relying on the deliberative system 
to calculate the future benefits of the relationship. By shifting toward 
the habitual system, the calculations described in the model are no lon-
ger made. Rather, decisions are made automatically because a person is a 
friend.19

Of course, this system of decision making will also lead to errors — a 
tendency to forgive and to help when one shouldn’t. However, one theory, 
error management theory, can help understand when it would be advan-
tageous to make more errors in favor of friends than against them. The 
premise of error management theory is that when making decisions in 
uncertain situations, errors are quite common, but some errors are more 
costly than others. Accordingly, the best way to make decisions is not to 
minimize the number of errors, but to minimize their costs.20

The standard example of this is a fire alarm. The costs of a false alarm 
are much smaller than the costs of a failure to detect a fire, so fire alarms 
are generally designed to give false alarms much more frequently than 
they fail to detect a fire. This same approach can be used to understand 
how people might learn to make decisions toward close friends. Consider 
that one can follow one of two rules when someone, let’s say Frank, asks 
for help: always help Frank, unless there is some reason to believe he is 
not a friend; don’t help Frank, unless there is some reason to believe he is 
a friend. The first rule describes a habitual tendency to help Frank, unless 
upon further deliberation there is a reason not to help him. The second 
rule describes a habitual tendency to not help, unless upon further delib-
eration there is a reason to.

According to the first rule, there will be very few cases where one fails 
to help Frank if he is a friend, but there will be more cases where one helps 
him even if he is not really a friend. Therefore, there is a bias toward help-
ing Frank. Conversely, according to the second rule, there is a bias against 
helping Frank.
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We can mathematically analyze these rules to determine when one 
should be biased in one way or the other (appendix B), and what we find is 
a simple inequality describing when we should help Frank:

Here, Ch is whatever it costs to help Frank, Cn is the cost of ending a 
mutually beneficial relationship if Frank is a friend, and p(friend) is the 
probability that Frank is a friend. In words, if the probability that Frank 
is a friend is sufficiently high and the cost of not helping is sufficiently 
large relative to the cost of helping, then it makes sense to follow rule 
number one — be good, and ask questions later. In short, in a sufficiently 
long and valuable relationship, it makes sense to treat Frank with the adage 
“innocent until proven guilty” rather than “guilty until proven innocent.” 
Positive feelings toward Frank may reflect changes in decision making 
necessary to make this shift.21

An important implication of this kind of decision making is that if 
people are uncertain about the cost of not helping — which requires esti-
mating the probability of the relationship ending as well as the cost of 
losing the relationship — they may focus more on judging whether their 
partner is a friend rather than on the costs and benefits of the relationship. 
Therefore, the most efficient kind of decision making can be transformed 
from a concern with the costs, benefits, and consequences of helping to 
judgments about a person’s intentions toward oneself, which changes the 
focus to such signals of friendship as the longevity of the relationship and 
costly signals about a partner’s intentions.22

The importance of signaling in such a scenario can also account for 
another common feature of close friendships — that partners continue to 
give costly but worthless gifts, not just at the beginning but throughout 
the course of a relationship. Of note is that such exchanges, unlike the 
provision of help, should generally be balanced. The continual, recipro-
cal giving of costly but intrinsically worthless gifts could be one way to 
honestly communicate to a partner that one is still a friend (i.e., p(friend) 
is high). Conversely, gift giving that becomes too unbalanced can cause the 
disadvantaged partner to question the other’s intentions.23

In the last two sections, I outlined a simple friend-like strategy that can 
permit the cultivation and long-term maintenance of a mutually beneficial 
relationship at high levels of support. The strategy involves three stages: 
(1) starting with small levels of calculated help, (2) moving to higher levels 
of calculated help if a friend’s actions warrant it, and (3) finally a shift in 
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decision making to knee-jerk altruism based not on past behaviors or the 
shadow of the future, but on simple decisions about whether a partner is 
a friend. This trajectory reflects many of the observations made in earlier 
chapters about how close friendships develop from first meetings, and how 
close friends help one another for different reasons than do casual acquain-
tances or strangers.

This trajectory also has implications for how we study friendship and 
its development. Most experimental work on how people help and share — 

two of the defining behaviors of friends — has focused on strangers. One 
primary reason for this is the quest for control in laboratory settings. 
Strangers come to the lab with a blank slate. Friends, on the other hand, 
could share any number of different histories that define their current state 
of interactions. Therefore, experimenters are rightly concerned that bring-
ing friends into the lab shuttles in historical baggage that defies experi-
mental control. This problem has led some researchers to try “inducing” 
friendships in the lab, as a cleaner surrogate for messy, real-life friend-
ships. However, if the transitions described previously generally occur 
over extended periods of time, then findings about “friendships” that are 
induced in time-limited laboratory settings may reflect only the initial 
stages of a relationship and may not accurately capture the kinds of think-
ing and behavior that arise in later stages. This problem is most notable 
in the differences between close friends and acquaintances in the use of a 
norm of reciprocity, the balancing of accounts, and a shadow of the future 
in deciding to help. For this reason, work that builds on the innovative 
studies described in chapters 1, 3, and 6 that examines how real friends 
behave in laboratory settings will hopefully improve our understanding 
of how friends behave at all stages of their development.

Friendship, Habit Formation, and  
Niche Construction

The models described previously suggest that when needs are variable, a 
friend-like strategy that builds a mutually valuable relationship by gradu-
ally raising the stakes can give both partners an incentive to maintain a 
friendship, both in terms of helping when needed and by being highly for-
giving. Once such a mutually beneficial relationship is created, it can also 
be advantageous to switch decision making from deliberation to a more 
habitual urge to help (and to forgive).

In this way, building friendships shares many similarities with the 
general process of habit formation observed in non-human animals. The 
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first phases of decision making toward a partner involve careful delibera-
tion about which actions lead to which outcomes and are very sensitive 
to these contingencies. However, once one has had a series of successful 
interactions with a partner, one engages in habitual action that is driven 
by more proximal stimulus-response behaviors. In the case of friendship, 
the stimulus is a friend in need and the response is to help.24

There is one problem with thinking of friendship purely in terms of 
habit formation. Forming a habit of brushing one’s teeth is an efficient way 
to maintain dental hygiene, with few deleterious consequences. However, 

BOX 27 Can Non-human Animals Be Friends?

Biologists occasionally use the term friendship to describe interactions of 

affiliation and support between non-human animals (Silk 2002; Smuts 

1985). But do such animals really participate in friendships? A challenge to 

answering this question is the fact that friendship in the human case is 

deeply tied with internal states, such as emotions, expectations, and theo-

ries of the other’s mind. In experiments with humans, researchers often ask 

people about these internal states. Consider the Facebook experiment from 

chapter 1, in which people helped friends with little regard for the shadow of 

future consequences. Not only did the students have to name their best 

friends for the experiment, the researchers also needed to let the students 

know that their friends wouldn’t find out who provided help. It is difficult to 

imagine how such an experiment could be conducted with non-human ani-

mals, or how researchers could determine that non-human animals give 

preferentially to friends without concern for the shadow of the future.

Despite these challenges, recent work is investigating how feelings 

involved in human friendship, such as wanting to affiliate, feeling secure in 

a partner’s company, or wanting to maintain a relationship, are expressed 

through gestures and behaviors. Among wild chimpanzees, for example, 

behaviors such as visual monitoring or rough self-scratching behavior can 

indicate anxiety, and the absence of such behaviors suggests an individual 

feels secure around a partner (Kutsukake 2006). Reconciliation after 

aggressive conflict, through either grooming or other affiliative behaviors, 

may signal the motivation to maintain a relationship (Aureli and Schaffner 

2002). However, until researchers can show that non-human “friends” help 

one another and share with the same lack of accounting as observed among 

human friends, it will be difficult to claim definitively that non-humans have 

friendship.
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in a strategic environment, it is possible that a partner could act as a friend 
just long enough to get you in the habit of helping, and then start to 
exploit your goodwill. Therefore, friendships also involve numerous other 
defenses, such as regular signaling and gradual raising of the stakes, which 
can ensure that both partners have an incentive to keep up the habit.

The practice of gradually cultivating a friendship also shares many sim-
ilarities with the general process of niche construction, whereby individu-
als invest in modifying or maintaining their environment, thus chang-
ing the resources that are available in the environment. The prototypical 
example of such niche construction is an American beaver investing time 
and energy building and maintaining its dam and lodge — felling trees, 
weaving branches, patting mortar, and digging canals for transporting 
trunks. Although initially costly, the beaver’s effort pays off, providing 
protection from predators, such as wolves and bears, a warm lodge in the 
winter, and slow-moving water for storing food. The beaver’s ecological 
niche is composed of these physical resources. People, and other animals, 
can also build social niches that are composed of social resources — such as 
friendships and alliances.25

In his aphorism “The bird a nest, the spider a web, man friendship,” 
William Blake implies that friendship is a quintessential form of niche 
construction. Birds build nests and spiders weave webs. Humans make 
friends.26 As with other kinds of niche construction, the time, effort, and 
risk spent in cultivating a friendship often pays off in the long run as 
partners change the “game” to expand the possibilities for stable prosocial 
interaction.27 In friendship, the game moves from one where the largest 
risk is exploitation by a partner to one where the largest risk is losing 
a mutually beneficial relationship. More than simply reacting to their 
environment in a tit-for-tat manner, friends make decisions to invest in a 
niche, and once a niche is created, make a change in the mode of decision 
making toward maintenance of the niche. If the raise-the-stakes strategy is 
considered as a rudimentary model of friendship, it provides some insight 
into key game changes that can occur. By increasing the stakes, there are 
larger rewards from interaction, and by increasing the future value of the 
relationship, violating the rules becomes more costly.

The important point here is that neither niche construction nor habit 
formation are uniquely human, suggesting that the basic psychological 
requirements for building friendships may not represent novel selected 
features. Rather, they could represent a suite of general adaptations for 
forming habits and building niches that are also available to other non-
human animals. A crucial question here is whether other non-human 
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On most winter days at the hot springs in Jigokudani Park, Japan, a visitor 

will observe a curious scene — human-like faces poking out of the misty pools, 

lounging, eating, playing, and sleeping. These are Japanese macaques, and 

among the bathing monkeys, some will be in pairs, with one partner picking 

at the other’s puffy gray fur. These monkeys are grooming — a behavior that 

acts like an external immune system and is common to many social animals. 

In this case, one partner meticulously identifies louse eggs, loosens the 

adhesive ring that glues the egg to a hair, and then carefully pulls the egg 

off the end of the hair (Tanaka 1998).

Without such grooming, one researcher has estimated that the number of 

louse eggs on an adult Japanese macaque would increase from about 500 to 

nearly 15,000 in just one month (Zamma 2002). While beneficial to the re-

ceiver, grooming is a time-consuming process and impedes the groomer from 

pursuing other activities, such as foraging and being groomed (Tanaka 1998).

If one visited the park over many weeks and carefully recorded these 

grooming pairs, one would notice an interesting regularity. When one mon-

key, let’s say Ann, frequently grooms another, Sarah, then it is also very 

likely that Sarah will groom Ann. Moreover, this correlation between giving 

and receiving occurs among kin and non-kin alike (Schino and Aureli 2008).

Such correlations between giving and receiving are frequently inter-

preted as evidence for reciprocity, but what kind of reciprocity? Are Sarah 

and Ann following a tit-for-tat – like strategy, where each day they give and 

receive grooming in equal amounts and stop the relationship if one fails to 

reciprocate? Do they keep accounts, so that too great an imbalance ends a 

relationship? Perhaps they simply have an affinity for being near each 

other, and when it comes time to groom, they choose a close associate. Or 

do they freely groom a specific “friend” without a concern about past 

behaviors or future consequences, as is observed in human friendships?

Each of these mechanisms could create the kinds of correlated helping 

observed among the Japanese macaques, and so we need some other way 

to determine which mechanism is at work. Examining the time sequence of 

grooming would help to some extent. If we observed anything other than a 

lockstep alternation in helping, then we could rule out a strict tit-for-tat – like 

mechanism. On the other hand, a lockstep alternation could not rule out any 

of these other mechanisms. Another option is to conduct experiments that 

manipulate the balance between benefits provided and received or the 

ordering of help (de Waal and Brosnan 2006). However, even such experi-

ments would have a difficult time ruling out a concern about the shadow of 

the future, as has been done in human experiments (chapter 1). In many 

cases, it may be very difficult to extract which mechanism is actually under-

writing an observed pattern of reciprocity. And care should be taken in 

interpreting any such pattern as evidence for a specific mechanism.
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animals also engage in something like friendship. I explore this in further 
detail in box 27, arguing that much more research is required before we 
can claim that other animals have something like human friendships. 

