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Introduction

[ was being interviewed about parenting by a local news anchor in his
30s and, during a commercial break, he asked about the topic of my
next book. When I told him men's friendships, the first thing out of his
mouth was “Men don’t have friends.”

I met a woman at a cocktail party. We were chatting, and I told
her about the topic for this book. “That’ll be a short book. Men don’t
have friends,” she said.

Wait a minute. I have friends—Don't I?

The knee-jerk refrain “Men don’t have friends” often left me wonder-
ing. Why do so many people say that men don’t have friends? Does it come
down to how one defines “friends,” or is it something more?

Must, Trust, Rust, and Just Friends

Mulling an authoritative definition of friends, I thought about my bi-weekly
card game. | have been playing poker with roughly the same group of guys
for more than 40 years. It’s not the hope of winning the World Series of
Poker or the pitiably low table stakes that pulls us back to the game every
other week—it's mostly the camaraderie. Does that mean we are friends,
or is it just a shared excuse to get out of the house?

I thought about my relationships with these poker buddies. Certainly,
we have a fair amount in common. Everyone in the game is or has been
married. Almost all of us have children. We are all men, within 10 years of
each other in age and educated, successful, professionals. However, despite
our many similarities, my relationship with each player differs.

For instance, one player is my brother Steve, who is three years older than
[ am, a computer programmer, and the game’s bookkeeper. Certainly, we



4 INTRODUCTION

have the most in common and, after my wife, he’s the first person whose
counsel I seek when I face a tough problem. Does that make us friends or
family or something in between?

Then there’s Pub, a former publisher, 58 years old, whom I have known
since we were assigned to the same first-grade Sunday school class. Now
retired, Pub spends his time volunteering on community boards. Although
he might not be the first guy I'd call to hash out a personal problem, I know
that I can tell him something in confidence, and he would keep it between
us. That ought to qualify as a friend in anyone’s book.

And Crow? I've known Crow, an antitrust lawyer, since we were eight.
We grew up in the same neighborhood, played sports together. We share
many touchstones of a childhood lived out side-by-side. Our poker game
is the better for his witty asides that keep the play from becoming too
contentious. If I ever want to reminisce about old times or know what is
happening in politics, he’s the one I can call. Wouldn’t he be a friend?

What about Mike? I've known him a comparatively short time. Brought
into the game by another player just two years ago, he may be the most
dedicated of the players. He's the only one of us who goes to Atlantic City
to compete in Texas Hold'em tournaments. Accordingly, he keeps his
cards close to the chest, literally and figuratively. Although I don’t know
him very well, I enjoy spending time with him at the games. Shouldn't
I count him as a friend?

The simple answer is, of course, Mike is a friend. My brother, Pub, and
Crow are friends, too, as are the other players, Charles, Robert, Alan,
and Richard. But they are different kinds of friends. Just looking around
the poker table tells me that friendships vary in type and intensity.
Reasonably, that means there must be different definitions for friendship.
Using the card game as a template, I can see four categories of friendship,
each with its own definition: must friendships, trust friendships, rust friend-
ships, and just friendships.!

A must friend is a best buddy, a member of the inner circle, the closest of
relationships. If something happens (birth, death, a hole in one, winning the
lottery), these are the men I am most close to and whom I must call. These
are the men I can count on when the chips—poker and otherwise—are down.
If I have a personal crisis, I talk to my wife first, then I call my brother. I can
count on Steve to listen well and offer a perspective I haven’t considered,
which often brings me to a solution I might have missed. No matter how
personal the issue, Steve won't gossip about our discussion. Without must
friends like my brother, life is less fulfilling and, in many ways, less fun.
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Trust friends are people who, in their interactions with me, demon-
strate a level of integrity that allows me to feel comfortable talking with
them, but I would not seek them out as a must friend. They will keep a
confidence, and they will give me feedback that makes me feel understood
when I talk with them. I might not consider them in my closest circle of
friends, although I like and enjoy them. I might want to develop a closer
friendship with them but have never had the opportunity or time. Although
I usually see Pub only at our games, if I do run into him, and the context
is right, I trust him enough to feel comfortable talking with him about a
personal problem.

