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Origins of a New Science
Appreciating Relationships
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Mothers and Babies



Repeated interactions, shared 
history, evolving content

Relationships =
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The F-Word
But Friendship?
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Can animals be friends?
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How Did We Figure It Out?
Defining Friendship
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A friend helps you move. 
A good friend helps you 

move a body. 
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PositiveLong-lasting

Cooperative @LydiaDenworth







The Link to Health
Looking for Evidence
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Infectious
disease

Cancer, heart 
disease, stroke etc.
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Studying Risk Factors Over Time

1960s 2020



Do you belong 
to a church or 

social 
organization?

Are you 
married? 

How many 
times a month 

do you see 
family? 

Friends?



Social isolation and smoking: 
double the risk of mortality 
Source: House et al, 1988

Fewer social ties in 1965 . . . 
more likely to have died by 1974 
Source: Berkman and Syme, 1979



Social isolation:   26%
Loneliness:    29%
Living Alone:   32%

Loneliness associated with Earlier Death

Source: Holt-Lunstad et al, 2015
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Sylvia
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Increased longevity, 
more and healthier 
babies

Strongest 
social 
bonds =



Why?
What is friendship doing inside the body?
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BiologicalPsychological =
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Social Isolation

Loneliness

Solitude



Friendship Under the Skin
• Cardiovascular functioning
• Immune system
• Sleep quality
• Mental health
• Cognitive health
• Stress responses
• Rate of cellular aging



What Does It Look Like?
Friendship Across the Lifespan
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Adolescent Brain Development

• Age 10 to 25

• Emotion outrunning judgment

• Growing sense of self

• Sensitive to acceptance and rejection

• Friends, friends, friends









Adolescents Adults over 65

Time with Friends

Adults 40 to 65



The Circles of Friendship



Quality matters most.
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What are friends for?
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Spouse?
Sibling?
Friend?



Be positive Be helpful

Be a good friend

Be reliable



Friend Best Friend

Time to Make a Friend

Good Friend





36 Questions that lead to  . . . friendship

• What would constitute a perfect day for you? 

• What do you value most in a friendship?

• What, if anything, is too serious to be joked about?







• Social media has positive and 
negative tradeoffs for well-
being 

• All effects are small

• Largest effect is positive and 
it’s on relationships

Source: Jeff Hancock, Stanford University, 2019



The more media we use to 
maintain a relationship, the 

stronger that bond is likely to be.



Source: Orben et al, 2019

The link between digital technology use and adolescent well-being



Friendship During a Crisis

• Friends protect us from 
the lions.

• Social support is 
essential for resilience.



Takeaways
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Best predictor of health 
at 80?

Relationships at 50! 





THANK YOU!
Q + A
Contact:
LydiaDenworth.com
@LydiaDenworth

For Bonus Content: 
Webinar Materials
Friendship: The Playbook
36 Questions That Lead to  . . . Friendship
LydiaDenworth.com/friendship-webinar