In this chapter, I have verbally described several game theoretic models 
that capture many of the basic elements of friendship. I argued that a 
strategy based on initial courtship and a gradual raising of the stakes can 
create mutual incentives for helping a partner and maintaining a relation-
ship. Moreover, once someone has cultivated a suitably valuable friendship 
and has sufficient confidence in a partner, one can move from deliberative 
decision making about the costs and benefits of interactions to habitual 
decisions based on whether one judges a person to be a friend. In short, 
it is possible, and can be adaptive, to move away from decisions based on 
tit-for-tat – like algorithms or on maintaining balance to those based on a 
knee-jerk, stimulus-response action, in which the stimulus is a friend in 
need and the response is to help.

According to this algorithm, over a lifetime, many friendships will look 
balanced, suggesting that partners might be following an algorithm that 
tries to seek balance over outcomes. However, the appearance of balance 
does not imply that the balance is at all important to the actual decision-
making algorithms (box 28). Rather, it is possible that the most important 
inputs to such algorithms are not solely instances of aid, but also signals 
about the partner’s intention and whether that person is a close friend. 
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In this passage, Dr. Aziz expresses indignation at his English friend’s 
materialistic approach to relationships. According to Aziz, Fielding pays 
too much attention to the observables — what is said and what is done — 

and not enough to what motivates people’s behaviors. Aziz’s reaction to 
Fielding’s materialism is shared by many who first come across economic 
and evolutionary theories of social exchange. Whether couched in terms of 
inputs, outputs, costs, benefits, or behaviors, these theories often posit that 
people make decisions based solely on the concrete, measurable outcomes 
in a relationship. Someone following a tit-for-tat strategy need know noth-
ing of her partner’s intent. She simply reacts to past behaviors. Someone 
maintaining balance keeps tallies of past costs and benefits and behaves 
accordingly. But there is no need to know a partner’s motivation.

Such accounting practices have their place in social exchange, but they 
also miss many of the ways that people make decisions in their relation-
ships. Frequently, people care about more than just behaviors and outcomes. 
They act according to what they think the other person is thinking. People 
reciprocate gestures they perceive as favors more than those perceived as 
bribes. And they are more likely to forgive an unintentional slight than 
an intentional one.1 In these cases, people do not simply make decisions 
based on past behaviors and the costs and benefits of current options. They 
also rely on judgments about a partner’s intentions and make knee-jerk, 
stimulus-response decisions based on how close they feel to a partner.

Close friendship is a prime example of how people think about more 
than behaviors when making decisions. Close friends help each other at 
much greater levels than do acquaintances or strangers. But models of 
exchange based solely on behavioral outcomes — such as a norm of reci-
procity, a drive to balance accounts, or a concern about the shadow of the 

Conclusion

If you are right, there is no point in any friendship; it all comes 
down to give or take, or give or return, which is disgusting, and 
we had better all leap over this parapet and kill ourselves.
 Dr. Aziz to Cyril Fielding in E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India
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future — do a poor job of explaining such behaviors. Rather, what seems 
most important is a psychological state — how close we feel to a person or 
whether we think that person is a friend. Of course, such judgments are 
based on myriad concrete behaviors, such as past help, gift giving, con-
versations, careless sharing, and hanging out as well as the longevity of 
the relationship. However, in making the decision to help a friend, people 
do not always rely directly on so many past behaviors. Rather, they focus 
on the singular judgment of how close they are or whether a person is a 
friend.

Notably, these judgments are embedded in a much longer process by 
which partners cultivate friendships — increasing the value of the relation-
ship, decreasing outside options, and signaling and inferring feelings and 
intentions. During this process, many psychological changes also occur. 
Feelings of closeness toward a friend become an important basis for deci-
sions. Paralleling this change in feeling, judgments move from delibera-
tion about costs and benefits to impulsive, habitual urges to help. Friends 
become knee-jerk forgivers, partially blinded to their friends’ faults and 
more willing to constructively resolve conflicts when they arise. In short, 
friendship reorganizes how we think about and act toward others.

Substantial cross-cultural evidence indicates that this transformation 
to knee-jerk goodwill is not confined to a subset of humanity. In the lush 
highlands of Papua New Guinea, gardeners rely on the goodwill of friends 
for help with planting and for a safe haven when visiting other villages. 
Foragers in the southern African desert depend on good friends to share 
scarce water and food in times of need. And East African pastoralists avoid 
losing their herds with the help of friends.

In the face of this remarkable cross-cultural regularity, social and eco-
logical circumstances also influence the specific functions of friendship 
and the relative importance of friendships compared to other institutions 
in a society. In situations of chronic resource uncertainty, whether among 
Ju/’hoansi foragers in southern Africa or Russian workers during the 
Soviet era, friendships and the material aid they provide gain particular 
importance. In such cases, friends can be worth defending, even in the face 
of countervailing laws or obligations. Among corporate managers in the 
United States, on the other hand, friends may be important, but not so 
important that they would be willing to break the law for one (chapter 7). 
When confronted with the specific ecological and cultural conditions of a 
given society, friendships change in form and function. Nonetheless, the 
underlying system based on goodwill and mutual aid remains.

This system is simple and elegant, leading Emerson to make his claim 
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that “friendship is a masterpiece of nature.” However, many mysteries 
remain. We still have much to learn about how friendships reorganize 
thinking toward a partner, how this arises in the brain, and how this turns 
us into knee-jerk (but discriminating) altruists. We know next to nothing 
about how people in different cultures make difficult choices about helping 
friends when faced with all the other appeals to their altruism that arise in 
daily life. And we are only beginning to understand how the psychologi-
cal machinery underlying friendship can be used for both good and bad. I 
finish the book by exploring these issues.

Friendship’s Phylogenetic Roots?

Why does something like friendship recur with such regularity across 
human cultures? And how does it recruit preexisting adaptations — such 
as those underlying kin-biased helping, pair-bonding, habit formation, 
and niche construction? In chapter 3, I argued that friendship is not simply 
an application of kin-biased feelings and behaviors, since friends and kin 
respond very differently to both feelings of subjective closeness and the 
costs of helping when sacrificing for one another. In chapter 4, I compared 
and contrasted friendship with sexual relationships. Superficially, friend-
ship is different from these relationships because friends need not engage 
in sexual behavior or reproduction. But I also argue that the kinds of 
attachment observed in long-term human mate bonds can exist indepen-
dent of sexual desire or behavior, opening the possibility that friendship 
recruits the same systems involved in such long-term relationships. Some 
scholars have emphasized the importance of pair-bonding as the template 
for human friendship, whereas others have focused on the mother-infant 
bond or on ties with immediate kin. At the moment, however, there is 
insufficient evidence to make a strong case one way or another. One of 
the biggest challenges in distinguishing these alternative claims is that 
they rely on many of the same physiological systems (e.g., oxytocin and 
dopaminergic reward centers) and involve many of the same psychological 
constructs (e.g., subjective closeness and love).2 Ultimately, more research 
that compares how people think about, respond to, and help biological kin, 
non-kin friends, and romantic partners will be necessary to disentangle 
the psychological and physiological processes involved in these different 
kinds of relationships and to understand how the capacity for friendship 
emerged from earlier capacities for social bonding with kin and mates. 
Returning to the debate between Aziz and Fielding, such research will 
require careful measurement of both psychological states, such as feelings 
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of closeness, and real behaviors between individuals.3 Moreover, given the 
Western bias in current research, a fuller understanding will also require 
cross-cultural investigations that use the precise techniques of social psy-
chology and experimental economics to understand the micro-behaviors 
and motivations among friends in diverse cultural settings.

In chapter 8, I briefly discussed the possibility that friendship may 
recruit nothing more than primitive adaptations for niche construction 
and habit formation. Humans around the world build shelters for protec-
tion from the elements, but it is unlikely that we have a specific adaptation 
selected for the purpose of building a roof over our heads. Rather, our pro-
pensity and capacity to build homes draws from a number of other adapta-
tions, including the ability to manipulate materials, the propensity to plan 
ahead, and the capacity to teach and learn. Humans are consummate niche 
constructors, and the cultivation of friendships may be a generalization 
of the same suite of abilities that permits humans to craft tools, fashion 
clothes, make fire pits, and build homes across so many diverse socie ties. 
Only more research will determine whether the psychological systems 
involved in cultivating a friendship and in guiding behaviors toward 
friends are the same as those used in more general kinds of niche con-
struction and habit formation. A comparative perspective that examines 
the social behavior and brain organization of our mammalian and avian 
relatives and compares it with our own will be essential in this endeavor.4

Friendship in the Brain?

An important part of identifying the roots of friendship will be careful 
study of how psychological states and behaviors observed among friends 
are mediated in the brain. At the psychological level, subjective closeness 
plays an important role. How does subjective closeness overlap and interact 
with other psychological constructs, such as love and commitment? And 
how does this extend to cultures where a metaphor of closeness is not used 
to differentiate relationships?5 At the physiological level, we have only 
fleeting clues about the role that chemical messengers, such as oxytocin, 
might play in the willingness to accept social risks. By desensitizing people 
to social risks and to partners’ previous behaviors, oxytocin may mediate 
the kinds of unconditional support provided by friends. Further research 
that builds on the exciting experiments described in chapters 1 and 6 will 
hopefully shed light on these potential links between oxytocin and behav-
iors among friends. At the level of brain organization, we know even less — 

that some parts of the brain activate differently when seeing a close friend 
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as compared to an acquaintance.6 The neuroimaging techniques employed 
in such studies have already shed new light on how human brains work 
as their owners perceive the faces of loved ones, solve social problems, and 
engage in elementary social interactions.7 Extending these to interactions 
with close friends and comparing this to other kinds of partners — that 
is, immediate kin, romantic partners, acquaintances, and strangers — will 
hopefully provide insight into the psychological and physiological systems 
that govern behaviors among friends.

From Deliberation to Stimulus-Response  
(and Back Again)

A crucial part of friendship is moving from deliberative, contingent deci-
sion making to a habitual kind of knee-jerk altruism. How does this trans-
formation occur? As many researchers have suggested, psychological (and 
neural) merging of self with another may play a part in this process. If this 
is true, we should see a number of psychological and behavioral changes as 
friends become closer. For example, if close friends care about a combina-
tion of their partner’s and their own outcomes, then they should be more 
willing to sacrifice other norms (e.g., equality, equity) for a higher group 
payoff. In negotiations, close friends should see one another’s concessions 
as being bigger than if they were strangers. And such psychological merg-
ing may also lead to uniquely maladaptive behaviors. Consider the case 
of Della and Jim, the two poor lovers in O. Henry’s short story The Gift 
of the Magi. Della sells her prized waist-length hair to a wig shop to buy 
Jim a chain for the watch he was given by his grandfather. On the same 
day, Jim sells his watch to buy Della a set of jeweled combs for her hair. In 
this case, too much sacrifice led to a lesser material outcome (although the 
affection expressed in their acts led O. Henry to call them the “wisest”).8

Habits are meant to be broken, and friendships frequently end. So how 
and under what circumstances do people move out of habitual behaviors 
toward friends and return to their contingency-based deliberation? In 
short, how are the habits of helping and forgiving among friends broken? 
A critical difference between helping friends and other kinds of habits, 
such as brushing one’s teeth, is that once a habit is formed, a partner may 
take advantage of that habit. With this added potential for exploitation, 
habit formation in strategic situations may involve special kinds of vigi-
lance. Friends appear to be less sensitive to friends’ past behaviors. They 
are automatically willing to forgive and less sensitive to a norm of reci-
procity.9 Given that friends appear to enter a state of autopilot with little 
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feedback, what are the cues that might lead one to exit autopilot? Answers 
to these questions will require carefully controlled experiments like those 
described in chapters 1 and 6 that consider the behaviors of individuals 
in real friendships and their decisions when subtly primed to think of a 
friend.

Conflicts of Allegiance

The vast majority of writing on altruism has contemplated how individu-
als sacrifice their own self-interest for the good of others. But humans, 
with so many potential outlets for their altruism, face an even greater 
challenge: how to choose between competing appeals to their goodwill. 
People not only tithe to charity; they must choose specific charities among 
a universe of good causes. Greek drama frequently hinged on the conflict 
between such competing appeals, between duty to god and to the state, 
between protecting friends and adhering to the law, between helping fam-
ily and serving society. Most questions in life are not about being naughty 
or nice, but about how to be nice.