Then there are rust friends—people (like Crow) I have known for
a long, long time. My elementary school friends could be rust friends.
We know each other because of our history together and, when I see them,
I may fall back into old patterns formed when I was 10 years old. A rust
friend may or may not be especially close (note that many must friends are
also rust friends) but exists because of the length of time I have known
him. These friendships are locked like rust to iron over time. A rust friend
is closer than a just friend whom I recently met, but nothing incandescent
exists about the relationship except its length (Crow’s case is an exception,
but I'll get to that). My rust friends are unlikely to change into a higher
level of friendship—I have known them for years and have already assessed
their potential—unless we find some new way of interacting. It is even
possible to have a rust friend who is not well-liked; the kind of friendship
that leads others to ask, “Why hang around with that guy?” The answer,
with a shrug, might be, “I've known him a long time.”

The men in our poker game are naturally closer to some players than
others—we are not all must or trust friends. A few of us have no urge to social-
ize outside of the poker game, although we all like each other. Our getting
along serves the purpose of filling the card table. These friendships I call just
friends because these people are, in fact, just friends. They are a little closer
than acquaintances and are pleasant to be with, but we don’t expect to
socialize outside of our poker game. Just like guys who get together out of an
interest in basketball, golf, or stamp collecting but gather only for sports-
or hobby-related contact. I'd count Mike as a just friend. Enjoyable company,
but I haven’t known him long enough for him to be a rust, or well enough
for him to be a must or trust friend—although, as the newest acquaintance,
he is the most likely to change friendship status over time.

These categories—or Buddy System—aren’t strict pigeon holes; plenty
of overlap exists. For instance, I cited Crow as a rust friend, and he is,
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by dint of our long association. But he is also a must friend. Not only did we
learn to play tennis together as children, we still share that interest and have
attended the U.S. Open tennis tournament together annually for more than
35 years. Even more complex is my relationship with my brother. He's a
must friend, a trust friend, and one who can’t get more rust.

It's even a little more complicated, because a level of friendship with a
particular person can differ depending on the social settings. For instance,
one player in our game is my accountant. I trust him with my financial
matters, so that is a trust relationship when it comes to business, but the
social relationship could still be must or rust.

Another complicating factor in understanding friendships is that people
make friends in different ways and within varying timeframes. Some men
say that a buddy has to become a rust friend (be a friend for a few years)
before he can become a must friend. Others say they can make a must
friend in a much shorter period of time. Sometimes friendships are a matter
of circumstance. People who move into a new neighborhood at the same
time often become must friends quickly because they are eager to develop
a social circle. Freshmen roommates in college are another example.
Soldiers often immediately become must or trust buddies due to the inten-
sity of the shared experience and because their lives may depend on it.
Whether these kinds of friendships survive after someone moves out of
the neighborhood, graduates from college, or completes military service
remains to be seen. A less dramatic example is my mother, who at my
daughter’'s wedding gravitated to the other 80-plus-year-olds because of
their common age. That relationship might only last a short time; still,
it could be a just friendship for the duration of the reception, but offer the
possibility of meeting again at future family events.

But, back at the poker table, after 40-plus years of card games together,
one might imagine that there is no topic we can’t discuss openly as we deal
the hands. Well, not really. We're guys. We don’t talk a great deal about
feelings, personal relationships, and our vulnerabilities unless it is in a self-
deprecating, joking way.

This a principal difference between the way men see friendships and
women see friendships. It may be why so many women insist that men
don’t have friends, because men don’t have friendships in the way women
define friendships. Guys get together and have shoulder-to-shoulder
relationships—we do things together, as compared with women, who are
more apt to have face-to-face relationships. At the poker table, personal
news is shared, but not with the expectation of a long support session.
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Someone might say he didn’t get a job he was hoping for, and the response
might be something like, “Wow, that's a tough break. Deal you in this
hand?” Deeply personal topics are reserved for discussions with must
friends, not for table talk.

Although assessing my card game helps me clarify my friendships,
much more information is needed to help other men clarify theirs. Hearing
from other men is one way to do this.

Friendship Study

This book is about friendships between men. It is designed to help men
better understand how to function in their friendships and how to think
about them in new ways, so that they can be improved if necessary. Many
men have close male friends and derive a great deal from those relationships.
But another large segment of men do not feel they have enough close
friends, cannot easily identify who their close friends are, and believe that
friendships between men in particular are rare. I believe that, because of
how we are socialized, raised, nurtured (call it what you will), men miss
opportunities to understand, appreciate, and build new or existing rela-
tionships. Our friendships are sometimes left undeveloped.

