How to Transition Our Friendships
When We No Longer Work Together

ith work being the number one place where most of us are

making our best friends, it comes as a painful surprise to most
of us that it’s also the place where most friendships end. And not because
the majority of those friendships blew up or disappointed us. Rather, it’s
because of something far more innocent: one of us changed jobs.

In fact, usually, the friendship is meaningful, fulfilling, and fun—up
to that point. Not only is there no desire, or other reason, to “break up”
that friendship, but neither is there often any realization that the end is
coming. Yes, we know in our heads that the workplace won't feel the
same if our friend leaves, or that we’ll have to be more intentional to stay
in touch, but we usually believe that our friendship will continue. Or at

least we want it to. It’s not until about six months later, when we feel
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forgotten and neglected by that friend whom we no longer see regularly
at work, that our brains are likely to feel hurt, take it personally, and
assume the friendship didn’t mean as much to the other as we hoped it
did.

“I'll never make friends again at work,” Hanna said to me with
conviction. “I mean, yes I can be friendly like you say, but I've found
that making friends at work just hurts too much in the long run. The
reality is that those friendships collapse once the job ends. And the job
always ends. Why put yourself through that inevitable pain?”

As a registered nurse in a hospital, she knew, perhaps better than
most, just how often her coworkers’ shift schedules could change or
their burnout could lead to quitting. Or the fact they had “jobs they
could find anywhere” meant that they were often the ones with the
most flexible jobs in their family, and therefore they were most
vulnerable to change according to the needs of those around them.
Right up there behind retail, food service, and IT jobs, hospital nursing
is notorious for a high-turnover.

All it takes is one time when we felt the grief of a workplace
friendship ending, and none of us are eager for a repeat. That pain
runs deep. So deep, in fact, that 30 percent of survey respondents say
their greatest fear about making friends in the workplace is that “losing
a friendship after the job ends” hangs over their heads. In fact, this is
our fifth highest-ranked fear about friendship at work. That fear of losing
the friendship afzer the job ranks even higher than the fear of losing that
friendship during the job over a fight or break-up! The pain of losing

a friendship when all is going well hurts in its own tragic way.

THE REAL PROBLEM:
THE BREAKDOWN OF CONSISTENCY

Before we get to the how-to’s, it’s important to understand what is
actually happening when one of us changes jobs. For every time we can

clearly see which of the Three Relationship Requirements is in lack,
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or at risk, that assessment also points us in the direction of the even-
tual solution.

When one of us leaves the job, our Consistency is going to hit a
brick wall. Now, we're no longer being paid to show up in the same
space and spend time together. If a friendship lived in our “work
container,” hopefully it becomes clear to all of us that the only way
that relationship can survive when one person no longer comes to that
container is to create a new container. No matter how much we like
each other or value our history, we have to figure out our new pattern,
our new habits, and our new ways of staying connected.

Unfortunately, none of that just happens. So we typically say “let’s
stay in touch” but never know what we mean by that: when, how
often, where, and how exact/y are we going to stay in touch? For as
time passes and we’re not consistently interacting or seeing each other
regularly anymore, it’ll eventually be nearly impossible to practice the
other two requirements: Vulnerability and Positivity. Despite all the
best of intentions, before long we won’t feel like we know what’s
going on in each other’s lives and we’ll start doubting how much we
mean to each other.

And just like that a friendship can wither and die. Not because we
didn’t love being friends. Not because it wasn’t a “real” friendship.
And not because one of us woke up one morning and decided the
friendship wasn’t important to us. Most friendship tombstones could
simply read: They Lacked Consistency.

But to make it worse is how personally we all take this loss.

Having listened to friendship aches and pains for nearly a dozen
years, I can attest that what does the most damage is how susceptible
we are to spending more time personalizing this lack of the old
consistent interaction than we are in strategizing new ways of
consistently interacting. We are tempted to make it about the other
person (“they’re so self- absorbed” or “they have so many other
friends”), about the relationship we shared (“I guess we weren't really
as good of friends as I thought”), or about ourselves (“I guess I wasn’t

worth the effort”).
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The problem, put simply, isn’t that two people don’t care about
each other or their relationship. Rather, it’s that two people have to
figure out what Consistency looks like in the next chapter of their
friendship.