The passenger’s dilemma described in chapter 7 captures one such 
dilemma, between protecting a friend and obeying the law, and shows that 
members of different societies resolve such conflicts in markedly different 
ways. This is a pressing problem in international development, since favor-
ing friends is a common form of corruption. When resources are unpre-
dictable or difficult to acquire, people often resort to friends and friends 
of friends to ensure access to them. While friends can be a local antidote 
for social uncertainty, a heavy reliance on friends can also contribute to 
the very uncertainty that makes friendship necessary. During the Soviet 
period in Russia, for example, friends not only provided a stopgap for a 
failing centralized economy (chapter 7), they also helped each other beat 
the system, thus further weakening any system that might have existed. 
The obligations of friendship, as well as those of the family, tended to 
undermine objectivity, so that personal ties were more important than 
professional performance for success.10 Thus, a reliance on friends can 
lead to a vicious feedback cycle, in which friends become more and more 
valuable as broader social institutions break down. And this requires no 
explicit self-interest. Even if people would never break the rules for them-
selves, they may be more than willing to break the rules to help a friend.11

There are many other kinds of conflicts — with family, religion, and 
other friends — and we know very little about how people learn to resolve 
such conflicts in different cultural conditions. How does this differ in soci-
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eties where children don’t attend school and therefore don’t have chronic 
exposure to non-kin peers? When and how do kinship and friendship come 
into conflict?12 Only further studies can illuminate how and why members 
of different cultures negotiate such trade-offs between different appeals to 
their altruism.

Harnessing the Power of Friendship

The power of friendship goes far beyond its ability to regulate mutual aid 
between two people. Friends connect society, serving as informal match-
makers and job finders, as conduits for gossip, and as ambassadors between 
otherwise indifferent or hostile groups.13 Close friendships are often the 
seed crystal for social change; many cultural movements, political revolu-
tions, and business start-ups have begun as groups of friends.14 Friends 
motivate us; people with friends at work are more willing to exert effort 
for their company.15 Friends also limit us, as commitments to them may 
make us blind to advantageous outside options.16 Friends play a hidden 
but significant role in the economy through informal exchange, help, and 
caregiving. And friends are a lucrative business; a substantial portion of 
consumer spending goes to gifts among friends.17

People have long sought ways to harness the power of friendship, espe-
cially the trust, goodwill, and loyalty that influence behaviors among 
friends. Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People focused 
on efficiently creating friendships for personal gain, a concern that goes at 
least as far back as politicians in ancient Rome. Social movements, from 
Al-Qaeda to millenarian cults, explicitly recruit new members through 
existing friendships.18 And for decades, corporations have made use of 
friendships to sell their wares. A prime example is the Tupperware party, 
in which a host invites friends and neighbors to a gathering centered on 
selling the product (at a commission to the host).19 A more recent strategy, 
word-of-mouth marketing, recruits large networks of “influentials” who 
are given free product samples and encouraged to promote those products 
to friends, family, and acquaintances. One of the most prominent recent 
programs, founded by Procter and Gamble in 2001, includes about two 
hundred thousand teenagers chosen for their extensive social networks 
and their ability to spread the word about upcoming products. As Steve 
Knox, the CEO of one such word-of-mouth program, has observed, “We 
know that the most powerful form of marketing is an advocacy message 
from a trusted friend.”20 We also know next to nothing about how such 
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uses of friendship change people’s perceptions of and feelings toward 
friends (or the organizations that exploit them).

Social movements have also attempted to harness the power of friend-
ship for the good of others. When people are asked about the people who 
make them the happiest, friends are often at the top of the list, whether one 
asks middle-class Americans or middle schoolers in Saudi Arabia, Israel, or 
the United Kingdom.21 And in experimental settings, people react less to 
stressful situations when accompanied by a good friend. One U.K. econo-
mist recently calculated that meeting with friends more frequently was 
equivalent to a wage increase of 85,000 British pounds in terms of its effect 
on life satisfaction.22 Building these insights into interventions, several 
organizations have developed programs to match volunteer “friends” with 
individuals faced with mental health challenges in attempts to improve 
their well-being.23

Perhaps the most ambitious attempts to harness the power of friendship 
have been calls to extend the same feelings of compassion and goodwill 
felt toward friends to all of humanity. Jesus said to love your enemies, and 
the Buddha aspired to treat all sentient beings with equanimity, without 
distinguishing among friends, enemies, and strangers. In the twentieth 
century, the influential psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg proposed that 
favoring friends is a lower grade of moral development than thinking 
that all people deserve equal treatment.24 Numerous methods, including 
meditation, visualization, and exposure to suffering, have been used to 
cultivate such equanimity in loving others.25

How far can people extend feelings of goodwill and compassion beyond 
their close attachments?26 Experiments described in chapter 1 show that 
simply priming people with the names of friends can make them more 
willing to help strangers. But the effect of such priming is small in com-
parison to the influence of a real friend. People also regularly volunteer for 
noble causes. But such altruism often relies on recruitment through close 
relationships. And people generally favor causes when a close friend or 
family member is directly affected by the issue at hand.27 Consider Nancy 
Reagan’s support for Alzheimer’s disease research or Rob Lowe’s support 
of breast cancer research. These findings suggest that close relationships 
may be an important stepping-stone for the broader equanimity extolled 
by Jesus and the Buddha. Further study of how feelings and thoughts 
toward friends play a role in helping behavior will hopefully shed light on 
how we might harness the power of friendship for the greater good.
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There are 396 societies coded in the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF) 
database, with 60 societies selected for the Probability Sample File (PSF). 
Another sample of societies is the Standard Cross-cultural Sample (SCCS), 
selected for quality of documentation and relative independence of obser-
vations. Of the 186 SCCS societies, 150 have equivalents in the HRAF 
database, and I use this sub-sample in addition to the HRAF and PSF to 
examine the probability of finding friendship by pages of text.

Number of Pages

In most cases, the HRAF lists how many text pages are devoted to the 
description of a particular society. However, for some societies, the data-
set only lists the number of microfiche for each culture. In these cases, I 
estimate the number of text pages by using a formula based on number of 
fiche. The formula is estimated from those societies where we know both 
the number of pages and fiche. In those cases where there is an electronic 
version and microfiche version for ethnographies of the culture, I estimate 
the number of pages from the electronic version, if it is greater, and the 
sum, if it is less than the microfiche version.

In the electronic HRAF, a search revealed 2203 paragraphs coded for 
friendship (Outline of World Cultures [OWC] code = 572) and an addi-
tional 2035 paragraphs coded for artificial kinship (OWC code = 608). 
There were 14927 paragraphs coded for kin relations (OWC code = 601) 
and an additional 9572 coded for kin terminology (OWC code = 602). 
Figure 28 shows the probability of finding a referent to friendship (OWC 
code = 572) by the number of pages in the text. 

A ppendi x A

Ethnographic Data and Coding
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Codebook 
Inclusion criteria for references to friendship

Any text coded as friendship (OWC code = 572), any text coded as arti-
ficial kinship (OWC code = 608), any text including reference to friend, 
friendship, friends, or friendships.

Exclusion criteria for references to friendship

The following references to friendship were excluded: relationships with an 
anthropologist or with European colonists, discussions of friendship as a 
peace between two groups (e.g., “they entered a pact of peace and friendship 
between the two groups”), a brief mention of how “friendly” people were, 
and references to friends that contained no information about the function, 
obligations, or roles of the relationship (e.g., simply friends and relatives).

Codes for aspects of friendship-like relationships

For each of the features of friendship, I developed two codes referencing 
whether the description included statements related to the feature (e.g., 
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voluntariness, privateness), and whether such statements confirmed or 
disconfirmed the feature as a part of the relationship.

Behavior — Mutual aid

Description: References to aid, support, or help provided between partners 
(or lack thereof).

Confirmation: References to partners helping, supporting, protecting, caring 
for, assisting, aiding, hosting, or sacrificing in times of need.

Disconfirmation: References to the absence of help or support among 
partners.

Behavior — Gift giving

Description: References to giving gifts or exchanging presents (or lack 
thereof).

Confirmation: References to giving gifts or exchanging presents.

Disconfirmation: References that partners do not exchange gifts or presents.

Behavior — Ritual initiation

Description: References to a ceremony, ritual, rite, or initiation that marks a 
new stage in the relationship (or lack thereof).

Confirmation: References to the existence of a ceremony, ritual, rite, or 
initiation that marks a new stage in the relationship.

Disconfirmation: Reference that no ceremony is involved.

Behavior — Self-disclosure

Description: References to the sharing of sensitive personal information 
between partners (or lack thereof).

Confirmation: References to partners sharing secrets, discussing personal 
problems, and sharing personal dreams, plans, and designs.

Disconfirmation: References to partners intentionally not sharing secrets or 
personal information.

Behavior — Frequent socializing

Description: References to the frequency of socializing and barriers to 
frequent socializing.

Confirmation: References to the fact that partners frequently engage in 
common labor or activities, that commonly doing things together is part 
of the relationship, or that partners frequently visit each other.

Disconfirmation: References to seeing partners infrequently (seasonally, 
only on certain occasions, or infrequent trips) and barriers to frequent 
socializing, including living in distant areas, groups, or islands.
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Behavior — Informality

Description: References to looser or stricter adherence to normal rules of 
conduct between partners (other than rules about mutual aid).

Confirmation: References to looser adherence to normal rules of conduct 
between partners (other than rules about mutual aid).

Disconfirmation: References to stricter adherence to normal rules of conduct 
between partners (other than rules about mutual aid).

Behavior — Touching

Description: References to sustained bodily contact between partners.

Confirmation: References to sustained bodily contact between partners.

Disconfirmation: References to the inappropriateness of sustained bodily 
contact between partners.

Feelings — Positive affect

Description: References to what partners feel toward each other, the rela-
tionship, or both.

Confirmation: References to positive feelings, such as love, closeness, 
affection, amity, warmth, passion, liking, deep emotions, and positive 
sentiments.

Disconfirmation: References to apathy between partners or consistent 
enmity.

Feelings — Jealousy

Description: References to feelings of jealousy between partners.

Confirmation: References to feelings of jealousy between partners.

Disconfirmation: References to the fact that partners are not jealous of each 
other.

Accounting — Tit-for-tat

Description: References to helping a partner based on tit-for-tat accounting.

Confirmation: Helping a partner based on tit-for-tat accounting.

Disconfirmation: References that helping a partner is not based on tit-for-tat 
accounting.

Accounting — Need

Description: References to helping a partner based on a partner’s need.

Confirmation: Helping a partner because a partner is in need.

Disconfirmation: References that helping a partner is not based on a 
partner’s need.
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Formation — Equality

Description: References to the relative social standing of the partners in a 
relationship. Criteria for judging social standing can be culturally salient 
dimensions of status or authority.

Confirmation: References to the fact that partners are similar in status, that 
they are “equals,” or that there are no authority relations between them.

Disconfirmation: References to one partner being senior or junior relative to 
the other, to partners coming from different-ranked castes or classes, to 
one partner having authority over the other, and to asymmetric behavior 
between the two.

Formation — Voluntariness

Description: Any reference to individual or group decisions or circumstances 
leading to the formation or dissolution of the relationship. This includes 
references to individual choices, the influence of others in such choices, 
heavy circumstantial limits on who can be partners (i.e., limited to fewer 
than five others), and formal or informal sanctions against ending a 
relationship.

Confirmation: References to the relationship as voluntary, limited only by 
mutual consent, and voluntarily dissoluble.

Disconfirmation: Any references to pre-arrangement by others, permission 
from others, ascription or inheritance of the relationship, or ritual or 
social control over beginning and ending the relationship.

Formation — Privateness

Description: References to control and sanctioning of behaviors in the 
relationship by partners and outside sources. This is different from volun-
tariness in that voluntariness involves control over decisions to enter and 
leave a relationship, whereas privateness involves control over behavior 
within the context of a recognized relationship.

Confirmation: References to the fact that only partners know about the 
relationship; violations of the relationship are dealt with by the partners 
alone.

Disconfirmation: References to external sources of control over the relation-
ship, including engagement in public rituals, public or legal enforcement 
of violations, the social ostracism of betrayers, and religious or super-
natural sanctions.
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Bemba Y Y Y
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Characteristics of Friendship by Society (continued) 
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Kogi Y

Aymara Y Y Y

Ona Y Y Y

Guarani Y Y Y

Bahia Brazilians        Y     

Bororo Y

Yanoamo Y Y Y

Tukano Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Ndyuka Y Y Y Y Y

Mataco Y Y  

*M = only descriptions refer to males, B = described for both females and males. 

