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“I'll be there for you, when the rain starts to pour.” These lyrics began each episode of
the popular sitcom Friends. The trials and tribulations of these six “20-something”
friends captivated the American public for a decade until Ross, Monica, Joey, Phoebe,
Chandler, and Rachel eventually transitioned to adulthood at the show’s closure.
Perhaps the show’s popularity was due to having some truth in the fiction: (a) friends
can be a proxy family for young people, offering invaluable advice, support, and
companionship; (b) friends can be of the same or opposite sex, but these two types of
friendship work differently; (c) friends may engage in casual sex, but may also become
involved romantically; (d) friendships are central to the lives of emerging adults,
especially those who are single and not in a serious romantic relationship; and (e)
friends help people to figure themselves out and influence their behavior, potentially for
both good and bad. As is the case with all TV shows, there is also pure fiction in this
sitcom: these six friends lived in the same apartments in the same city and often held
down the same job for over a decade. Instead, instability is more the norm among real-
life emerging adults. Also, most American young people get married and become
parents in their late 20s rather than the 30s (as the sitcom depicted). So while close
friendships are critical to emerging adults’ happiness, search for their identities, and
true loves, friends become less important once they’ve figured out the big questions of
life and “settle down” in marriage, parenthood, and careers. Still, for emerging adults,
friends can fill the growing gap between the time when they leave the families they grew
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up in and when they establish families of their own.

Can Men and Women Be Friends?

As a chosen relationship between two equal persons over time, friendships can be with
persons of the same or opposite sex. Children need same-sex friendships in order to
develop into socially skilled, moral, and empathetic adults. From the teen years on, it is
common to make friends with both sexes, and these friendships can be of good quality,
as seen in Rachel and Joey’s friendship—they regularly shared problems, offered
support, and simply enjoyed each other’s company. Still, people most prefer same-sex
friendships throughout their lives, and it is less common for men and women to be
friends beyond college or after one friend marries. Friendships between men and
women differ in some ways from those between people of the same sex. Men’s
friendships with women are more emotionally intimate than their friendships with men.
And heterosexual men often seek friendships with women to whom they are sexually
attracted. Not surprisingly then, approximately half of opposite-sex friends in college
report that they have engaged in sexual behavior, which has the potential to hurt the
relationship. However, many college students believe that sex enhances a friendship’s
guality and helps them to consider whether they want to remain “just friends” or move

on to something more.

What Are Friendships Like?

There appears to be some truth to the old adage “birds of a feather flock together.”
Certainly we saw this portrayed in the six characters on Friends. All shared the same
ethnicity (European American), enjoyed the same activities (sipping coffee at Central
Perk), and had similar levels of social skills (though Joey seemed more adept at getting
dates than Ross or Chandler). Such similarities offer a common ground that strengthens
friendships and helps them to endure.

Women'’s friendships are often communal—offering companionship, intimacy,
emotional security, and affection. Friends Rachel and Monica supported each other with
late-night chats. Men'’s friendships emphasize competition and are more agentic—
providing help, a reliable alliance, and self-validation. Friends Joey and Chandler
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competed in videogames from matching recliners. Still, men and women value
friendships with all of these features (perhaps placing greater importance on the

communal).

From the teen years on, intimacy becomes the hallmark of friendships and is
related to how close we feel toward our friends. Emerging adults’ friendships are even
more emotionally intimate than their friendships of just a few years earlier. Relationship
quality depends not only on what you give friends, but also what you get. In addition to
the healthy dimensions we described above, friendships can also have negative aspects,
such as frequent conflict, power inequities, and antagonism. Women'’s friendships, in
particular, can fall prey to co-rumination, where women obsess over problems in their
lives in conversations with friends instead of taking fruitful action. In one episode of
Friends, Chandler sought support from the girls following a break-up; they urged him to
talk about his feelings (adding, “if you want to cry, that's OK to0™).2 While such talk
offers support and fosters intimacy, it can also lead to depression. Thankfully, positive

friendship qualities can help buffer negative ones.

Friends focused on one particular cultural and ethnic group. Likewise, current
research on emerging-adult friendships largely ignores cultural influences on
friendships, though important differences exist. For example, different ethnic groups
seek different friendship qualities. Asian Americans emphasize an amicable exchange of
ideas, African Americans seek acceptance and respect, Latino Americans highlight the
importance of relational support, and European Americans focus on meeting individual

needs of each friend.

How Do Friendships Change across Emerging Adulthood?

Given the many transitions that emerging adults face, it is not surprising that their
friendships change as well. Transformations in friendships and friendship networks
relate to life stage rather than age. So knowing that a person is 20 versus 26 does not tell
us much about their friendships. Instead, knowing whether they are romantically

involved or have children is much more informative than age alone.

Friends are frequent companions, getting together at least once a week for no
specific purpose (for example, gathering at Central Perk just to talk) and less frequently
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for events such as movies, parties, and concerts. Friends find less time to get together as
they progress toward adulthood. Despite these overall changes in approaches to
friendship networks, emerging adults keep their individual patterns of interacting with
friends. So a very social or very shy teen will adopt the same approach to friendship

networks as an emerging adult.

