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Friendship can bring self-doubt and guilt for women, new research says

As well as bringing support and companionship, friendships can bring a loss of trust and feelings of self-doubt and guilt for women, new research says.

Professor Carol Smart analysed 206 people's written accounts of their friendships and presented the results to the British Sociological Association annual conference at Glasgow Caledonian University today. (9 April)

"The overall sense of the narratives collected was to suggest how important friendships are in people's lives, not simply in the sense that friends can be supportive or fun, but in the sense that they can be very damaging and unsettling, and that people may be left feeling quite scarred by these relationships," she said. 

Professor Smart worked with Professor Jennifer Mason, Dr Brian Heaphy and Katherine Davies, all of the Morgan Centre for the Study of Relationships and Personal Life at the University of Manchester.
The respondents, 135 women and 71 men aged between 20 and 90, wrote about
friendships including those that had become difficult or had gone wrong. They were taking part in the Mass Observation Project in which people volunteer to write about their lives as a record of everyday life. 

Summary of findings - difficult relationships

The respondents wrote about difficult friendships that they maintained for years even though these caused them irritation, boredom and antagonism.

"For the majority of respondents persevering was really a matter of duty," Professor Smart told the conference. "Either the friend was going through a really bad patch – such as divorce or depression – and it was felt that one had to stick by them even though the process seemed to have become endless, or it was thought that the friend had no other friends at all, or it was because the friendship had already lasted so long that there was no good to be gained by terminating it."
One 68-year-old woman wrote to the researchers: "I have an ongoing friendship with a divorced man who is a good friend in many ways, but who can be very overbearing, loud and insensitive. I am sorry for him but find myself totally drained after a day in his company. It is not a peaceful or stimulating friendship, and can be quite boring but due to the length of time I have known him (15 years) and his problems, I do feel a certain 'responsibility' as he has a grown-up family, but no other friend."

The researchers noted that "the theme of how people change as their circumstances change was a common one in these stories about difficult friendships. The dilemma women faced was often whether to stay the course while hoping that difficult friends would change back into the good friends they once knew, or whether to end the relationship because it was too taxing."

Guilt about cooling a friendship
Professor Smart said that it was apparent that many of the writers felt guilty about not being a good enough friend to others. "These feelings of guilt can be assuaged by suggesting that the other party demanded too much, or that the friendship had become too much of a one-way street, or even that such things as geographical distance had intervened.  
"But from the accounts it would seem that leaving friendships behind is not always an easy or ethically neutral thing to do. This is particularly the case when friendship ‘cools’ because of the burden of one person’s crisis, grief or loss."

One 42-year-old woman wrote of one friend going through a crisis: "I spent a lot of time supporting her emotionally but I ran out of stamina (or maybe compassion) after a few months and I just wanted the friendship to revert to its original balance. We are still friends but I don’t see her as much, and I’ve cooled it a bit. I’m loyal towards my friend – although I realise that it doesn’t sound like it! This sounds awful, but I don’t get a lot out of the friendship anymore." 

Small betrayals can be unsettling
Professor Smart said that even in the beginnings of friendships the breaking of trust could be significant because some trust had been invested in the friend. 

"Even with a new friendship a person can feel really unsettled if the other breaks the code that has become expected," she said. "For example it might be expected that a person will turn up if a meeting is arranged, or it may be expected that an item borrowed may be returned even if the item holds relatively little significance. If people experience a lot of these ‘small betrayals’, it can become quite distressing for them."

Breakdown of trust in deeper friendships

If more substantial bonds of trust were broken in established relationships, there could be more serious and unsettling problems, Professor Smart said. This was because such events made the person question both their judgement of others and themselves.

One retired woman wrote about a friendship that had developed with another woman at an evening class. She was later dropped by the friend and friend's family without being told what the problem was. 

"I felt betrayed and somehow cheated, and I wondered if I had imagined the whole friendship. If they simply did not like me why was I apparently welcome for so long? I can only presume it was something more pervasive, something more general about me. I feel that the whole incident with A. and her family has left me doubting my ability to make long-lasting friendships. I no long fret about it specifically but it has left its mark."

Friendship for men

Professor Smart said that the responses from men in the research suggested that they fell into two main camps.  Either they had easygoing, bonded friendships or they felt that they did not get sufficiently close to other people to be particularly hurt when a friendship ended.  
"I have never got close enough to anybody for a friendship to become difficult so have no experiences to relate," wrote one 61-year-old man. 

Professor Smart said that some men did write about the problems of losing friends or feeling guilty about letting friendships drift, but their stories were more likely to be very positive accounts about one or two very close friendships; or they would insist that their best friend was their wife and they needed no other. She said that the lack of difficult friendships in men's accounts might also be because men chose not to write about them.

Friends Reunited

One other interesting finding was how people responded to the thought of contacting old friends through Friends Reunited or going to school reunions. These events produced ambivalent but strong reactions, with some people saying they did not want to see their old friends because they did not want to be reminded of their former selves. This is because meeting old friends brings the past into the present with possibly uncomfortable consequences.

Conclusion

"It is clear that when friendships go wrong, people are often quite unsettled and can enter into phases of self-doubt," said Professor Smart. "They fear they lack judgement about others, but they also fear they may not know themselves as they thought they did. The mirror that friends hold up...can reflect back an unsettling image at times.

"The overall sense of the narratives collected was to suggest how important friendships are in people's lives, not simply in the sense that friends can be supportive or fun, but in the sense that they can be very damaging and unsettling, and that people may be left feeling quite scarred by these relationships."
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