Sources:
Dogon: Parin, Morgenthaler, and Parin-Matthey 1963, pp. 136 – 139; Paulme 1940
Akan: Rattray 1927; Warren 1975; Field 1960; Sarpong 1977; Meyerowitz 1974; Fortes 1950
Tiv: Abraham 1933; Malherbe 1931; Bohannan and Bohannan 1968; Keil 1979; Bohannan 

1957, 1954
Ganda: Robbins 1979; Southwold 1965; Roscoe 1911; Robbins and Kilbride 1987
Maasai: Cronk 2007; Merker 1910; Spencer 1988; Huntingford 1953; Hollis 1905; Fosbrooke 

1948; Bernardi 1955
Mbuti: Turnbull 1962, 1965; Putnam 1948
Azande: Anderson 1911; Baxter 1953; Calonne-Beaufaict 1921; Casati 1891; Czekanowski 

1924; Lagae 1926; Larken 1927; Evans-Pritchard 1933; Seligman and Seligman 1932; 
Hutereau 1909

Bemba: Hinfelaar 1994; Richards 1939
Lozi: Gluckman 1967; Turner 1952
Somali: Helander 1988, 1991
Amhara: Young 1975; Levine 1965
Hausa: Cohen 1969; Hassan, Shuaibu, and Health 1952; Hill 1972; Smith 1957; Smith 1954; 

Salamone 1974
Kanuri: Cohen 1960, 1967; Peshkin 1972
Wolof: Irvine 1974; Gamble 1957; Lasnet 1900; Magel 1984; Venema 1978
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Libyan Bedouin: Abu-Lughod 1986; Davis 1988; Peters 1990; Cole 2003; Behnke 1980; 
Obermeyer 1968

Shluh: Hatt 1974
Korea: Beirnatzki 1968; Bishop 1898; Kang 1931; Brandt 1971; Chun 1984; Han [1949] 1970; 

Hurlbert 1910; Janelli 1982; Kennedy 1977; Kim 1992; Knez 1960; Osgood 1951; Yi 1975
Taiwan Hokkien: Barnett 1971; DeGlopper 1974; Diamond 1969; Gallin and Gallin 1974; 

Gallin 1966; Gates 1973; Gould-Martin 1976; Harrell 1974; Jacobs 1977; McCreery 
1974; Wolf 1978

Central Thai: Phillips 1966; Kaufman 1960; Mulder 1996; Preecha 1980; Sharp 1978; 
Terwiel 1975; Hanks 1962; Foster 1976; Piker 1968; Bunnag 1973.

Garo: Burling 1963; Marak 1997
Khasi: Nakane 1967; Assam 1963; Gurdon 1907; McCormack 1964; Stegmiller and Knight 

1925
Santal: Skrefsrud 1942; Archer 1984; Culshaw 1949; Mukherjea 1962; Orans 1965
Sinhalese: Yalman 1971; Leach 1961; Tambiah 1965
Andaman: Radcliffe-Brown 1922; Cipriani 1966; Man 1932
Ifugao: Beyer 1911; Villaverde 1909; Barton 1930, 1919
Iban: Kedit 1991; Sandin 1980; Gomes 1911; Howell 1908 – 1910; Low 1892; Sutlive 1973
Yakut: Sieroszewski 1896
Chukchee: Bogoraz-Tan 1904 – 1909; Sverdrup 1938

(continued)
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Sources (continued): 
Serbs: Halpern 1986; Denich 1977; Filipovic 1982; Hammel 1968; Pavlovic 1973; Lodge 

1941; Kemp 1935; Simic 1973
Saami: Anderson 1978; Ingold 1976; Pehrson 1957; Whitaker 1955; Pelto 1962; Itkonen 1948
Highland Scots: Parman 1990, 1972; Walker 1974; Stephenson 1984; Coleman 1976; Ducey 

1956; Ennew 1980; Vallee 1955
Tarahumara: Bennett 1935; Champion 1963; Fried 1952
Tzeltal: Hunt 1962; Nash 1970; Metzger 1964; Villa Rojas 1969
Kuna: Marshall 1950; Sherzer 1983; Stout 1947; Nordenskiold 1938
Kurds: Masters 1953
Tlingit: Oberg 1973; Olson 1967; Kan 1989; De Laguna 1972
Copper Inuit: Condon 1987; Jenness 1922, 1959; Damas 1972; Pryde 1972
Blackfoot: Goldfrank 1966; Wissler 1911; Hanks and Hanks 1950; Ewers 1958; Hungry 

Wolf 1980; Kane 1925; Lancaster 1966; Schultz 1930
Ojibwa: Landes 1937; Vennum 1988; Bishop 1974; Hilger 1951; Theriault 1992; Tanner 

1830; Kohl [1860] 1985
Iroquois: Wallace 1969; Shimony 1961; Fenton 1953; St. John 1981; Tooker 1970; Weaver 

1972
Pawnee: Dorsey 1940; Lesser 1933; Weltfish 1965
Klamath: Spencer 1956; Stern 1963
Hopi: Titiev 1972, 1967; Beaglehole and Beaglehole 1937; Talayesva 1942; Beaglehole 1935; 

Aberle 1951; Bradfield 1973; Clemmer 1995; Cox 1969; Dennis 1940; Eggan 1950; Lowie 
1929; Schlegal 1989; Sekaquaptewa 1969; Stephen 1969

Eastern Toraja: Adriani and Kruijt 1950
Aranda: Morton 1992; Basedow 1925; Chewings 1936; Strehlow 1947; Spencer 1927; 

Roheim 1945
Kapauka: Pospisil 1978
Trobriand: Malinowski 1922, 1929, 1935, 1926; Weiner 1988
Lau Fijians: Hocart 1929; Thompson 1940
Chuuk: Gladwin and Sarason 1953; Bollig 1927; Fischer 1950; Marshall 1977; Mahony 1971
Tikopia: Firth 1936; Spillius 1957
Kogi: Reichel-Dolmatoff 1951
Aymara: Tschopik 1951; Hickman 1963; Cole 1969; Buechler 1971
Ona: Gusinde 1931; Cooper 1917
Guarani: Reed 1995; Watson 1952; Watson 1944
Bahia Brazilians: Borges 1992; Hutchinson 1957; Azevedo 1969
Bororo: Fabian 1992
Yanoamo: Barker 1953; Chagnon 1967
Tukano: Goldman 1963; Hugh-Jones 1979
Ndyuka: Bilby 1990; Lenoir 1973
Mataco: Alvarsson 1988; Karsten 1932
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The Favor Game

Consider two people, Sally and Ann, living in a risky world. At any time, 
one may benefit from the other’s help. Also, assume that there are two 
kinds of favor — small favors and large favors. Small favors require Sally 
to incur some cost, cS, to provide a benefit to Ann, bS, where the benefit 
is greater than the cost (bS > cS). Large favors also require Sally to incur 
some cost, cL, to provide a benefit to Ann, bL, where the benefit is greater 
than the cost (bL > cL). As one might expect, the costs and benefits of large 
favors are bigger than those for small favors. In each of these cases, if 
Sally decides not to help Ann, then she incurs no cost, and Ann receives 
no benefit. For each participant, at any point in time, the opportunity for 
a large favor arises with probability pL, and the opportunity for a small 
favor arises with probability pS. And there is some probability (1- pL – pS) 
that Ann does not need a favor at all.

If Sally and Ann met only once in their lives and Sally were in need 
of help costing cS, Ann would lose by helping Sally. Specifically, Ann 
would bear a cost and Sally would achieve a gain, bS. As long as there is no 
reputation, repeated interaction, or relationship, if Ann regularly helped 
strangers like Sally, she would be worse off in terms of payoffs than if she 
never helped. The same is true for Sally, and in such a world, we would 
expect both to live alone and never help each other.

The Value of Repeated Interactions

In this game, if Sally and Ann met only once then they would lose by 
helping the other. However, if they were able to credibly agree to always 
help each other in the future, then they would be much better off. Here I 
show how much better off.

A ppendi x B

Mathematical Models for Chapter 8
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Consider a world where time occurs in steps (let’s say days). On any 
given day, there is a probability, pS, that Ann will need a small favor and 
a probability, pL, that she will need a large favor. On that same day, Sally 
will need favors with the same probabilities. If Sally and Ann need favors 
on the same day, then assume that they are still able to help each other.

If Sally needs help and Ann decides not to help, she incurs no cost and 
Sally gains no benefit, meaning the benefits and costs at a given time are 0. 
However, if both partners agree to help regardless of the cost, the expected 
net benefit to a partner at any time is the benefit they might accrue from 
being helped minus the costs they would bear for helping:

Equation 1

Since the benefits of help are always greater than the costs (b > c), the 
expected net benefit to Sally and Ann is always greater than 0.

This benefit at each time step can add up over a lifetime. Suppose Sally 
cares more about help in the next few days than she cares about help far 
into the future. This is consistent with a discount factor that people’s 
expected payoffs from future events are less important because they are 
less likely to happen (due to either death or some other change in cir-
cumstances). We can state this precisely in terms of a decay factor so that 
she cares less about future help on each consecutive day (0 < D < 1). The 
lifetime benefit of the future relationship can be written as:

Equation 2

This means that if both Sally and Ann could agree (and trust each other) 
to help when help was needed, then they would on average do better than 
if they lived alone trying to make do by themselves. One way that Sally 
can give Ann an incentive to continue helping is to end the relationship if 
Ann doesn’t help — a kind of tit-for-tat strategy. In this case, Ann would be 
better off helping, if the cost of helping at a given time point is less than 
the expected lifetime benefit from the relationship (Neilson 1999):

Equation 3

The Incentive to Help with Outside Options

The above result holds as long as both partners have only two options — to 
cooperate or live alone. However, in everyday life, people often have the 
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option to leave one partner for another. We see this most strikingly among 
con artists, who quickly build up relationships, exploit them, and then drop 
their partner to find another victim. In the favor game, this is exemplified 
by an individual who develops relationships, enjoys the benefits of a part-
ner’s aid, and then leaves when the time comes to bear the cost of helping. 
An individual who simply follows the tit-for-tat strategy of helping until 
one’s partner fails to help will be exploited by such a con artist.

Consider the case where Sally is in need of a small favor and Ann has 
the option of incurring cost, cS, or leaving and starting a new relationship. 
Starting a new relationship is costless, and the lifetime value of one rela-
tionship is equivalent to another. In this case, the lifetime value of a new 
relationship (LVn) is greater than the lifetime value of the old relationship 
minus the cost of helping in the current round (LVo – cS). Therefore, Ann 
can do better by betraying Sally and simply starting a new relationship 
with another person. This would be a prime opportunity for con artists.

One ingenious way to deter strategies that “exploit and run” is to insti-
tute a round of courtship or gift giving at the beginning of a relation-
ship, where each partner must bear some start-up cost, cc (Carmichael and 
MacLeod 1997). With such an institution of courtship, the gain to a con 
artist of ending a relationship and starting a new one is LVn – cc. As long 
as this is worth less than staying with the old relationship (as long as the 
following inequality holds), a partner’s best option is to bear the cost of 
helping and stay in the relationship:

Equation 4

Since the lifetime values of a new and old relationship are equivalent, 
this inequality holds as long as the cost of courtship (cc) is higher than the 
cost of helping (cS). In this situation, two individuals who bear the cost of 
start-up, who help when the cost of helping is less than cS, and who end a 
relationship when the partner doesn’t follow this rule have an advantage 
over con artists.

One important element of such courting gifts is that they are costly to 
the giver but cannot be used, resold, or regifted by the recipient. Otherwise, 
con artists could exploit the situation in two ways. First, they could simply 
take the gifts and run with their value intact. Second, they could exchange 
gifts, exploit the partner, and then regift what they received from their 
last victim to start a relationship with another potential victim. In a sense, 
such gifts must be worthless to anyone else. There are a number of ways to 
exchange such costly but worthless courtship gifts. These include spend-
ing time hanging out and giving gifts that lose much of their value in the 
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act of giving or soon after giving (Bergstrom, Kerr, and Lachmann 2008; 
Sozou and Seymour 2005). Gifts with such characteristics include flow-
ers (which wilt), perishable foods (which perish), and costly gift wrapping 
(which is destroyed upon opening). Arbitrary choosiness in one’s partners 
also raises the cost of finding a partner.

Another important property of such gifts is that participants must give 
gifts prior to any communication between the two about the nature of the 
gift. Otherwise, two partners could agree to give start-up gifts that cost 
less than cc, and they would do better than those who require cc. This cap-
tures another important aspect of good gifts, that they must be surprises, 
and that the giver should decide in secret on what to give and how much to 
spend (Carmichael and MacLeod 1997).

Expanding the Scope of Help

Costly but worthless gifts provide an important safeguard against con 
artists. However, they also limit the scope of helping. When the cost of 
helping at a point in time exceeds the original courtship cost, then there 
is no incentive to help, because it would actually cost less to simply start a 
new relationship.

