Friendship in the Modern World
By: Sarah Fouts, MS LPC, School-Based Psychotherapist - Orion Family Services

In a world where loneliness is increasingly considered an epidemic and we confront the challenges of social media, AI, and post-pandemic life on a daily basis, enduring and healthy friendships can feel hard to come by. As inherently social beings, we know this connection drought has had negative effects on our individual and collective mental health. It has heightened our anxiety, resulting in more guarded and reactive ways of interacting with others, placed strain on our limited pre-existing relationships, and challenged our ability to practice perspective-taking and empathy. Whether you are feeling the desire for more friendship yourself or seeing the larger impact within your community, you can invest in and teach the qualities of a healthy friendship: the ability to engage in perspective-taking and see beyond one’s own needs and wants, the ability to ask for help and engage in conflict resolution, and the ability to confront and soothe anxiety.
Friendship Skills
When initiating a new connection, the first step is to get curious and other-oriented. Curiosity is the antithesis of anxiety. This could look like asking oneself, “Who in the room can I be a friend to first?” or “What is this other person experiencing, and what can I do to improve or support that experience?” This practice takes the pressure off ourselves and helps us to see opportunities that may not have been present within our own experience. Once you’ve acted on this step, anxiety is likely to come up again. Maybe your words don’t come across as you intended or you get an unexpected reaction and you experience negative self-talk, “Why did I do this? I’m so awkward. They must think I’m the strangest person ever”. 
No matter the outcome of the interaction, the second step is to self-soothe or give encouragement. Feeling overwhelmed by awkwardness and anxiety keeps us from seeing the other person. Instead, take a deep breath and try refocusing on the other person’s experience. For example, “I might have caught them off-guard, how can I put them at ease?” or “Friday night doesn’t seem to work for them, what choices can I give them to choose from?” Occasional rejection and unexpected reactions are normal and do not have to be a sign of a failed attempt at connection or a personal shortcoming. 
Once you’ve made that initial connection, friendship requires investment to stay alive. Regardless of how often you spend time together or in what capacity the friendship exists, the third step is to practice frequent, honest communication. When we share what we’re thinking it allows others to understand our character and patterns of behavior. This helps people feel closer and safer because we become more predictable. In the beginning of a relationship this may sound like, “I’m really enjoying getting to know you. You’re the first friend I’ve had who loves biking as much as I do.” Additionally, conflict is normal, so when (not if) a first disagreement or hurt takes place, we must continue to communicate. Avoidance of conflict is an understandable and instinctive safety response, but it fails to introduce new information that can challenge our assumptions and judgments and ultimately create healing or change. “I” Statements are one tool that allow us to address conflict respectfully. For example, “I felt hurt and left out when I didn’t receive an invitation to your birthday party.” 
While friendships require intentional effort and loving care, they give so much in return for our social and emotional well-being. Everyone deserves to be a part of community and experience healthy friendship.
	

[image: ]
[image: sarah_fouts] 
Sarah Fouts is a Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC) with Orion Family Services. Sarah provides school-based mental health services in Dane and Green counties to help children and adolescents overcome anxiety, depression, anger, and other behavioral challenges, as well as improve their relationships and self-confidence. 
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