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Preface by Bob Hansson

Bob Hansson is a publicly loved poet, author and philosopher in Sweden. With his humour and depth, he has an ability to make the difficult and abstract accessible and entertaining. He often incorporates psychological research in his lectures and has a great interest in positive psychology and things that matter most to us human beings.

One of the largest studies about human happiness began at Harvard in 1938, and is still ongoing. You will read more about this further on in the book, but when George Valliant had been head of the study for forty-five years he was asked: ‘What creates a happy life?’ Although he had an immense amount of knowledge in the field, his answer was just one single word: ‘Love!’

When thinking about love, it’s easy to think about the romantic aspect. But most of the loving relationships that you will have throughout your life will not be with someone you are sleeping with (or, for that matter, with someone you once slept with and hope to get another chance with … ). I would like to claim that most of your loving relationships are those with friends. But if friendship is the most common loving relationship, it is widely neglected in both academic and fictional publishing. Because of this, I am sure I am not the only one who has neglected my friends. So, this is a book that is needed.

May 18th, 2015. My forty-fifth birthday. I was sitting alone on a chair with a screen in my lap. I received thousands of birthday wishes on Facebook, and a few newspapers even considered my birthday to be news. I remember that the sun was shining, but also that I was lonelier than ever before in my life. And I remember that it brought me to a decision that changed my life.

There was a mid-life crisis in the background to this, and I had for some time avoided social interaction and left gatherings early because I ‘had to work’ (which, between us, actually meant ‘watch Netflix’). I was convinced that I was ‘over and out’. Too old, too boring – uninteresting in every way. My social self-esteem was low and became even lower since I never mustered the energy to challenge it. Well, almost never. A few weeks earlier, I had been in a good mood and decided to go out. I took a shower and even that felt a little new. ‘I got my life back,’ I thought, and grabbed my shaving gel. Then, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Full body. That was enough for my mood to crash down again. Loneliness does something to your gaze, you see – it makes it more harsh. The lonely eye doesn’t always create the most compassionate gaze.

I did go out that night, but I returned home pretty quickly. That’s a pattern that you may be able to relate to. At times when you need others the most, it’s the hardest to be with them.

So, a few weeks after this short night out, I was sitting on a chair and realised that I didn’t have a single person who wanted to have cake with me. I had called all the people I felt comfortable with in Malmö. Both were busy. I had become as lonely as I, in younger years, had seen my father become. He used to sit in the woods and really only brightened when speaking of his youth. It was a loneliness that I had never thought that I could fall into, but that was now devouring me. So, I made a decision – to make different choices in the future. Because two things struck me. One was that I am always pregnant with my own future self. The choices I make today create who I become tomorrow. I realised that I spent much less time with my friends now than I did five years ago. I didn’t want that trend to continue, because whatever I wanted to give the future version of myself – it surely wasn’t more loneliness. The other thing that struck me was that all the research I usually mentioned in my lectures possibly applied even to me.

The Harvard researcher Shawn Achor closely studied new students to find the main theme for success. What did the successful students have in common? He spent a whole year conducting in-depth interviews and then followed up on their accomplishments, and discovered something very astonishing: There was no main theme!

Apparently, it wasn’t about intelligence, not about background, not earlier grades, not about if the interviewed students were single or in a relationship. Spending that amount of time only to discover nothing was obviously an academic failure. But, around the same time, Google launched a similar project. They wanted to find out which teams were the most efficient. What did members of successful teams have in common? They continued for years. They studied hundreds of variables in 150 teams all around the world. Google is supposedly the best in the world at analysing data, but they didn’t discover a single common denominator.

You see, both Shawn Achor and Google made the same mistake. They searched for individual qualities where they should have searched for relational ones. Google finally concluded that the teams that were the most successful were better at one single thing – creating a good atmosphere in the group. In the end, Shawn at Harvard also discovered something similar – the most successful students were more active and more content with their relationships than the others.

Relationships outrank performance. Consequently, as a careerist, one should not merely make an effort on the job, but amongst one’s friends as well. If you have children, you should not only remind them of their homework but, more importantly, to not neglect their friends. At least if you want to be rational.

For me, life has had its ups and downs. That doesn’t make me unique in any way. Sometimes life is a walk in the park and sometimes we are tripping over old, dirty laundry. But looking back on my life, the happy periods have neither depended on the level of success, nor on the heat in my romantic relationships. I have been the happiest when I have had good friends – that is, friends that I really like and see often.

In a fascinating experiment, researchers had a number of people stand and look at a long staircase and guess how many steps it consisted of. Most guessed a hundred steps. Then another group of people looked at the same staircase, but they had a friend who was standing some way away. They guessed an average of seventy steps. To me, it’s quite incomprehensible that one’s view can change so radically just by having a friend nearby. Granted, guessing the number of steps isn’t an important skill in modern life, but what if our thoughts about not being able to manage a certain difficulty and therefore going home and watching TV instead, totally changed if we had a friend nearby?

So, what is your life like right now? Are you lonelier than you would like to be? Do you spend as much time as you would like with your friends? Do you spend more or less time with your friends now than you did ten years ago? If your answer is less, it is likely that you will spend even less time with them in another ten years. Is that what you want? If not, I have some good news: The only thing you need to do in order to prevent that is to read this book and do the suggested exercises. These exercises can change your everyday life, and thereby your future. Sure, you can skip them and read the book as some people read cookbooks, with a firm determination to absolutely not cook any food yourself but just read about others doing it. But for me, these exercises really made a difference.

On that chair, nine years ago, I decided to accept every social invitation, even when I didn’t feel like it. Jeez, I was pregnant with my future self. My whole future was at stake. Even if I had no desire whatsoever to meet anyone, I would walk out of the door anyway because I was working on my long-term goal: becoming less lonely, becoming more together.

It’s easy to say that you don’t live to work, but work to live. But how many times have I refrained from working to grab a beer with a friend in comparison to how many times I’ve cancelled a beer with a friend to work instead?

Furthermore, there is a myth that says that it’s harder to make new friends the older you get. A myth both my father and I have used as an excuse for our social laziness. But since I decided to prioritise friends, things started to change faster than I had expected. Just a few weeks after my decision, an acquaintance called and asked if I wanted to come along to a party. That was the starting point of what is now a profound friendship.

One month later, I met Janu for the first time. Today we see each other every week and have started giving classes together. Six months after that I met Henrik for the first time. Today we live together. Janu and Henrik are both pros at being friends and I do my best to mimic them. I do need to practise.

Since I started to prioritise friendships, I have strangely enough quadrupled my income. So perhaps the research isn’t completely off-base – even the economy is relative. Updating your friendship situation may be as important in your life as changing jobs or romantic partners, and certainly more important than buying new curtains. The fact that there are more home decor magazines than magazines about friendship is mind baffling.

I wish you luck on your journey with this book and just want to say that every page is worth your time. Reading this book was, to me, an excellent life investment. Because what the heck is the point of friends if you don’t prioritise them?
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