For this reason, partners are only able to achieve the benefits of helping 
up to some maximum cost, which is set by the original costs of courtship. 
Consider a situation where people can afford courtship gifts that are larger 
than the cost of small favors, but courtship gifts that would permit large 
favors are too expensive. In this case, it would never pay to help a friend 
who needs a large favor. Rather, partners would simply agree to maintain 
relationships where small favors, but not large favors, were granted. Let’s 
call this the “courtship limited” strategy.

There is a way around this problem based on the way that friends fre-
quently start with small favors and gradually raise the stakes of favors. It 
involves a “raise-the-stakes” strategy that judiciously increases the scope 
of helping over time, in such a way that the acceptable cost of helping can 
surpass the cost of courtship (Roberts and Sherratt 1998).

Consider two partners, Sally and Ann, who bear the cost of courtship and 
help each other as long as favors are small. At a point in the relationship, 
Ann needs a big favor. As discussed before, Sally has no incentive to help, 
because she could easily move to a new relationship for a smaller cost rather 
than bear the cost of helping Ann to maintain their relationship. However, 
there is a strategy that if followed by both Ann and Sally would create bet-
ter outcomes than if they followed the “courtship limited” strategy.
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According to this raise-the-stakes strategy, Sally does provide the large 
favor. If Ann follows the raise-the-stakes strategy, then she feels a great 
deal of gratitude and will provide a large favor the next time there is an 
opportunity. They then continue to provide big favors until one of them 
fails to; at which point, they return to the level of helping with only small 
favors. The expected future value of the relationship will be:

Equation 5

If, on the other hand, Ann follows the “courtship limited” strategy, 
then the next time that Sally needs a large favor, Ann doesn’t help. The 
relationship continues, but Sally also returns to helping with only small 
favors. In this case, the expected value of the relationship will be:

Equation 6

As long as the following inequality holds, then Ann will do better by 
following the raise-the-stakes strategy. In short, she will have an incentive 
to reciprocate the large favor and thus take the friendship to a new level 
of favors.

Equation 7

Therefore, when this inequality holds, Sally in her original dilemma to 
raise the stakes also has an incentive to give the large favor, because she 
knows Ann will have an incentive to reciprocate in the future. If we make 
a simple assumption that the benefit-to-cost ratio (b/c) is constant for both 
large and small favors, this reduces to a very simple inequality:

Equation 8

This equation means that the more people care about the future (larger 
D) and the more frequent opportunities for large favors become (larger 
pL), the smaller the benefit-to-cost ratio must be for the raise-the-stakes 
strategy to be better than the courtship limited strategy. For the sake 
of simplicity, I have presented results when there are only two kinds of 
favor — big and small. This only permits raising the stakes once, from 
small to large gifts. However, similar results can be derived when favors 
can take on any number of costs and benefits, with different probability 
distributions (Watson 2002).
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Loose Monitoring and Forgiveness 
Until now, I have assumed that individuals will follow something like a 
tit-for-tat strategy to enforce favors. Specifically, if Sally fails to help with 
a small favor at the early stage of a relationship, then Ann ends it. Also, if 
Sally fails to provide a large favor, then Ann returns to helping only with 
small favors.

However, once Sally and Ann have built up the friendship to provid-
ing large favors, they can monitor each other at quite low levels, be very 
forgiving, and still maintain incentives to help the other. Suppose that 
Ann fails to help when Sally needs a favor; then Sally will return to only 
providing small favors with some probability, pe. How high does this prob-
ability have to be for Ann to have an incentive to give help for a small 
favor?

If Ann helps, then the relationship continues with larger favors. If she 
doesn’t, then Sally notices with probability pe and returns to a relation-
ship based on small favors. Otherwise the relationship continues as such. 
As long as the following inequality holds, then Ann will do better if she 
helps.

Equation 9

This simplifies to an inequality that describes the lowest value for 
Sally’s vigilance in the relationship such that Ann has an incentive to help 
with small favors.

Equation 10

Suppose that time steps occur in days and that we expect that exog-
enous forces would make the relationship end with a 1 percent chance on 
any given day (D = 0.99). Also suppose that large favors are needed every 
ten days, the benefit of help is twice its cost, and that the cost of help-
ing with large favors is three times the cost for small favors. In that case, 
Sally would only need to respond to Ann’s failure to provide small favors 
5 percent of the time to give Ann an incentive to help with small favors. 
For large favors, Sally would still only need to respond 15 percent of the 
time to give Ann an incentive to provide big favors. Therefore, when indi-
viduals can cultivate a relationship at different levels of helping, even very 
low levels of monitoring and retaliation can provide an incentive to help a 
partner. If monitoring has any cost, then it would make sense to monitor 
at such low levels.
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The Shift from Knee-Jerk Defense to  
Knee-Jerk Support

Suppose that one can think of helping someone, Paul, in two ways:

 1.  Always help Paul, unless there is some reason to believe he is not a 
friend.

 2.  Don’t help Paul, unless there is some reason to believe he is a friend.

The first rule describes a habitual tendency to help Paul, unless upon 
further deliberation there is a reason not to help him. The second rule 
describes a habitual tendency to not help, unless upon further deliberation 
there is a reason to.

According to the first rule, there will be very few cases where one fails 
to help Paul if he is a friend, but there will be more cases where one helps 
him even he is not really a friend. Therefore, there is a bias toward help-
ing Paul. Conversely, according to the second rule, there is a bias against 
helping Paul.

Suppose that according to rule one, I accidentally don’t help Paul with 
some probability (e1), whereas I accidentally help a non-friend with some 
higher probability (e2 > e1). Conversely, according to rule two, I acciden-
tally don’t help Paul with the higher probability (e2), whereas I accidentally 
help a non-friend with the lower probability (e1< e2).

There are two kinds of costs that can arise from making bad decisions. 
First, one can lose whatever it costs to help Paul if he is actually not a 
friend (Ch). Second, by not helping Paul, it may end the relationship with 
some probability and at the cost of ending a mutually beneficial relation-
ship. We’ll call this the expected cost of not helping (Cn). Thus, we can 
write the expected payoffs of following rules one and two with Paul as:

Equation 11

Equation 12

When does the first decision rule give a better outcome? This occurs 
when EV(1) – EV(2) is greater than 0.

Equation 13

Since e1 < e2, for rule one to give a better outcome, the following equiv-
alent inequalities would need to hold.

Equation 14
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Equation 15

In other words, if the probability that Paul is a friend is sufficiently 
high and the cost of not helping is sufficiently large relative to the cost of 
helping, then it makes sense to follow rule number one. In short, in a suf-
ficiently long and valuable relationship, it makes sense to treat Paul with 
the adage “innocent until proven guilty” rather than “guilty until proven 
innocent.” Positive feelings toward Paul may reflect changes in decision 
making necessary to make this shift.1

An important implication of this kind of decision making is that if peo-
ple are uncertain about the cost of not helping — which requires estimating 
the probability of the relationship ending from not helping as well as the 
cost of losing the relationship — they may focus more on judging whether 
their partner is a friend than on the costs and benefits of the relationship. 
Therefore, decision making can transform from a concern with the costs 
and benefits of helping to judgments about a person’s intentions toward 
oneself, which changes the focus to such signals of friendship as the lon-
gevity of the relationship and costly signals about one’s intention toward 
a partner.
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This table summarizes results of quantitative studies cited in the text. It 
includes the number of and types of informants, estimated d-statistic for 
the reported effect, and 95 percent confidence intervals for the d-statistic 
when calculation is possible.

A ppendi x C

D-Statistics for Studies Cited



 
 
N and Conditions

 
 
 Participants

 
 
 Variables

 
 Derived   
 froma

 
 

D-stat 

 95 Percent  
 Confidence  
 Intervalb

 
 
 Citation

 
 Outcome  
 Measure

More Likely to Share with Friends (Non-anonymous)

20 reciprocated friend 
pairs, 25 acquaintance 
pairs

4th graders Crayon sharing t-stat 0.88 Staub and Sherk 1970 Behavioral

96 friend vs. enemy 7- to 11-year-olds 
in U.K.

Money t-stat 1.76 Vaughan, Tajfel, and 
Williams 1981

Behavioral

41 friend pairs, 43 
acquaintance pairs

3rd graders Dictator game  
with tokens

prop 0.72 (0.27, 1.21) Pataki, Shapiro, and 
Clark 1994

Behavioral

30 friend pairs, 
30 acquaintance pairs

1st and 3rd graders Trinkets mean 0.42 (-0.09, 0.93) Floyd 1964 Behavioral

56 friend pairs, 53 
acquaintance pairs

5- to 9-year-olds Use of crayon t-stat 0.51 Jones 1985 Behavioral

30 friend pairs, 39 
acquaintance pairs

1st graders Dictator game  
with tokens

prop 0.35 (-0.14, 0.85) Pataki, Shapiro, and 
Clark 1994

Behavioral

13 best friends vs. 
stranger

U.S. college 
students

Money t-stat 2.06 Aron, Aron, Tudor, 
and Nelson 1991

Behavioral

14 friends, 
14 acquaintances

9-year-olds Tokens t-stat -0.36 Buhrmester, Goldfarb, 
and Cantrell 1992

Behavioral



14 friends, 14 
acquaintances

13-year-olds Tokens t-stat 0.78 Buhrmester, Goldfarb, 
and Cantrell 1992

Behavioral

206 friends vs. 99, 
with 4 places removed

U.S. college 
students

Dictator game from 
paper

0.52 Leider et al. 2009 Behavioral

36 friends, 36 
acquaintances

Chinese 
kindergarten

Sharing snacks mean -0.15 (-0.61, 0.31) Rao and Stewart 1999 Behavioral

36 friends, 36 
acquaintances

Indian 
kindergarten

Sharing snacks mean -0.11 (-0.57, 0.36) Rao and Stewart 1999 Behavioral

16 friend pairs, 16 
acquaintance pairs

4- to 5-year-olds Trinkets mean 1.03 (0.28, 1.76) Floyd 1964 Behavioral

57 friends, 57 
strangers 

3- to 5-year-olds Number of snacks  
shared

mean 0.57 (0.19, 0.94) Birch and Billman 
1986

Behavioral

14 friends, 14 
acquaintances

5-year-olds Tokens t-stat -0.29 Buhrmester, Goldfarb, 
and Cantrell 1992

Behavioral

Cooperate More with Friends

19 friend pairs at 
varying degrees of 
friendship

4-year-olds Cooperating in 
prisoner’s dilemma

rho 1.01 (-0.01, 2.27) Matsumoto et al. 1986 Behavioral

20 friend pairs, 20 
stranger pairs

U.K. college Donation to 
continuous prisoner’s 

dilemma game

t-stat 0.96 Majolo et al. 2006 Behavioral

(continued)
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 Participants
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 Derived   
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D-stat 

 95 Percent  
 Confidence  
 Intervalb

 
 
 Citation

 
 Outcome  
 Measure

Successfully Divide Surplus with Friends

44 friend pairs, 43 
acquaintance pairs

U.S. college 
students

Agreeing on how to 
share surplus from sale 

of lamp

rho 0.93 (0.47, 1.42) McGinn and Keros 
2002

Behavioral

50 friends, 50 strangers U.S. college 
students

Successfully playing 
ultimatum game

rho 0.30 (-0.10, 0.71) Polzer et al. 1993 Behavioral

10 groups 3- to 5-year-olds Amount of time 
successfully viewing 

movie 

rho 1.35 (-0.22, 3.70) La Freniere and 
Charlesworth 1987

Behavioral

Helping (Non-anonymous)

32 friend pairs,  
32 strangers

College students Buying lottery tickets mean 2.03 (1.17, 2.89) Boster et al. 1995 Behavioral

625 friends vs. 132, 
four places removed

U.S. college 
students

Helping game 
with tokens

mean 0.71 (0.42, 0.96) Leider et al. 2009 Behavioral

12 friends, 12 
acquaintances

W. German 
17-year-olds

Money to needier 
(equal effort)

mean 1.81 (0.84, 2.76) Schwinger and Lamm 
1981

Hypothetical

12 friends, 12 
acquaintances

W. German 
17-year-olds

Money to needier 
(unequal effort)

mean 0.32 (-0.50, 1.11) Schwinger and Lamm 
1981

Hypothetical



32 friends, 32 
acquaintances

W. German 
17-year-olds

Money to needier 
(non-culpable)

mean 0.83 (0.32, 1.34) Lamm and Schwinger 
1980

Hypothetical

32 friends, 32 
acquaintances

W. German 
17-year-olds

Money to needier 
(culpable)

mean 0.92 (0.40, 1.44) Lamm and Schwinger 
1980

Hypothetical

32 friends, 32 
acquaintances

6th graders Dollars mean 0.71 (0.20, 1.21) McGillicuddy-De Lisi 
1994 

Hypothetical

32 friends, 32 
acquaintances

3rd graders Dollars mean 0.31 (-0.19, 0.80) McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 
Watkins, and Vinchur 