DECIDING WHO IS A FRIEND FOR LIFE
VERSUS FRIEND FOR THIS JOB

Now that we understand that the friendships that survive are the ones
for which we create new patterns of interacting, we can more clearly
recognize that we simply can’t continue Consistency with everyone
with whom we’ve ever felt close.

Researchers—most famous among them Robin Dunbar, who gave
us “Dunbar’s Number”—have established that our brains only main-
tain, on average, 150 relationships at any given time.! Put simply, we
can’t go through life always adding new relationships at the next job
or city and also maintain all the relationships from our past. Even if
we had the time to be that consistent with everyone we’ve cared about,
we probably don’t have the emotional energy to continue to be vul-
nerable with shat many people!

Relationships are a bit of revolving door, with some diminishing
while others are deepened. In fact, one study showed that we replace
half our close friends every seven years!” In other words, it’s very nor-
mal that a couple of the people we feel closest to today weren’t the
people we felt closest to seven years ago, nor will they be seven years
from now. There’s a reason the triangle gets smaller at the top: most
of us will have the capacity to practice meaningful interaction and

sharing with only a handful of friends.

1 W. X. Zhou, D. Sornette, R. A. Hill, and R.I. M. Dunbar, “Discrete
Hierarchical Organization of Social Group Sizes,” The Proceedings of the Royal
Society B, Biological Sciences 272, no. 1561 (February 17, 2005): https://
royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/abs/10.1098/rspb.2004.2970.

2 “Half of All Friends Replaced Every 7 Years,” Live Science (June 2, 2009):
heeps://www.livescience.com/5466-friends-replaced-7-years.html.
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Being purely pragmatic then, we see that since we can’t stay close
to everyone we liked from every job, we are invited to eventually

choose one of two options about each of our workplace friendships:
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1. Initiate practicing the Three Requirements with this per-
son outside of this job so that we can remain close.
2. Accept that the friendship will become a loose relationship

in my network and adjust my expectations accordingly.

In other words, after we leave a shared workplace, a few of our
friendships have the potential of moving up the Triangle as we create
new ways of being together (Consistency) and learning new things
about each other (Vulnerability). The Consistency, while not as
frequent, now has variety and duration. This opportunity alone has
the power to transform a “work best friend” into a “best friend” as the
relationship feels even safer to us once we prove to ourselves that it’s
not dependent on our job.

But if we don'’t take responsibility for creating a new pattern for our
friendships, then they will move down the Triangle as our Consistency
(and thereby our Vulnerability) decreases. It’s always a beautiful goal

to end well with others—to leave them feeling as good about who
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they are and what they meant to you. Be intentional. Maybe we even
spend a morning after the job ends writing positive recommendations
about some of our coworkers on LinkedIn, hand writing a few
thank-you cards, or sending a gift to the office the following week
wishing them all well.

The good news is that our relationships toward the bottom of our
Triangle are important too. Our future jobs and opportunities are
more likely to come from our broader network, our looser ties, and the
people we used to work with closely than from our handful of current
best friends. Reminding ourselves that relationships aren’t
all-or-nothing—Dbest friends or bust—allows us more peace, and fewer
hurt feelings, as we accept that many of our relationships will decrease
in closeness. It’s not that we don’t like each other anymore or didn’t
appreciate our friendship while we worked together, but we
acknowledge that when we leave a job that the majority of our
relationships must be reset with lower expectations. Unfortunately,
what so often happens is that we unknowingly still picture those
people higher on the Triangle where they used to be instead of shifting
our expectations to reflect what 7s or will be. End today allowing for
those relationships to decrease on the Triangle, while also holding the

possibility that any of them might one day move back up.

