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N
o one likes to be defined by the company they 
keep, but there is a common belief that if you want 
to know who you are, you simply need to look at 
your friends. Regardless of your differences, the 
people you spend time with influence how you 

live, where you go and what you feel. You ask them for advice, 
mull over decisions together and turn to them in tough times. 

But while friendships can nurture and support you, they 
also have the power to hold you back. 

According to Dr Mary Casey, a psychologist and founder 
and CEO of the Casey Centre in New South 
Wales, we tend to become stunted by these 
relationships when we assume that “being 
a good friend” means “doing whatever my 
friend wants, whenever they want to do it”. 

Of course, playing nice is one thing; 
constantly giving in is quite another. It 
may sound ungrateful to place blame on 
the relationships that sustain you, but 
feeling constrained by our friends is a 
common problem for women, says Suzanne  
Wolf, a counselling psychologist with The 
Psychologists Richmond.

“A lot of clients talk about feeling held 
back by their friendships. They often have 
friends who only want to go out drinking when they want to do 
more interesting things. They feel they have no one to do new 
things with… but they can’t talk to their friends about it.”

Professor Bill von Hippel, the head of the School of 
Psychology at the University of Queensland, believes this 

problem has been amplified by the lightning-fast social changes 
of the past fifty years. “In your mother’s generation everyone 
would be married and having kids by a certain age. It was easier 
then – you would all do things at the same time.”

In other words, we may befriend others based on shared 
passions or because we’re undergoing similar life experiences, 
but we don’t necessarily change at the same pace. Take 
Caroline*, 28, who recently landed a creative role in her dream 
industry and feels it has caused her to grow distant from Alison*, 
a close friend whose artistic ambitions have been frustrated  

by a dead-end job. 
Instead of being excited and supportive 

of Caroline’s new career, Alison questions and 
judges her choices, leaving Caroline feeling 
uncomfortable about her success.

“I can’t talk to her about anything 
creative that I do because there’s jealousy 
involved. She says, ‘God, I wish I could 
do that.’ But she’s not doing it and doesn’t 
even seem to try. So I just don’t talk about it 
anymore. I feel she’s not changing or growing, 
and doesn’t want me to, either.” 

Claire Hall, founder of life coaching 
practice Authentic Empowerment, says 
Alison’s response could be less about sabotage 

and more about resistance to change. “It’s not that your friends 
don’t want the best for you,” she suggests. “It may be they 
like you just the way you are. It can feel threatening for that 
to change.” You might also be throwing light on the fact  
that they’re not happy with where they are in life, she adds.  ➔

                   Our buddies are supposed to enrich our   
         lives. So what happens when they drag us down? 
                   By Fiona McDonald
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Close call: should some friends 
be kept at arms-length?
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So what should you do when a friendship is causing you 
to feel more guilt than glee? While it can be tempting to keep 
certain information from your friends to ensure their happiness, 
Wolf insists your friendships should change to suit you. Instead 
of worrying about what your friends think, you have to do the 
hard yards and communicate openly about how they’re making 
you feel. And, Wolf reminds, “Don’t make assumptions. They’re 
usually not aware of what they’re doing.”

Y
ou might be surprised by how excited your friends 
are for you once you’re clear about what you want 
from life. “You need to trust that a good friend may 
feel envious but can still be happy for you,” says Wolf, 
who reminds that “you don’t know how they’ll react.” 

For instance, let’s say you want to spend Saturday 
mornings at the gym but often feel you need to stay late at the 
bar on Friday night. Try telling your booze-loving friends that 
you’re refocusing on your fitness. They might even be willing 
to meet you at a café after your workout the next day instead or 
better still, decide to work out with you. 

Plenty of you will probably feel selfish demanding these 
kinds of changes. But “selfish” shouldn’t be a dirty word in 
this instance, despite what childhood books and educational 
cartoons told you. Too often we equate selfishness with hurting 
others, rather than remembering that everybody deserves 

the chance to put their needs first. Wolf insists that staying 
transparent about how much time you realistically have to give 
and what you’re looking to achieve is vital. 

“Keep it real – you only have 24 hours in a day. When your 
life changes, you simply do not have the hours that you used to. 
Negotiate. Tell them, ‘I’m sorry to hurt you, but right now I’m 
keen to explore this new thing in my life’. Real friends are hard 
to find. It’s worth being assertive with them.”

A hard truth: happy endings aren’t guaranteed. Caroline, 
for instance, now feels too much resentment has built up 
between her and Alison. And while it’s difficult, she is letting the 
friendship slip away. “I used to see [Alison] every single day,” 
she says. “Now I see her every two months. We only ever meet 
on her terms and all I do is listen to her problems. I don’t go 
to her for any advice. I’m sad and nostalgic, but I’m exhausted  
and just want it to end.”

This is a realistic outcome, says Hall. We’re all familiar 
with that moment when we realise a relationship just isn’t worth 
the energy. Hall suggests creating a confidential list – in the vein 
of the classic pro/con memo – that separates those who energise 
you from those who have an energy-zapping pull. 

Dr Casey also recommends asking yourself some basic 
questions: what do these particular friends do for me in terms 
of personal growth and happiness? Do I come away wanting to 
see them again? “Really observe what your frame of mind is like 
when you leave those friends,” she says. 

These exercises can help you identify which relationships 
are worth the fight when you’re hard-pressed to have one in 
the first place. And you can gradually withdraw from those 
who aren’t worth the struggle, as Caroline has done. “We can’t 
expect to be friends with everyone forever,” reminds Dr Casey. 
“Sometimes it’s okay to let friends go. You have to fly off and 
find relationships that are going to support you; and that allows 
them to find people they can create deeper bonds with too.”

Or, to put it bluntly, you can only blame your pals for 
holding you back for so long. (Seriously, whining about your 
relationship problems – whether romantic or platonic – has 
a shelf life of approximately one month; the rest just turns 
to tedium.) Once you realise there’s a problem, it’s up to 
you to overcome any fears of what others might think and 
renegotiate the terms of a tough friendship. The onus is 
on you to stop making excuses. Because if you won’t speak  
up for yourself, who will?             m
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