1994

Hypothetical

32 friends, 32 
acquaintances

Kindergarten Dollars mean -0.22 (-0.71, 0.27) McGillicuddy-De Lisi, 
Watkins, and Vinchur 

1994 

Hypothetical

Effect of Gift on Helping

32 friend pairs (16 
gifts vs. 16 no gifts) 

U.S. college 
students

Pre-giving vs. buying 
lottery tickets

mean -0.19 (-0.89, 0.50) Boster et al. 1995 Behavioral

32 stranger pairs (16 
gifts vs. 16 no gifts)

U.S. college 
Students

Pre-giving vs. buying 
lottery tickets

mean 1.03 (0.29, 1.77) Boster et al. 1995 Behavioral

(continued)
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 Participants

 
 
 Variables

 
 Derived   
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D-stat 

 95 Percent  
 Confidence  
 Intervalb

 
 
 Citation

 
 Outcome  
 Measure

Norm of Reciprocity — Sensitivity to Prior Gift

32 friend pairs, 32 
stranger pairs

U.S. college 
Students

Pre-giving vs.  
buying lottery tickets

mean 0.54 (0.04, 1.14) Boster et al. 1995 Behavioral

20 friend pairs, 25 
acquaintance pairs

U.S. 4th graders Candy shared-eaten vs. 
time sharing crayon

rho 0.51 Staub and Sherk 1970 Behavioral

16 friend pairs, 16 
acquaintance pairs

U.S. 4- to 5-year-
olds

Trinkets vs. trinkets mean 1.33 (0.55, 2.09) Floyd 1964 Behavioral

20 friend pairs, 20 
acquaintance pairs

U.S. 6- to 8-year-
olds

Trinkets vs. trinkets mean 1.04 (0.37, 1.70) Floyd 1964 Behavioral

25 primed as 
friendship game, 25 
non-primed

Maasai men Shillings vs.  
percent returned

rho 0.60 Cronk 2007 Behavioral

Less Concern about Inputs

13 friend pairs, 9 
stranger pairs

U.S. college 
students

Glances at  
light indicating  
partner’s input

mean 1.06 (0.16, 1.98) Clark, Mills, and 
Corcoran 1989

Behavioral

More Concern about Needs

11 friend pairs, 9 
stranger pairs

U.S. college 
students

Glances at 
light indicating 
partner’s needs 

mean 0.83 (-0.13, 1.70) Clark, Mills, and 
Corcoran 1989

Behavioral



Equality vs. Group Total

14 friend pairs, 14 
acquaintance pairs

U.S. 10- to 
12-year-olds

Group total mean 0.53 (-0.23, 1.28) Morgan and Sawyer 
1967

Behavioral

12 friends, 12 
acquaintances

W. German 
17-year-olds

Money to needier 
(equal effort)

mean 1.81 (0.84, 2.76) Schwinger and Lamm 
1981

Hypothetical

Absolute Equity and Satisfaction

109 equal, 23 unequal U.S. college 
students

Happy mean 0.92 (0.57, 1.51) Winn, Crawford, and 
Fischer 1991

Self-report

94 friendship pairs U.S. college 
students

Positive feelings rho 0.16 (-0.25, 0.57) Mendelson and Kay 
2003

Self-reportc

52 on best friends Average 69 years, 
U.S.

Satisfaction rho 0.41 (-0.15, 1.00) Jones and Vaughn 1990 Self-report

116 friends Over 64 years Satisfaction rho 0.20 (-0.17, 0.58) Roberto and Scott 1986 Self-report

94 on close friends 50 years or older Happy/content mean 0.35 (-0.10, 0.75) Roberto 1996 Self-report

48 unequal best friends, 
134 equal best friends

Dutch college 
students

Not lonely t-stat 0.55 Prins and Buunk 1998 Self-report

120 on friends 60 years or older, 
U.S. women

Satisfaction rho < 0.32 Rook 1987 Self-report

Equity and Satisfaction — “Least Best Friends”

116 “least best friends” Over 64 years Satisfaction rho 1.34 (0.92, 1.81) Roberto and Scott 1986 Self-report
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Underbenefit and Anger

14 under, 9 over Anger mean 1.02 (0.11, 1.89) Winn, Crawford, and 
Fischer 1991

Self-report

35 over, 35 under Anger mean -0.34 (-0.84, 0.16) Roberto 1996 Self-report

Continuation

3805 55 years or older, 
the Netherlands

Continuation vs. 
overbenefited 
instrumental

rho 0.08 (0.10, 0.22) Ikkink and van Tilburg 
1999

Self-report

3805 55 years or older, 
the Netherlands

Continuation vs. 
overbenefited 

emotional

rho -0.08 (-0.10, -0.22) Ikkink and van Tilburg 
1999 

Self-report

Input-Output and Satisfaction

52 on best friends Average 69 years, 
U.S.

Self-disclosure rho 0.18 (-0.38, 0.76) Jones and Vaughn  
1990

Self-report

52 on best friends Average 69 years, 
U.S.

Emotional support rho -0.54 (-1.15, 0.03) Jones and Vaughn  
1990

Self-report

52 on best friends Average 69 years, 
U.S.

Tangible assistance rho 0.26 (-0.30, 0.84) Jones and Vaughn  
1990

Self-report

52 on best friends Average 69 years, 
U.S.

Socializing initiatives rho -0.02 (-0.59, 0.55) Jones and Vaughn  
1990

Self-report



116 on best friends 64 to 91 years Global inequity rho 0.20 (-0.17, 0.58) Roberto and Scott 1986 Self-report

115 on friends Average 72 years Companionship, 
emotional, and 

instrumental support

rho <0.32 Rook 1987 Self-report

94 on close friends 50 or older Underbenefited vs. 
overbenefited

Mean -0.49 (-0.99, 0.01) Roberto 1996 Self-report

Anonymity

Approximately 80 
friends, 80 
acquaintances

5- to 13-year-olds Tokens t-stat 0.45 Buhrmester, Goldfarb, 
and Cantrell 1992

Behavioral

206 friends vs. 97 
acquaintances, 4 places 
removed

U.S. college 
students

Sharing game from 
paper

0.52d NA Leider et al. 2007 Behavioral

876 friends vs. 181, 
4 places removed

U.S. college 
students

Helping game with 
tokens

from 
paper

1.15d NA Leider et al. 2007 Behavioral

80 friends vs. 80, 
4 places removed

10- to 12-year-olds Dictator giving 2.39 (1.98, 2.80) Goeree et al. 2007 Behavioral

22 friends vs. 27 not 
friends

Economics 
students, Spain

Dictator giving 0.70 (0.12, 1.28) Branas-Garza, Duran, 
and Espinosa 2005

Behavioral

55 friends vs. 
strangers

U.S. college 
students

Social dilemma t-stat 1.44 Aron, Aron, Tudor, 
and Nelson 1991

Behavioral

13 friends vs. 
strangers

U.S. college 
students

Social dilemma t-stat 2.06 Aron, Aron, Tudor, 
and Nelson 1991

Behavioral
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Self-Serving Bias

64 friend pairs U.S. college 
students

Attribution of failure 
vs. success

mean 0.13 (-0.22, 0.47) Campbell et al. 2000 Self-report

64 stranger pairs U.S. college 
students

Attribution of failure 
vs. success

mean 0.83 (0.47, 1.19) Campbell et al. 2000 Self-report

40 close pairs U.S. college 
students

Attribution of failure 
vs. success

t-stat -0.12 Sedikides et al. 1998 Self-report

40 non-close pairs U.S. college 
students

Attribution of failure 
vs. success

t-stat 0.64 Sedikides et al. 1998 Self-report

52 close pairs U.S. college 
students

Attribution of failure 
vs. success

t-stat 0.29 Sedikides et al. 1998 Self-report

52 non-close pairs U.S. college 
students

Attribution of failure 
vs. success

t-stat 0.71 Sedikides et al. 1998 Self-report

Closeness and Helping

91 close vs. non-close Taiwan college 
students

Helping in academic 
task

t-stat 0.71 Han, Li, and Hwang 
2005

Hypothetical

91 close vs. non-close Taiwan college 
students

Helping in 
housekeeping

t-stat 0.64 Han, Li, and Hwang 
2005

Hypothetical



77 U.S. college 
students

Helping partner rho 1.81 (1.23, 2.47) Korchmaros and 
Kenny 2006

Hypothetical

46 U.S. college 
students

Helping partner rho 2.33 (1.51, 3.38) Cialdini et al. 1997 Hypothetical

36 U.S. college 
students

Helping partner rho 0.61 (-0.09, 1.37) Cialdini et al. 1997 Hypothetical

29 U.S. college 
students

Helping partner rho 1.62 (0.73, 2.76) Korchmaros and 
Kenny 2001

Hypothetical

Closeness and Sacrifice

310 most close vs. 
least close

U.S. college 
students

Sacrificing for 
partner’s gain

mean 3.53 (3.11, 3.96) Jones and Rachlin 2006 Hypothetical

242 most close vs. 
least close

U.S. college 
students

Sacrificing for 
partner’s gain

mean 3.43 (3.01, 3.85) Rachlin and Jones 2008 Hypothetical

206 most close vs. 
least close

U.S. college 
students

Sacrificing for 
partner’s gain

mean 1.43 (5.03, 6.21) Rachlin and Jones 2008 Hypothetical

Induce Closeness and Helping

25 closeness condition, 
25 control

U.S. college 
students 

Amount of time 
offered to help

mean 0.98 (0.39, 1.57) Maner et al. 2002 Behavioral

25 closeness condition, 
25 control

U.S. college 
students

Amount of time 
offered to help

mean 0.61 (0.04, 1.17) Maner et al. 2002 Behavioral
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Confusion on Memory Task

14 best friend vs. 
celebrity

U.S. college 
students

Mistakenly recalling 
other for self

mean 2.13 (1.18, 3.05) Mashek, Aron, and 
Boncimino 2003

Behavioral

14 best friend vs. parent U.S. college 
students

Mistakenly recalling 
other for self

mean 1.66 (0.78, 2.51) Mashek, Aron, and 
Boncimino 2003

Behavioral

Closeness and Similarity between Other-Self Activation

16 women Similarity of brain 
activity

rho 2.20 (0.83, 4.23) Aron, Whitfield, and 
Lichty 2007

Biological

Oxytocin and Social Risk

29 oxytocin, 29 
non-oxytocin group

Investing 100 percent rho 0.55 (0.02, 1.13) Kosfeld et al. 2005 Behavioral

25 oxytocin, 24 
non-oxytocin group

Investment after 
betrayal

mean 0.43 (-0.14, 1.00) Baumgartner et al. 
2008

Behavioral

Expressions of Liking

33 opposite-sex friend pairs Leaning rho 1.12 (0.36, 2.04) Gonzaga et al. 2001 Behavioral

33 opposite-sex friend pairs Gesticulating rho 0.87 (0.13, 1.73) Gonzaga et al. 2001 Behavioral



Contribution of Adoptive Parents 

161 2-parent adoptive 
families, 9661 2-parent 
biological families

U.S. Involvement in school rho -.02 Hamilton, Cheng, and 
Powell 2007

Self-report

161 2-parent adoptive 
families, 9661 2-parent 
biological families

U.S. Number of children’s 
books

rho -.01 Hamilton, Cheng, and 
Powell 2007

Self-report

Kin vs. Friends

1108 respondents Israel (friends vs. 
kin)

Calling after an attack prop 0.98 (0.85, 1.11) Shavit, Fischer, and 
Koresh 1994

Self-report

1108 respondents Israel (friends vs. 
kin)

Calling for social 
support

prop 0.06 (-0.06, 0.18) Shavit, Fischer, and 
Koresh 1994

Self-report

Hormones and Romantic Love

48 in love, 48 single Italian college 
students

Nerve growth factor mean 0.79 (0.41, 1.16) Emanuele et al. 2006 Biological

24 in love, 24 single Italian college 
students

Cortisol mean 0.41 (-0.16, 0.98) Marazziti and Canale 
2004

Biological
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Time Spent with Friends

204 U.S. 11th graders, 222 
Taiwanese 11th graders

Hours per week mean 0.89 (0.60, 1.18) Fuligni and Stevenson 
1995

Self-report

204 U.S. 11th graders, 
152 Japanese 11th graders

Hours per week mean 0.49 (0.21, 0.77) Fuligni and Stevenson 
1995

Self-report

Attachment Anxiety 

48 adult women Cortisol reactivity rho 0.84 (0.24, 1.53) Quirin, Pruessner, and 
Kuhl 2008

Survey and 
biological

Closeness after Cooperating

22 pairs that cooperated 
in trust game (before and 
after)

U.S. college 
students

Perceived closeness meane Approx.