HOW TO TRANSITION
THE FRIENDS FOR LIFE

The good news is that while I have heard hundreds of stories about
people feeling surprised and hurt by the friendships that didn’t survive
the workplace, in my Friendships in the Workplace Survey more than 61
percent of us claim to still be close to a best friend from a previous job.

So how do we decide which friendships to continue to invest in by
moving them further up the Triangle versus those we need to shift
into lower expectations as we allow them to move down the Triangle?

My short answer is the higher up the Triangle that my friendship has
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developed due to spending time together, sharing our lives, and
bringing each other joy, the more effort I may want to make to keep
it up there. Remembering it takes a lot of time (like “two hundred
hours”) together (Consistency) to really deepen our friendships
reminds us that a) we’ve made a big investment in some relationships
that we’d be wise to protect and build, and b) that it isn’t as easy as
“just making new friends” wherever we go. The more time we've
spent bonding, the more we might want to intentionally keep
investing in that bond.

I think of Maria who in her late forties credits two of her previous
jobs as the places where she met not only her husband but some of her
lifelong friends—including Becky. Yes, it was their employer who
introduced them to each other and fostered the opportunity for them to
practice Consistency, Vulnerability, and Positivity—including placing
them into a “Start Group” that was designed to welcome and bond
about twenty new employees at once. But it’s because of what they did
after they left the job that Maria now calls Becky her “dear life friend.”

They have in the last two decades since leaving their shared job
stood in each other’s weddings, hosted each other’s baby showers and
birthday parties, supported each other’s professional developments,
and both dropped everything to fly to opposite coasts to support each
other through tragedies. We all know by now that this doesn’t just
happen. It’'s not because they were better friends than all of our other
friendships that didn’t make it. And Maria’s quick to point out that
there were a couple of jobs where she isn’t friends with anyone, so it’s
not simply that some people have it and others don’t.

Any friendship that makes it is because the people chose to
reestablish the Consistency that allowed them to continue to have fun
together (Positivity) and feel connected to each other (Vulnerability).

Here are some ideas of how to continue a friendship with intention:

1. Choose to be the “glue.” Whether you're the friend leaving
or staying, recognize that it’s going to take some serious

effort to rebuild the scaffolding outside of work for this
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friendship to live. Maria called Becky “the glue” that not
only initiated a lot of their opportunities for them to be
together over the years, but she says, “She’s the reason I
ended up staying close to some of the other friends we
made back then. She just keeps bringing us together.”

A relationship doesn’t require both people to take turns

initiating; it requires only that both people end up spend-
ing time together in a positive and meaningful way. That
could be one person inviting and the other person saying
yes. We've too long equated initiating with caring more,
and so we’re more prone to get our feelings hurt if we feel
like we're doing all the initiating. The bigger question is
do we both feel seen in a safe and satisfying way when we
spend time together—no matter who initiated it. We can
choose to be the one who helps provide the opportunities
for our connection to continue.
Create the pattern you want. In Becky and Maria’s friend-
ship, formed in Chicago, it mattered a huge amount that
when Maria moved to D.C. and Becky to San Francisco
that they each made trips to visit the other. A couple of
days and couple hundred bucks might feel like a big in-
vestment, but in the big scheme of things that’s a small
price to pay to signal to each other that they intended to
stay in touch. Not only did this gift leave them each feel-
ing important (Positivity) and give them intense time to
spend a few days together (Consistency), but it also helped
them both feel more seen in their current lives as they got
to see each other’s home, visit places important to each,
and even meet some of the people in each other’s lives
(Vulnerability).

In other friendships, we may still live in the same city,
and it comes down to figuring out how we will spend time
together, where we’ll meet, and how often we’ll connect.

Every relationship creates a pattern that establishes the
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“norm” of that relationship. And this is one of those piv-
otal times when we might have the most influence to help
a new pattern develop.

