
Page 15

LIFEBOAT:
A WAY BACK
TO FRIENDS

STEP 4

In order to be truly great friends, we have to make the hard choice of 
focusing more intensively on a smaller group of people. So that’s the 
Lifeboat metaphor. It doesn’t mean we ignore everyone else or neglect 
fruitful networks. But we do invest ourselves more openly, deeply and 
purposefully with a handful of friends, our Lifeboaters.

The Friendship Crisis is real, and it’s making us less happy. But, the solution 
isn’t to throw in the towel. It’s to aim higher and to re-think what friendship 
means in adulthood. Indeed, it’s time to explore uncharted relationship 
territory—academic research, philosophy, expert advice and our own heads 
and hearts—for a better path forward. Welcome to Lifeboat, a way back to 
friends!

THE LIFEBOAT MANIFESTO 
GO DEEP, NOT WIDE

Do we need more friends or deeper friendships to be happy? Turns out, those 
of us with more close friends are happier and more satisfied than those with 
few or no close friends. The pattern is reflected in mid-life friendship as well. 
On average, participants in our 2013 Lifeboat survey say that they have four 
close friends. Millennials and Seniors have more close friends than Gen-Xers 
or Boomers, and those happen to be the two cohorts most satisfied with their 
friendships—and their lives. Across the board, people with seven or more 
close friends are happier than those who have fewer.

WHO IS IN YOUR LIFEBOAT?
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But, given the choice, survey participants say they would prefer deeper 
friendships over sheer numbers by more than 2-to-1 (48 percent to 23 percent). 
This proportion holds for all demographic groups: gender, age, geography and 
political leanings. 

The takeaway is clear—close friends are the ones that matter. It’s not about 
the number of people you associate with. It’s about the quality of those 
relationships.

But can you do both? Can you enjoy quality 
relationships with lots of people? The hard 
truth is no. Maintaining quality relationships 
with a large group of people is very 
di!cult. Nurturing relationships takes time, 
emotional energy and cognitive capacity—all 

of which are limited. Anthropological research suggests that due to the limits 
of human brain capacity, we can only maintain casual social relationships 
with less than 150 individuals—a principle known as Dunbar’s number.1 But 
150 is still too many people for deep relationships. Strong bonds tend to occur 
in what psychologists refer to as “sympathy groups”—groups of 10-15 people. 
If we try to nurture deep relationships with more people than that, we simply 
begin to overload. 2

So that’s the Lifeboat metaphor. In order to be truly great friends, we have 
to make the hard choice of focusing more intensively on a smaller group of 
people. It doesn’t mean we ignore everyone else or neglect fruitful networks. 
But we do invest ourselves more openly, deeply and purposefully with a 
handful of friends, our Lifeboaters.

CHOOSE YOUR LIFEBOAT 
Aristotle spent a lot of time thinking about friends. That’s right. One of the 
most important founding figures in Western philosophy—while tackling 
physics, poetry, logic, politics, ethics and biology—also set his considerable 
mind to the dynamics underlying our favorite everyday relationships. Yes, he 
thought friends were that important. And thankfully so, because he developed 
a framework for tackling a terribly tricky task: choosing friends.

Even writing from around 335 BC, Aristotle understood the importance—
and the di!culty—of choosing a Lifeboat. How do you evaluate friends? And 
how, with limited time and energy, do you choose wisely with whom to invest 
deeply?

It’s not about the number of people 
you associate with. It’s about the 
quality of those relationships.

1. Dunbar, R. (1998). Grooming, gossip, and the evolution of language. Cambridge, England. Harvard University Press.
2. Adams, P. (2012). Grouped: How small groups of friends are the key to influence on the social web. Berkeley, CA. 
New Riders.
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THREE KINDS OF FRIENDS

For philosophy enthusiasts out there, pardon any over-simplification. Our 
take is that Aristotle believed that there are three types of friendships:

1. Perfect friendships
2. Useful friendships
3. Pleasurable friendships

In her book Aristotle and the Philosophy of Friendship, professor Lorraine 
Smith Pangle describes the nuance between the three types of friendships. 
Aristotle considered friendships based on usefulness the “furthest from 
perfect” because “each loves the other person only incidentally,” she writes. 
By contrast, friendships of pleasure are much closer to the best kind of 

friendship. They are o"en a “characteristic 
of the young, who live by their emotions… 
[these] friendships are transient, but as long 
as they last they are warm and heartfelt.” 
But, it’s the perfect friendship that transcends 
usefulness and pleasure (what Aristotle calls 
“incidental qualities”) and is instead based 
on the idea of mutual goodness.1 Aristotle’s 

perfect friendship relies on highly developed altruistic emotions like empathy, 
concern and care. And it requires genuine interest in the good of the other 
person. British sociologist Ray Pahl suggests that these friendships go so far as 
to actually “enlarge and extend [our] moral experience.”2

In a nutshell, Aristotle says we choose friends because they are:

• USEFUL (colleagues, the dad who drives the kids to soccer practice or 
your wine distributor neighbor with that amazing cellar).