0.83

(0.21, 1.44) Krueger et al. 2007 Self-report

Tipping

248 couples: touched by 
waiter vs. not touched

U.S. diners Percent who tipped mean 0.48 (0.21, 0.75) Hornik 1992 Behavioral



Mood

13 positive mood induced, 
13 negative mood induced

U.S. college 
students

Helpful dictator game rho 0.76 (-0.04, 1.77) Capra 2004 Behavioral

Friendship Priming

17 friendship prime, 
16 coworker prime

U.S. college 
students

Willingness to help 
with next task

prop 0.76 (0.03, 1.59) Fitzsimons and Bargh 
2003

Behavioral

30 primary attachment 
prime, 30 acquaintance 
prime

U.S. college 
students

Agree to help mean 0.68 (0.16, 1.20) Mikulincer et al. 2005 Behavioral

30 primary attachment 
prime, 30 acquaintance 
prime

Israeli college 
students

Agree to help mean 0.78 (0.25, 1.30) Mikulincer et al. 2005 Behavioral

30 primary attachment 
prime, 30 acquaintance 
prime

U.S. college 
students

Agree to help mean 0.55 (0.03, 1.06) Mikulincer et al. 2005 Behavioral

30 primary attachment 
prime, 30 acquaintance 
prime

Israeli college 
students

Agree to help mean 0.56 (0.04, 1.07) Mikulincer et al. 2005 Behavioral

Empathic Accuracy

24 friend pairs, 24 
stranger pairs

U.S. college 
students

Content accuracy t-stat 0.73 Stinson and Ickes 1992 Behavioral
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Blushing Study

24 friends, 24 strangers U.S. college 
students

Blushing mean 0.67 (0.09, 1.25) Shearn et al. 1999 Biological

24 friends U.S. college 
students

Correlation of 
sympathetic response

rho 1.04 (0.14, 2.13) Shearn et al. 1999 Biological

24 strangers U.S. college 
students

Correlation of 
sympathetic response

rho -0.30 (-1.20, 0.58) Shearn et al. 1999 Biological

Not Asking Friend for Help

119 asked for help vs. 
no help (computer)

Japanese college 
students

closeness mean 1.89 (1.58, 2.20) Niiya, Ellsworth, and 
Yamaguchi 2006

Hypothetical

119 asked for help vs. 
no help (dog) 

Japanese college 
students

closeness mean 1.44 (1.15, 1.73) Niiya, Ellsworth, and 
Yamaguchi 2006

Hypothetical

119 asked for help vs. 
no help (hotel)

Japanese college 
students

closeness mean 1.44 (1.15, 1.73) Niiya, Ellsworth, and 
Yamaguchi 2006

Hypothetical

119 asked for help vs. 
no help (computer)

Japanese college 
students

sad mean -1.39 (-1.68, -1.10) Niiya, Ellsworth, and 
Yamaguchi 2006

Hypothetical

119 asked for help vs. 
no help (dog)

Japanese college 
students

sad mean -1.40 (-1.69, -1.11) Niiya, Ellsworth, and 
Yamaguchi 2006

Hypothetical

119 asked for help vs. 
no help (hotel)

Japanese college 
students

sad mean -2.05 (-2.37,-1.73) Niiya, Ellsworth, and 
Yamaguchi 2006

Hypothetical



Forgiveness Studies

67 primed with close 
vs. non-close

Dutch college 
students

Willingness to forgive 
offenses

mean 0.59 (0.24, 0.93) Karremans and Aarts 
2007

Hypothetical

78 primed with close 
vs. non-close

Dutch college 
students

Willingness to forgive 
offenses

mean 1.02 (0.68, 1.35) Karremans and Aarts 
2007

Hypothetical

58 primed with close 
vs. non-close

Dutch college 
students

Willingness to forgive 
offenses

mean 0.69 (0.31, 1.06) Karremans and Aarts 
2007

Hypothetical

120 primed with close 
vs. non-close

Dutch college 
students

Willingness to forgive 
offenses

mean 0.63 (0.36, 0.90) Karremans and Aarts 
2007

Hypothetical

Social Support

14 explicit vs. 14 
control

Asian/Asian-
American college 
students in U.S.

Reported stress mean 0.83 (0.05, 1.60) Taylor et al. 2007 Self-report

14 explicit vs. 14 
implicit

Asian/Asian-
American college 
students in U.S.

Reported stress mean 0.71 (-0.06, 1.47) Taylor et al. 2007 Self-report

13 explicit vs. 13 
control

Majority white 
college students 

in U.S.

Reported stress mean -0.56 (-1.34, 0.24) Taylor et al. 2007 Self-report

13 explicit vs. 13 
control

Majority white 
college students 

in U.S.

Reported stress mean -0.52 (-1.30, 0.26) Taylor et al. 2007 Self-report
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Social Support (continued)

14 explicit vs. 14 
control

Asian/Asian-
American college 
students in U.S.

Cortisol response mean 0.96 (0.17, 1.74) Taylor et al. 2007 Biological

14 explicit vs. 14 
control

Asian/Asian-
American college 
students in U.S.

Cortisol response mean 0.86 (0.08, 1.63) Taylor et al. 2007 Biological

Mobility and Local Friendships

10,905 U.K. residents U.K. adults “How many of your 
personal friends live in 
this area (within about 

15-minute walk of 
here)?” by length 

of stay

rho 0.49 (0.46, 0.53) Sampson 1988 Self-report

Approximately 4800 U.S. families Mobility distance 
or frequency  

x financial help

rho 0.49 (0.44, 0.55) Magdol and Bessel 
2003

Self-report

Approximately 4800 U.S. families Mobility distance 
or frequency  

x task-related help

rho 0.37 (0.33, 0.44) Magdol and Bessel 
2003

Self-report



Online vs. Offline Friends

162 online friends, 162 
offline friends

Hong Kong 
Internet users

Commitment mean 1.12 (0.82, 1.42) Chan and Cheng 2004 Self-report

162 online friends, 162 
offline friends

Hong Kong 
Internet users

Integration mean 0.75 (0.46, 1.04) Chan and Cheng 2004 Self-report

a t-stat = t-statistic; prop = proportions; mean = difference in group means; from paper = directly from the referenced paper; rho = Pearson’s rho or standardized 
regression coefficient.
b Confidence intervals calculated using ESCI delta Cumming and Finch 2001. Confidence intervals not calculated for d-statistic when derived from t-statistic. 
Exception: To calculate difference in change for friends and strangers requires an assumption of 0 correlation between a person’s response at pre- and post-treat-
ment. If one assumes a positive correlation, then this will increase the d-statistic. Also calculating d-statistic from Pearson’s rho in this case requires an assumption 
of equal variance across conditions. It is equivalent to dividing the difference between d-statistics for each condition by sqrt(2). In this case, confidence intervals 
were not calculated.
c After controlling for other factors.
d Controlling for individual differences in altruism.
e Derived from graph in supplementary material.
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Introduction

Epigraph: Darwin and Darwin 1887, p. 37.
1. On Darwin’s natural history of his own life, see ibid. On Darwin’s 

friendship with John Henslow, see Walters and Stow 2001.
2. I use West, Western, and Westerner to refer to majority societies in 

Western Europe, the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.
3. Lewis 1960, p. 63.
4. The definition of friendship I use in this book is stricter than common 

notions of casual friendship current in the English-speaking West and closer 
to “close friendship.” Chapters 1 and 2 discuss the definition in more detail.

5. Brain 1976; Bell and Coleman 1999.
6. Here I use ecology in the original sense of the study of an organism’s 

relationship with its environment (Haeckel 1866), which can include not only 
the “natural” environment but also the social and cultural environment.

7. For exceptions to this neglect, see Smuts 1985; Silk 2003, 2002; Cords 
1997; Tooby and Cosmides 1996; Smaniotto 2004.

8. Pakaluk compiles and reviews recent philosophical discussions of the 
relationship (Pakaluk 1991; Aristotle 2002; Derrida 1997). Friendship in non-
Western traditions: Griffith 1889; Confucius 1998; Walshe 1995. In Griffith 
1889, see book 10, hymn 71.

9. For theoretical and empirical reviews of social ties among humans, see 
Fiske 1991, Hinde 1997; and for cooperation among animals, see Dugatkin 
1997.

10. The most prominent hypotheses for the natural selection of altruistic 
behavior among humans are kin selection (Griffith and West 2002; Hamilton 
1964), reciprocal altruism (Trivers 1971, 2006), pair-bonding (Chapais 2008), 
and group selection (Richerson, Boyd, and Henrich 2003).

11. Kenrick and Trost 2000; Alexander 1979; Silk 2003.
12. Bshary and Noe 2003; Trivers 1971; Wilkinson 1984, 1985; Dugatkin 

1997. The Russian naturalist Peter Kropotkin provided one of the earliest 

Notes
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descriptions of mutual aid in the context of evolutionary theory (Kropotkin 
1902).

13. Axelrod and Hamilton 1981.
14. The simplicity of quid pro quo exchange and strictly balanced justice 

was also enticing to early English and Scottish social theorists who felt that 
the rules of friendship and close personal relationships were too vague, inde-
terminate, loose, and inaccurate. As Adam Smith lamented, the rules “admit of 
many exceptions, and require so many modifications, that it is scarce possible 
to regulate our conduct entirely by a regard to them.” Adam Smith saw justice 
as a much more precise mode of governing behavior and a predictable means 
of ensuring justice and reciprocal exchange between individuals. Indeed, an 
automaton could follow and regulate them: “the man who . . . adheres with the 
most obstinate stedfastness [sic] to the general rules themselves, is the most 
commendable, and the most to be depended upon.” “The moment he thinks of 
departing from the most staunch and positive adherence to what those invio-
lable precepts prescribe to him, he is no longer to be trusted, and no man can 
say what degree of guilt he may not arrive at” (Smith 2002, pp. 202, 204).

15. Some of these complications in isolation, such as the temporal spacing of 
favors, do not dramatically affect analytical solutions to the game (Boyd 1988).

16. Silk 2003.
17. Tomasello 2001.
18. Each of these forms of exchange may occur individually within a single 

non-human species, but the fact that all of these forms co-occur in a single 
species is unprecedented.

19. Watts 2002; de Waal and Brosnan 2006.
20. Chagnon and Bugos 1979; Wiessner 1982, 2002a.

1. An Outline of Friendship

1. Wandeki incident: Aufenanger 1966. “I eat you” among Fore (Linden-
baum 1979) and “internal excrement to be with” among Busama of New 
Guinea (Hogbin 1939) are other expressions for affection. Threatening to eat 
someone’s liver as an insult that can cause war: Bensa and Goromido 1997.

2. Offensive behavior among friends: Brain 1976; Culwick, Culwick, and 
Kiwanga 1935; Griaule 1948; Radcliffe-Brown 1940, 1949. Prosocial (as opposed 
to antisocial) teasing and practical jokes in the establishment and maintenance 
of friendships: Barnett et al. 2004; Jones, Newman, and Bautista 2005; Keltner 
et al. 2001; Sanford and Eder 1984.

3. Kula partners among Trobriand islanders: Malinowski 1922; Baka Pyg-
mies: Joiris 2003; U.S. high school students: Hruschka 2009.

4. More likely to share with close friends: fifteen behavioral experiments 
in ten articles, average d = 0.66 (Aron, Aron, Tudor, and Nelson, 1991; Birch 
and Billman 1986; Buhrmester, Goldfarb, and Cantrell 1992; Floyd 1964; Jones 
1985; Leider et al. 2007; Pataki, Shapiro, and Clark 1994; Rao and Stewart 1999; 
Staub and Sherk 1970; Vaughan, Tajfel, and Williams 1981). To cooperate: two 
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behavioral experiments, average d = 0.98 (Majolo et al. 2006; Matsumoto et 
al. 1986). To successfully divide a surplus: three behavioral studies, average 
d = 0.63 (La Freniere and Charlesworth 1987; McGinn and Keros 2002; Polzer, 
Neale, and Glenn 1993). To help in times of need: two behavioral experiments, 
average d = 0.77 (Boster et al. 1995; Leider et al. 2007). Seven vignette experi-
ments in three papers, average d = 0.58 (McGillicuddy-De Lisi, Watkins, and 
Vinchur 1994; Schwinger and Lamm 1981; Lamm and Schwinger 1980).

5. Axelrod 1984.
6. Cialdini 1998; Gouldner 1960, p. 174; Mauss 1954.
7. Individuals follow a norm of reciprocity with strangers and acquaintances 

(Boster et al. 1995; Burger et al. 2006), and this appears to be an internalized 
norm (Burger et al. 2009). Negative emotions if unable to repay a stranger who 
has helped them: Castro 1974; Gross and Latane 1974; Shumaker and Jackson 
1979. Avoid asking strangers for favors they won’t be able to reciprocate: Cas-
tro 1974; Greenberg and Shapiro 1971; Morris and Rosen 1973.