The closer we are to each other, the more comfortable
we hopefully can be in broaching the subject: “I hate to
think of losing touch with you. . . . If we want to make
sure we still see each other regularly, what might work the
best for you?” The ideal is to schedule some time together
even before our last day of work: “Would you be willing to
schedule a dinner with me in two weeks so I have some-
thing to look forward to? Maybe we could meet halfway?”
The sooner we reconnect, the more confidence we’ll feel in
our friendship surviving. But even if a year has passed, it’s
not too late to reach out and reconnect: “The worst part of
my new job is not working with you! I know it’s been for-
ever, but you're still missed. So sorry I let so much time go
by as I tried to get my feet underneath me in this new job.
If I can drive up to you, would you be willing to meet me
for dinner one night next week?”

What we put into motion now informs how close we’ll

feel six months out.
Show interest in each other’s new lives. And it’s not just
making the time for each other (Consistency). It’s also
showing continued interest in each other’s work (Vulnera-
bility). While Maria and Becky loved working together,
and still team up on various projects here and there, it’s the
importance they each placed on the other outside of their
shared work that made them forever friends. They tell sto-
ries of meeting each other’s family members, processing
big life moments together, and being there through per-
sonal loss that cemented their friendship.

In their case they left around the same time, but for
most of us, it’s usually one of us leaving and another stay-

ing. This means we will also need to be gentle and
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compassionate when we update the other, as one person
may feel “left behind” or another may feel “out of the
loop.” We don’t want our relationship to get stuck on
gossip or just updating from the place where “we used to
work together.” We want it to be more about each of us
sharing who we are now.

Stephen was let go from his job in a way that left him
feeling bitter about his former employer, even though his
closest friend, Takumi, was still happy working there. It
helped when Takumi eventually said, “I totally understand
why you’re frustrated at them, and I want to keep working
here for now with as much Positivity as I can feel. So while
I want to support you in your grieving, I also don’t want
us to get stuck just talking bad about my employer.” It
was all Stephen needed to hear for him to say, “Ugh, so
sorry. Of course. I promise that I just need to get some of
this off my chest, but I realize it was just my experience,
and I'm so glad that your experience is better!” Their
friendship could have withered if Takumi felt that sharing
about his job always upset Stephen, or if Stephen felt he
couldn’t be honest and talk about his painful ending. They
had to find a way to both feel safe again in talking about
an area of life that matters so much.

We want to both help each other feel seen for where we
are now, to both feel safe in telling the other person the
good and bad that we might feel about the change, and
above all to both still feel accepted and loved for the
choices we each are making—even if they’re different from

each other.

Of all the things we don’t think we have time to do in this world,
maintaining friendships with people we care about seems like a wor-
thy endeavor. But it doesn’t just happen to us—we have to keep invest-

ing to keep reaping the rewards.
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The alternative is to keep starting over with new friendships all the
time, which not only means we lack history, trust, and memories, but
it also sets us up for a greater sense of loneliness. Remember Hanna,
the nurse who sounded so adamant that friendships weren’t worth the
pain of the good-bye? I found it curious that when asked if she wished
she had a best friend at work . . . she still nodded her head yes. Her
whole body sagged a bit as she let go momentarily of the bravado of
wanting to keep people at a distance. She looked down embarrassed at
what felt like obviously incongruous beliefs: her commitment to not
develop close friendships and her desire to have one. We might be
tempted to judge her, but she’s not alone in that conflict.

What if we could build those friendships we want with less fear
because we better trusted ourselves to handle those job endings in
ways that felt more honoring and intentional? What if we felt more
peace saying good-bye to those coworkers we probably weren’t going
to stay close to and felt more confident picking some relationships to
withstand the change? What if, rather than waiting six months after
the job to realize that we felt disconnected from everyone, we knew
what to do before leaving that could set us up for the greatest amount
of support and connection?

I know it feels hard to start a new pattern with someone—to find
the time to connect with them on top of everything else we're doing.
But this moment is where the magic happens. This is the moment is
when you help ensure that six months, two years, or a decade from
now, you feel connected to friends who see you in a safe and satisfying
way. This investment will continue to compound and pay you
dividends down the road as you look around your life full of the

frientimacy that matters.