• FUN (party friends, fellow Brooklyn Nets fans and that friend who makes 

The “perfect friendship” transcends 
usefulness and pleasure (what 
Aristotle calls “incidental qualities”) 
and is instead based on the idea of 
“mutual goodness.”
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you laugh till your sides hurt).
• GOOD (those who bring out our best self, and vice versa).

WHAT’S MY TYPE? 
It’s a tough and ever-evolving question that requires reflection, humility 
and honesty. Who is in your Lifeboat? We can apply Aristotle’s 
framework to help better understand our friends and begin choosing 
our Lifeboats. But to prompt your thinking, we’ve created five friend 
archetypes that we aspire to have in our Lifeboats—the Michelangelo, 
the Truth Teller, the Mentor, the Foxhole Friend and the Stalwart. 

The Michelangelo 

QUOTE: “Each friend represents a world in us, a world possibly not born until 
they arrive, and it is only by this meeting that a new world is born.”  
—Anaïs Nin from The Diary of Anaïs Nin, Vol. 1.
IN POP CULTURE: Maude from the movie Harold and Maude

The Michelangelo will bring an infusion of new ideas, influences and 
perspectives to your life and you’ll feel more satisfied because of it.

Social scientists have found that people use relationships to accumulate 
knowledge and experiences, a process called self-expansion. 1 Recent research 
with couples has found that the more self-expansion people experience from 
their romantic partners, the more satisfied they are in the relationship. We 
believe the same holds true for friends.

The problem, as we’ll discuss later in this chapter, is that we tend to run in 
packs of people who are similar to us. Push yourself to meet unlikely friends 
who share di#erent cultural backgrounds, interests and professions—you’ll 

1. Pangle, L. S. (2003). Aristotle and the Philosophy of Friendship. Cambridge, England. Cambridge University 
Press.
2. Pahl, R. (2000). On Friendship. Cambridge, England. Polity.

Photo credit: Sanctu
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be rewarded with renewed passion, ideas and dreams (and probably a new 
favorite band or two).

The Truth Teller

QUOTE: “True friends stab you in the front.” – Oscar Wilde
IN POP CULTURE: Dr. Gregory House from the TV show, House

Yes, the truth can hurt, but it can also help. That’s why letting a trusted truth 
teller into your Lifeboat is invaluable. The truth teller knows how to broach 
sensitive topics in a direct and helpful way and isn’t afraid to help re-tint your 
rose-colored glasses or make your half-empty glass full. A far cry from a yes-
man, the truth teller always operates from a place of good intent and will help 
you see yourself and love yourself for who you really are, not who you think 
you are.

Ready to grow and stretch? Get a truth teller in your Lifeboat, pronto.

The Mentor

QUOTE: “I am not a teacher, but an awakener.” – Robert Frost
IN POP CULTURE: Dr. Dre

People tend to think of mentors in the context of their professions. But mentor-
style relationships are healthy friend material too. The mentor has weathered 

Photo credit: Alex Krafcik
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life’s ups and downs and can provide sage advice during times of uncertainty. 
A wealth of support, the mentor will provide much-needed encouragement 
and guidance that can keep all things in perspective.

Looking for a boost of wisdom? Find yourself a friend mentor—or let one find 
you.

The Foxhole Friend

 

QUOTE “If you’re ever in a tree, phone to me. If you’re ever down a well, ring 
my bell. If you ever lose your teeth, and you’re out to dine… borrow mine.” 
—Lucy and Ethel singing a Cole Porter classic in I Love Lucy
IN POP CULTURE: Sam and Frodo from The Lord of the Rings

The saying goes, “there are no atheists in foxholes.” While that might be true, 
there are indeed friends. They are the friends who watch our backs, who know 
our deepest secrets, who give us strength in adversity, who share our defeats 
and our victories. Foxhole friends typically bond over a shared, challenging 
experience—think marathon training or a grueling work project. They bring 
out each other’s best through it all and prove that they will always be there 
when the going gets tough.

Need some courage to live the life you want? Find that foxhole friend and—as 
Sam in The Lord of the Rings says—“share the load.”

Photo credit: T. Hawk
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The Stalwart

QUOTE: “Words are easy, like the wind; Faithful friends are hard to find.” 
—William Shakespeare
IN POP CULTURE: The Beastie Boys

The stalwart has known you forever and sees you and accepts you for the 
complicated mess that you are. Your recent success doesn’t matter. Your gray 
hair doesn’t matter. Your money doesn’t matter. The stalwart friend remembers 
you with braces and goth hair and loves you anyway.

Our short list of archetypes is not comprehensive. But we hope it o#ers some 
food for thought about the qualities you’re seeking in the people who are 
closest to you.
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