What is a great friendship? For me the answer is “Let me sit and watch
TV and not talk with my friend about anything other than the game. But,
let me also know that if I need to talk to him about something bothering
me, I can.” Many men believe they do not have these or similar options in
their friendships. By providing a road map about friendships in this book,
[ hope that men will be able to have the friendships they want.

Study Group

The intention of this book is to improve male friendships. The book is
based on almost 400 interviews with a diverse group of men who were
asked about their friendships. To learn about men’s friendships with other
men, we constructed a questionnaire that had both open- and closed-ended
items—meaning it had questions that could be answered. at some length
with a description or a story, or could be answered briefly with a yes or no.
Over the course of two years, 39 graduate social work students interviewed
10 men each, using the questionnaire. They analyzed the responses indi-
vidually in a lengthy paper and also spent time as a class presenting their
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findings and debating the meaning of their interviews. More recently,
12 students interviewed 10 to 11 women each using the same questions,
with the terms amended to be applicable to women (the results of these
interviews provide an interesting counterpoint in Chapter 6). This approach
resulted in 386 useable interviews with men and 122 interviews with
women.?

The men who were interviewed are diverse in terms of age, race,
religion, occupation, and relationship status. Two-thirds of the men are
white, 29% are African-American, and the rest were evenly divided among
Latino/Hispanic, Asian, and Arab.’ The men ranged in age from 21 to 85
and had an average age of 38. Most were Christian/Protestant, with the
remainder being Jewish, Muslim, or without religious affiliation. Sixty-seven
percent were married, and 2% identified themselves as gay, although
the actual number might be higher if a respondent concealed his sexual
orientation.

Fifteen percent had no more than a high school education, with a few
finishing only eighth grade.* Seventeen percent had at least some college
education, 34% had completed college, and 34% had at least some or
had completed graduate education. As far as employment is concerned,
21% were professionals and 44% worked in sales, business, or other non-
professional white-collar jobs. Twenty-two percent were blue-collar
workers, and the remaining men were either unemployed, students, or
retired. Slightly more than half the sample grew up outside of Maryland
and slightly over half said they were raised in an urban environment. The
women, described in depth in Part II, are similar to the men in terms of age
and race.

The interviewers were also highly diverse. Slightly more than half are
white, over one-third are African-American, and the remainder are Latina.
Five out of six are female, and the interviewers ranged in age from their
20s to their 50s.

The input from these more than 50 students, both verbally and in writing,
has been extraordinarily helpful to me in formulating my thinking on this
topic. We debated ideas about the meaning of friendships for hours, and
we looked for similarities and differences between and among the men
(and women) concerning how race and sexual orientation shape friend-
ships. This process led to the formulation of the must, trust, rust, and just
categories of friendships—what I came to call the Buddy System.

I have also interviewed other men and women over the years, which
brings the total to about 400 formal and informal interviews of men and
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more than 130 interviews of women. Some of these interviews have been
infused into the chapters. I also specifically sought out men in each of the
decades of life for more extensive interviews. These conversations,
recounted in separate chapters in Part III of the book, are meant to provide
an in-depth look at the nature of male friendships across the lifespan.
Finally, I interviewed a group of men who attend a Saturday morning
men’s group at a local church. Their pastor had heard me lecture on my
research and invited me to talk with this group about the findings. Their
stories provide an additional dimension to the project. I also provide in
Chapter 16 specific suggestions for men as to how they can improve their
friendships. These suggestions are based on the responses from the study as
well as my own ideas. Please see Appendix A for more information about the
study methodology and Appendix B for questions that can be used informally
with groups of men as well as in the classroom setting to guide discussion.

Study Questions

The questions we asked the men, answered in the following pages in their
own words, include:

1. What is a friendship—what does a friend mean to you? With this
question, we set the scene for the interview. We found a good deal of
consistency in what constituted a friendship. Readers can build better
friendships by understanding how other men think about them.

2. Are friendships important to you? We did not want to assume that
all men necessarily thought friendships were needed. Although the
vast majority did think them important, there were some
interesting comments from those who did not value them as much.

3. Do you believe you have enough male friends? Most do believe
they have enough friends but that belief often depends on their
expectations about the number of friends they have time for, given
the competing pulls of family and work.

4. How have friends helped you (are they a source of social support)?
How have you helped friends? Friendships are thought of
differently, from the concrete help men receive from one another
to the personal availability a friend may provide. Most often, the
way a man was helped was the way he helped others. Here readers
can learn more about the steps to making friends and about the
expectations friends may have.