The small friendship network on Friends remained stable over 10 years—not at
all typical of most emerging adults’ networks. Instead, emerging adults become
increasingly flexible in whom they include in friendship networks and how they
maintain these networks. They grow more accepting of opposite-sex friendships, even
keeping former boyfriends or girlfriends on as friends. European American emerging
adults’ friendship networks become more diverse (especially if they are exposed to more
diverse social networks through college or work), but the networks of African American,
Latino American, and Asian American emerging adults become less diverse (especially if
they invest in activities and groups linked to their ethnicity). Relative to the rest of the
lifespan, friendship networks are the largest during early emerging adulthood and get
smaller later on in emerging adulthood. Although women have more close friends than
do men on average, men’s and women’s friendship networks are of equal size. Still, the
friendship network on Friends did illustrate the density that is typical of emerging
adults’ friends. It is common for many network members to share common links
(working at the same place, living in the same building) or even to be friends with each
other.

How Do Friendships Change when Life Changes?

People tend to form relationships with others in their same social situation. True to life,
the characters in Friends shared roughly the same place in life when their group formed.
They were single, had no or few childcare responsibilities, and were still searching for
meaningful careers. More on the side of fiction, the friendship network of these

television friends did not change in response to their own life changes, as is typical.

Friends seldom featured the workplace, but many emerging adults find friends
there as they explore career pathways and settle into adult work roles. Career stage
influences the lives of single emerging-adult men, especially. These men often have large
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friendship networks precareer, but have few friends who provide emotional or
instrumental support; the time constraints inherent in beginning a career bring
friendship networks down to a more manageable size. Career transitions don’t seem to
alter single women’s friendship networks in the same way—women maintain friendship
networks during their careers that are similar in size to those they had while in their late

teens and early 20s.

The characters on Friends had many romantic involvements, and whether
emerging adults are single, dating, or married affects friendship networks. Single and
dating people are strongly attached to friends, naming friends as their top companions
and confidants. In contrast, romantically involved emerging adults change the time they
spend with friends. Early in their relationships, emerging-adult couples spend more
time with friends to introduce them to their new romantic interest. But as the
relationship gets serious, the couple withdraws from the circle of friends. This was
shown in the final season of Friends. By then Monica and Chandler had hooked up,
fallen in love, and gotten married. When the group of friends gathered to celebrate
Rachel’s daughter’s first birthday, Monica and Chandler instead opted to sneak away for
a romantic weekend alone. Typically, withdrawal is selective, with couples spending less

time with peripheral friends and more time with friends who support their relationship.

A few Friends characters became parents, an event that typically happens at the
end of—or even after—emerging adulthood. Although their tight friendship network
remained stable, parenthood normally reorganizes friendship networks. New parents
report fewer friends following the birth of a child, and fathers, especially, report less

satisfying and supportive friendships than they experienced beforehand.

Family members generally do not try (and in truth feel that they should not try)
to influence who emerging adults’ friends are or what they do with these friends. And
friendships don’t often influence family relationships. Instead, some emerging adults
view their friends as “being” family. Sexual-minority emerging adults whose families
reject them sometimes adopt a family of choice from a network of supportive friends.
Other emerging adults do this too, as shown when Friends characters spent
Thanksgiving together instead of joining their families. Likewise, it is common to hear
emerging adults describe a good friend as being “like a brother.” In other cases,
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emerging adults sometimes consider family members (especially siblings or cousins) to
be friends. For example, Ross and Monica were siblings who offered each other
companionship and emotional intimacy. Finding close ties among family members
provides a ready source of support, but being more involved with peers helps emerging

adults weather some transitions better (for example, moving away from home).

Friends and friendship networks also influence romantic relationships. For
example, emerging adults often find new romantic partners within their existing
friendship networks. This means that the diversity found within an emerging adult’s
friendship network influences the likelihood that he or she will date someone of a
different race. Friends complain loudly when too much time is spent with a romantic
partner (but they are likely to support the romantic relationship if they know the
boyfriend or girlfriend well). Friends’ support (or lack of support) for a romantic
relationship affects the couple’s level of commitment to the relationship. Perhaps
knowing this, emerging adults are sometimes selective about the friends to whom they
introduce a new romantic partner. Friends can influence break-ups, but they do so
infrequently. Couples don’t stay together for the sake of their friends, even though there
can be a high cost to breaking up with a romantic partner when they share the same
friends. For example, throughout the series, Ross and Rachel had an on-again, off-again

relationship. Each time they broke up, it disrupted their friendship network.

Why Do Friendships Matter to Emerging Adults?

From toddlerhood to old age, we have friends. But why are they so important in the lives
of emerging adults? First, friends support emerging adults’ identity development.
Friendships provide feelings of worth as well as opportunities for story telling and frank
discussions about religion, life aspirations, moral dilemmas, and relationships.
Certainly, friends’ banter at Central Perk not only rehashed the week’s events, but also
tried to make sense of the world around them. The intimacy forged through these
heartfelt discussions not only helps with finding oneself, but also nurtures close

friendships.

