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Friends Do Make a Difference!
The Journal of the American Medical Association in 1997 reported that a lack of diverse social contacts
was a stronger risk factor for colds than smoking, low vitamin C intake, or elevated stress hormones. The
Carnegie Mellon University researchers who conducted the study say that interacting with a wide range of
people likely tempers our physical response to stressful situations. They suspect that social support may
somehow boost immune function.

I was doing a keynote this month on “Gender Fender Benders” and mentioned a very recent study about
how women deal with stress as compared to men - 90% of the stress research for the last 5 decades was
conducted on men, not women. A recent landmark UCLA study suggests that women respond to stress
with a cascade of brain chemicals that cause them to make and maintain friendships with other women.

“Until this study was published, scientists generally believed that when
people experience stress, they trigger a hormonal cascade that revs the body
to either stand and fight or flee as fast as possible,” explains Laura Cousino 
Klein, PhD, now an assistant professor of biobehavioral health at Pennsylvania 
State University in State College and one of the study’s authors. It’s an ancient 
survival mechanism left over from the time we were chased across the planet 
by saber-toothed tigers. Now the researchers suspect that women have a 
larger behavioral repertoire than just “fight or flight.”

In fact, says Dr. Klein, it seems that when the hormone oxytocin is released as part of the stress response
in a woman, it buffers the fight or flight response and encourages her to tend children and gather with
other women instead. When she actually engages in this tending or befriending, studies suggest that more
oxytocin is released, which further counters stress and produces a calming effect.
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This calming response does not occur in men, says Dr. Klein, because testosterone—which men produce in high
levels when they’re under stress—seems to reduce the effects of oxytocin.

The fact that women respond to stress differently than men has significant implications for our health. It may
take some time for new studies to reveal all the ways that oxytocin encourages us to care for children and hang
out with other women, but the “tend and befriend” notion developed by Drs. Klein and Taylor may explain
why women consistently outlive men. Study after study has found that social ties reduce our risk of disease by
lowering blood pressure, heart rate, and cholesterol. “There’s no doubt, this is helping us live longer.”

In one study, for example, researchers found that people who had no friends increased their risk of death over a
6-month period. In another study, those who had the most friends over a 9-year period cut their risk of death by
more than 60%. Friends are also helping us live better. The famed Nurses’ Health Study from Harvard Medical
School found that the more friends women had, the less likely they were to develop physical impairments as
they aged, and the more likely they were to be leading a joyful life.

In fact, the results were so significant, the researchers included, that not having close
friend or confidante was as detrimental to your health as smoking or carrying extra
weight! 

“Every time we get overly busy with work and family, the first thing
we do is let go of friendships with other women,” explains Dr.
Josselson. “We push them right to the back burner. That’s really a
mistake, because women are such a source of strength to each
other. We nurture one another. And we need to have unpressured space in which we
can do the special kind of talk that women do when they’re with other women. It’s a
very healing experience.”

Social isolation — having no one to confide in — is a serious source of stress for many. We have become so
busy, we haven’t made the time to develop friendships with others. That is why some find it incredibly stressful
to consider retirement. We haven’t developed any friendships or hobbies that will give us something to do with
our extra time. We need to begin preparing for retirement far before we actually retire. We are created as human
beings, not human doings, human havings, or human goings. Yet, much of our worldly success is defined by
what we “do” or “have.” In the end, we will all die and leave all we have on this earth. What are you doing

today to invest in the important relationships in your life?
Although I have written several books and spoken to
thousands of people across the country, I know that the
greatest measure of my success will be how Jim and I
have raised our two sons, not the “things” I have
accomplished. This is difficult to keep in mind while on
the treadmill of success.

We are created as human beings . . .
not human doings, human havings, 
or human goings. 

We need to take time out of our busy, stress-filled lives to
connect with family and friends. Having someone to
confide in is important both on and off our jobs. Often,
our friends and family members can help us resolve
problems and help relieve our stress.

Action Plan: Make one phone call today and set up a time to meet with a friend in the next two weeks.

This article is excerpted from Patti’s book, Untying the ‘Nots’ of Change Before You’re Fit to be Tied. For a
special discounted book price for our e-mail subscribers only, go to:
http://www.thechangeagent.com/subscriber.html
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superb content with high energy, humor and visuals.
Patti’s expert balance between serious concepts and
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people the no-nonsense direction they need to deal with
today’s rapidly changing environment.

On the Home Front:

Since we usually talk about our work
accomplishments via client quotes, we thought it
might be nice to switch and talk about our family
instead this month since it’s
been awhile since I updated
you. Our boys are both
enjoying school this year and a
variety of sports. Both had

highly successful football
teams in the fall but both
lost their final game in
the Junior League’s
“Superbowl.” The boys

just completed their basketball season and both have
started their first year playing Lacrosse. We are all
looking forward to our Spring Break family vacation
the end of March - we will be traveling to California
and Nevada.

Our proudest accomplishment this spring is that
our Bichon Frise puppy, Sparky, was evaluated last
week and is now certified to be a “therapy dog” as
well as he received the AKC’s “Canine Good
Citizen” certification. Sparky turns one year old
on March 31 and we all adore him! We are
currently exploring options of where we can bring
the boys and Sparky to encourage children or the
elderly who have special needs. 