8. Boster et al. 1995.
9. Floyd 1964; Staub and Sherk 1970.
10. Chuuk: Marshall 1977. Tzeltal: Nash 1970. Shluh: Hatt 1974. Arapesh: 

Mead 1937a.
11. Walster, Walster, and Berscheid 1978.
12. Koryak: Jochelson 1908. Thai: Hanks 1962. Guarani: Watson 1952.
13. Less concern about inputs (d = -1.06) and more concern about needs (d = 

0.83): Clark, Mills, and Corcoran 1989.
14. Result only held when students were allowed to bargain without stat-

ing their expectations prior to the experiment (Morgan and Sawyer 1967). It 
is supported by a study of hypothetical scenarios among West German high 
school students who were much more likely to meet the needs of friends than 
require an equal division of a surplus (d = 1.81) (Schwinger and Lamm 1981).

15. Friends in unbalanced relationships are not much lonelier or less sat-
isfied in the friendship: Buunk and Prins 1998; Jones and Vaughan 1990; 
Mendelson and Kay 2003; Roberto 1996; Roberto and Scott 1986; Rook 1987; 
Winn, Crawford, and Fischer 1991. Underbenefited friends are no more angry 
or less satisfied than overbenefited friends: Roberto 1996; Roberto and Scott 
1986; Rook 1987; Winn, Crawford, and Fischer 1991. Little effect on friendship 
duration: Ikkink and van Tilburg 1999, -0.10 < d < 0.10. Inequity with a “least 
best friend” was highly related to dissatisfaction in the relationship, d = 1.34: 
Roberto and Scott 1986.

16. Bo 2005; Groenenboom, Wilke, and Wit 2001; Gruder 1971; von Grumb-
kow et al. 1976; Heide and Miner 1992; Knippenberg and Steensma 2003; Man-
nix and Loewenstein 1993; Marlowe, Gergen, and Doob 1966; Sagan, Pondel, 
and Wittig 1981; Shapiro 1975.

17. Only one of these decisions was actually enacted by the experimenter, 
making it difficult for a decision maker to identify specifically which of their 
decisions came true.

18. The average is d = 0.52 for decisions to share and d = 1.15 for decisions 
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to help, after controlling for individual differences in altruism (Leider et al. 
2009).

19. This finding has been replicated in seven behavioral experiments, aver-
age d = 1.14 (Aron, Aron, Tudor, Nelson 1991; Branas-Garza, Duran, and 
Espinosa 2005; Buhrmester, Goldfarb, and Cantrell 1992; Goeree et al. 2007).

20. Childs 1949; Papataxiarchis 1991; Shimony 1961.
21. The English and Russian examples are from Wierzbicka 1997. The 

Nepali example is taken from a personal communication with Brandon Kohrt 
(April 25, 2007). The Mongolian example is from my own fieldwork (1996 – 
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Gudykunst and Nishida 1983; Gummerum and Keller 2008; Kito 2005; Li 2003; 
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would have done the same thing, even if the victim had been a stranger. More 
systematic study of such incidents could identify the relative rates at which 
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acquaintances. At least one recent example suggests that friendship is a moti-
vating factor. When asked why he saved his friend from drowning, a six-year-
old from Fayetteville, Georgia, replied, “He’s my friend and that’s what friends 
do” (Kathy Jefcoats, Atlanta Journal Constitution, June 4, 2008).

2. Tooby and Cosmides 1996.
3. Luce and Raiffa 1957.
4. Trivers 1971, p. 38.
5. Axelrod 1984.
6. Axelrod and Dion 1988; Bendor and Swistak 1997.
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12. It’s important to point out here that tit-for-tat is only one mechanism 
that can maintain reciprocal altruism, even though these terms are occasion-
ally conflated. The kinds of mechanisms underlying help among friends may 
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17. Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice 2007; Loewenstein and Small 2007; Rick and 
Loewenstein 2008.

18. Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice 2007; Loewenstein and Small 2007. Loss 
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strangers: Gailliot and Baumeister 2007; Gailliot et al. 2007.

19. Some authors have proposed that positive affect is a mechanism that 
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sibility for short-term gains (Fessler and Haley 2003; Fiske 2002a). Emotions 
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currency” to make sure one is not sacrificing too much for an exploitative 
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Schaffner 2002).

20. Haselton and Nettle (2006) proposed that such biases were selected by 
natural or sexual selection, whereas others (Yamagishi et al. 2007) remain 
agnostic about the process, suggesting it could be either cultural selection or 
learning. In the case of friendship, the biases would be learned over the course 
of a relationship.

21. A similar argument about the golden rule: Wilkins and Thurner nd. 
Emotions as an automatic, involuntary, and rapid response that helps humans 
regulate, maintain, and use different social relationships, usually (though not 
always) for their own benefit: Frank 1988. The argument that positive feelings 
for a partner mediate the kind of knee-jerk altruism found among close friends 
is different than an argument that people do things due to what Goldschmidt 
has called “affect hunger”: Goldschmidt 2006.

22. This use of error management theory extends the traditional approach 
to thinking of such biases as “built in” by natural selection. In the case of 
friendship, one’s approach to error management shifts over the course of the 
relationship and at some point flips from being knee-jerk defensive to being 
knee-jerk supportive.

23. Tooby and Cosmides 1996.
24. Niv, Joel, and Dayan 2006. Thye, Yoon, and Lawler 2002.
25. Odling-Smee, Laland, and Feldman 2003; Flack et al. 2006.
26. Blake [1790] 1994. There is extensive evidence that most people are 

intrinsically motivated to cultivate friendships, and when such relationships 
are cultivated, they change their decision making toward maintenance. More-
over, when people lose friendships, they are motivated to build new ones (Aron 
et al. 2004; Baumeister and Leary 1995). Rejection by strangers increases 
people’s tendency to behave in ways that might elicit positive social responses 
from novel others, such as a willingness to solicit friendships: Maner et al. 
2007; to conform: Williams, Cheung, and Choi 2000; and to work harder on a 
collective task: Williams and Sommer 1997.
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27. Bergstrom, Kerr, and Lachmann 2008. Although game theory tradition-
ally focuses on how the rules of particular games motivate self-reinforcing 
behavior, it is also possible to take an engineering approach to games by asking 
how to change the rules of a game so that individuals will behave in a certain 
way.

Conclusion

Epigraph: Forster 1924, p. 247.
1. Falk, Fehr, and Fischbacher 2008; Greenberg and Frisch 1972; Ames, 

Flynn, and Weber 2004; Tsang 2006; Tesser, Gatewood, and Driver 1968.
2. Pair-bonding hypothesis: Chapais 2008; caregiver-infant hypothesis: 

Bowlby 1982; psychological kinship hypothesis: Bailey 1989. Tentative evi-
dence indicates that love expressed toward family members is psychologically 
different from love expressed toward close friends and romantic partners. 
Specifically, in one of the earliest quantitative studies of closeness, people 
who described feeling closer to their friends also expressed greater feelings 
of loving and liking for their friends (correlation = 0.43) and also for romantic 
partners (correlation = 0.57). However, this association was attenuated among 
close family members (Berscheid, Snyder, and Omoto 1989; Aron, Aron, and 
Smollan 1992). These findings suggest that you can love kin without feeling 
close, and you can feel close to kin without feeling love. However, in the case 
of friendships (and romantic relationships), love and closeness somehow occur 
together.

3. Although there is much research on resource transfers and helping in 
human behavioral ecology, it is difficult to use them for an understanding of 
friendship because in most cases they rely exclusively on behavioral measure-
ment (Gurven 2005). Such a methodological bias is a useful antidote to an over-
reliance on psychological measures, but it also lumps all non-kin together, 
since people are not asked to whom they feel close or who they identify as a 
close friend.

4. Dunbar and Shultze 2007; Herrmann et al. 2008.
5. Dutch, for example, does not appear to use a spatial metaphor for friend-

ship, focusing on other qualities — goede vriende (good friend), dikke maatjes 
(thick mate), beste vriende (good friend). Warm is another common metaphor 
in interpersonal contexts (Alberts and Decsy 1990).

6. Guroglu et al. 2008; Aron, Whitfield, and Lichty 2007.
7. Rilling, King-Casas, and Sanfey 2008; Bartels and Zeki 2004, 2000; 

Ortigue and Bianchi-Demicheli 2008; Aron et al. 2005; Fisher, Aron, and 
Brown 2006; Guroglu et al. 2008; Rilling 2008.

8. Ross 1995.
9. Are people also less likely to feel gratitude for help from a friend than 

from a stranger? Are there other feelings and psychological states that are less 
sensitive to the behaviors of friends?

10. Shlapentokh, cited in Pahl 2000, p. 154.
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11. Economists have developed mathematical models showing that heavy 
reliance on personalized exchange often makes it difficult for people to engage 
in market interactions with strangers (Kranton 1996).

12. Campbell describes the conflicts that arise in a Greek herding village 
between the altruistic ideals of friendship and the limits placed on it by family 
loyalties and the fear that one will be bested or exploited by an “outsider” 
(Campbell 1964, p. 194).

13. Friends as job finders: Korpi 2001; Eve 2002; Yakubovich and Kozina 
2000; as conduits for gossip: Festinger, Schachter, and Back 1950. In early-
twentieth-century Serbia, diverse ethnic groups, such as Vlachs, Serbs, and 
Gypsies, and Christian and Muslim religious communities were knit together 
through cross-ethnic god-sibling ties (Hammel 1968). In a recent study of 
changing international relations during the European Reformation, friendship 
among princes and kings was often the prime method for arranging peaceful 
inter-state relations, once the Catholic church’s canon law began to break down 
(Roshchin 2006). Cross-group friendships also appear to improve the exchange 
of valuable information across competing groups, such as corporations and 
firms. In one study of the hotel industry in Sydney, Australia, managers who 
had friends among managers of competing hotels had higher annual hotel 
yields by hundreds of thousands of Australian dollars, possibly due to tacit 
collusion through norms against price cutting (Ingram and Roberts 2000).

14. Farrell 2001. Stark and Bainbridge 1980; della Porta 1988; Diani and 
McAdam 2003; Ibrahim 1980; Gould 1991. For example, 23 percent of jointly 
owned U.S. start-ups have at least one pair of friends as co-owners (Leider et 
al. 2007).

15. Song and Olshfski 2008.
16. Tenbrunsel et al. 1999. Hays and Oxley found that the most adaptive 

social networks for first-term university students were those which were per-
meable, in that they brought in new friends who were also college students 
rather than holding on completely to one’s old high school or neighborhood 
friends who did not also enter college (Hays and Oxley 1986).

17. Friends as informal caregivers: National Alliance for Caregiving and 
AARP 2004; informal exchange: Dimaggio and Louch 1998. In Britain the 
cards exchanged at Christmas alone were worth 40 million pounds in 1964. 
Over 4 percent of consumer expenditures — 1,401 million in 1968 and about 
a third of what is spent on housing — was spent on gifts (Davis 1972). The 
economist Joel Waldfogel estimated that holiday gift expenses in the United 
States totaled about 40 billion dollars in 1992 (Waldfogel 1993). Even if some 
portion of these expenditures was on friends, it would constitute a non-trivial 
portion of the economy.

18. Stark and Bainbridge 1980; della Porta 1988; Diani and McAdam 2003; 
Ibrahim 1980; Gould 1991.

19. Biggart 1989. Other companies use the same strategy to sell kitchen 
supplies, scrap-booking materials, party supplies, dietary supplements, rubber 
stamps, jewelry, cosmetics, soy candles, essential oils, wine accessories, spa 
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products, home decor, and children’s books. In such cases, the host receives a 
10 to 50 percent commission.

20. Martin and Smith 2008, p. 48.
21. Saudi Arabia, 55 percent; Israel, 72 percent; United Kingdom, 81 percent 

(Elbedour, Shulman, and Kedem 1997; Larson and Bradney 1988).
22. Less reactive with friends: Heinrichs et al. 2003; O’Donovan and Hughes 

2008. Monetary value of increased interaction with friends: Powdthavee 2008.
23. McCorkle et al. 2008.
24. Kohlberg 1969.
25. Hopkins 2002.
26. Goldschmidt 2006; Fry 2007.
27. Loewenstein and Small 2007.

Appendix B

1. For a similar argument about the golden rule, see Wilkins and Thurner 
nd. Emotions as an automatic, involuntary, and rapid response that help 
humans regulate, maintain, and use different social relationships, usually 
(though not always) for their own benefit: Frank 1988.
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