Second, friendships contribute to how emerging adults feel about themselves;
feeling good (or bad) about your friendships coincides with feeling good (or bad) about



Friends and Friendships in Emerging Adulthood 7

yourself. Emerging adults who rarely spend time with their friends are lonely. But
spending time with friends who validate their feelings brings happiness (perhaps this
explains why Joey was perpetually happy, despite not having much success as a working
actor). In short, friends can elevate mood and promote adjustment, both of which are
useful during the many—and at times anxiety-inducing—transitions that emerging

adults face.

Third, friendships support emerging adults’ understandings of how relationships
work, and, in fact, many discussions center on these ties. Friendships provide occasions
to see things from someone else’s point of view. This, in turn, helps emerging adults to

think through issues more critically and carefully.

Fourth, friendships offer companionship—both in person and from afar—during
what can be a lonely time. Over the past decade, emerging adults have increasingly
relied upon cell phones, texting, instant messaging, and social networking sites like
Facebook to communicate with friends. Online friendships can be good ones, especially
when they last long enough to develop into emotionally close and supportive
relationships that supplement existing friendships. On the other hand, having 800
“online friends” is not equivalent to having friends you see regularly. In the coming
years, maybe we’ll know what benefits online-only friendships serve and when it is that
technologies improve—rather than undermine—friendships. For now it is safe to say
that most emerging adults use technology to enhance existing friendships rather than to
replace them.

Lastly, friendships involve intimacy and interdependence, and the development
of these skills supports ongoing and future romantic relationships. Same-sex friends
regularly discuss their romantic relationships—especially problems. Given that men find
the most intimacy in their friendships with women, these friendships probably help
them to develop emotional intimacy skills they’ll need for other close relationships.

Can Birds of a Feather Shape a Flock?

Emerging adults report that friends affect their major life decisions. In fact, friends’
behaviors affect emerging adults’ positive outcomes, including church attendance.
Friends’ behaviors also influence more negative outcomes (e.g., those with aggressive
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friends are more likely to abuse their romantic partners). Besides friends’ behavior, the
quality of the friendship matters, with “better” friendships promoting positive
adjustment and reducing problem behaviors. We don’t yet know whether these effects
are due to choosing a bird with similar feathers or birds shaping each other’s behavior—
likely it is a bit of both.

What Does Friends Teach Us about Friends?

Friends went off the air in 2005, but through DVD releases and syndication it continues
to illustrate core concepts about emerging-adult friendships today. This show offers key

implications for practitioners working with actual 20-something friends.

1. Friendships are important in emerging adulthood, but their importance changes as
romantic relationships become more salient and stable. Amid emerging-adults’
numerous transitions, practitioners should ask troubled young people about any
changes in friendship patterns.

2. While the Friends characters have meaningful and (mostly) platonic opposite-sex
friendships, in reality these are less common than same-sex ones. As seen in Ross
and Rachel’s relationship, the line between a friend and a romantic/sexual partner is
often fuzzy, creating feelings of anticipation and disappointment. Practitioners
should be careful not to assume that opposite-sex friendships among heterosexuals
are platonic or romantic.

3. Practitioners should strive to create environments that support friendships with
diverse peoples. For many young people, moving out on their own provides their first
exposure to individuals with substantially different backgrounds and ideas from
their own. Interactions with these individuals can support growing maturity.

4. Friends are influential for better and for worse. Helping emerging adults form
friendships with people who show positive behaviors (e.g., Monica’s career success)
will, in turn, promote successful development. Likewise, emerging adults whose
friends are making poor life decisions may find it helpful to distance themselves
from these friends and align themselves with other friends who are making better

decisions.
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5. Friendships are particularly important for marginalized peoples (ethnic or sexual
minorities), and efforts to form friendships with allies and similar others will serve
these young people well. For some, friendship and family networks overlap. Friends
may be close enough to be considered “family”; likewise, some emerging adults
consider family members to fulfill friendship needs as well, as Monica and Ross
clearly did.

6. Although Friends’ characters were limited to cell phone use, modern-day emerging
adults are savvy with technologies such as texting and social networking sites to
support existing friendships rather than supplant them. This appears to be a positive
dimension of friendships that makes sense given that they are always on the move.
But practitioners should encourage face-to-face interactions, particularly for very
personal and life-transforming discussions—not all of life’s battles can be won or lost
via Facebook.

7. Emerging adults weather transitions best when they maintain existing friendships
but are open to forming new friendships. For example, upon moving to the city,
Rachel rekindled her old friendship with Monica but established new friendships
with the other four. This may be challenging for some emerging adults who prefer to
stick close to family, but making friends in new settings benefits them in the long

run.

Throughout our whole lives—but especially in emerging adulthood, it seems—we need
friends who will “be there” for us.

Notes

1 The Rembrandts (1995), “I'll Be There for You,” Atlantic Records.

2 Friends episodes referenced include “The One with Joey’s Dirty Day,” season 4, episode 14;
“The One with the Cake,” season 10, episode 4; “The One with All the Thanksgivings,” season 5,
episode 8; “The Pilot” (“The One Where Monica Gets a Roommate™), season 1, episode 1.
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