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Jaime Jacobsen  
Hi everyone. My name is Jaime Jacobsen, and I direct the Center for Science Communication at Colorado State University. We offer storytelling workshops to faculty across campus and to community members, and we are producing a new series which highlights the work of our faculty in the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our community, which is produced by our Center for Science Communication in collaboration with the dean's office at the College of Liberal Arts. 

Katie Mitchell  
I’m Katie Mitchell, I'm one of the co-producers for the series, and I'm one of the host voices that you will be hearing throughout the show. 

Connor McHugh  
My name is Conor McHugh. I'm another one of the co-producers for the series and a secondary host along the way.

Natalie Pennington
My name is Natalie Pennington, and I'm an assistant professor in the Communication Studies Department. I do research on friendship.

Mitchell  
That is so interesting. Will you tell us a little bit about how you came to be interested in friendship research? 

Pennington
Yeah, I think for me, part of this came from my own experiences and background. So, I'm somebody who moved around quite a bit. Growing up, I went to five different elementary schools, two different middle schools, and then even with college, right? I go to college, then I go to a different school for my master's, different school for my Ph.D, then I'm moving again for a job and another job. And so I think along the way, there was both. I'm excited about communication and then friendship in particular, because it was this space to think about my own experiences, meeting new people, having to, you know, form those connections, but then also staying connected to the people when I moved to a new location. 

Mitchell  
Yeah, absolutely. And I think in this day and age, tech plays a big role in that, and in this social media, especially with college-age students, like you're talking about, that's… For you, you moved a lot, especially throughout childhood, but for many young people, the first time they move and experience that shift in friendships is when they go to college. And so I'm curious about what you're seeing about friendship in that age range. 

Pennington
Yeah, I absolutely think that you’re spot-on there, that it's about this time in our life where we get to meet new people. So there's plenty of research, not just my own, that says at 18 to 22, when we're in college, that's when our networks expand the most, we get the chance to make new friends. What's happening, though, is that while I'm incredibly connected, we're also seeing that people are pretty disconnected, too, during this time, and I think part of that comes out of the pandemic. So we do know that the US Surgeon General said, “We're in a loneliness epidemic,” and it's being felt by college students in particular. 

Mitchell  
As you work with students and spend so much time with them on their day-to-day and do this research, what is advice that you would give to these students who want to better their relationships or further their friendships?

Pennington
And that's a question I get asked a lot. I teach a large lecture freshman class, so 150 students, and I give them the chance to, you know, ask me any questions you want to ask. I tell them I study friendship. And without fail, every semester, I get someone who says, “You know, what if I don't have any friends, how do I make new friends?” And so one of the things that I want to stress is that there's not some magic number. So I think a lot of people think you're supposed to have, you know, 10 friends, 20 friends, sometimes people say 50+ friends. And I do think social media contributes to that a little, right? So Facebook says, Will you be my friend when you add people? And I'll do this activity in class, with people right. Keep your hand up, and then people will be like, I have 5,000 plus friends. And I say, do you really know 5,000 people? They don't, right, or at least not very well. I do try to dispel the number part of it, and that's one of the things in the work I do called the American Friendship Project, where we ask people, How satisfied are you with the number of friends? And so college students are pretty actually okay with the number. It's then that we start to talk about the quality. And so that's where I can give some advice, saying, you know, well, here you're probably always texting your friends. College students love to text. Pick up the phone and call them. So talking to people on the phone can be one way we can really help our relationships.

Mitchell  
Oh, that's really great. So what I'm hearing is it's not about the number, but instead the quality of the time spent with that number that you do have?

Pennington
Yep, exactly. So, not being stressed to say, I have to have five friends, but if I've got one friend, maintaining that friendship really well, right? Investing in that person, talking to them, sharing about yourself, letting them talk back to you, all really important things.

Mitchell  
Absolutely, and I'm curious what your experience is as a researcher in this field, and what the impact is that you see with the research and on yourself even. 

Pennington
Yeah, for me, I think one of the most fun studies we did was actually meant to be just a one-day intervention. So we had college students enrolled from five different universities across the country, and at the start of the day, we said, How are you feeling? Let's check in. Okay, today, we want you to do this thing. We want you to tell somebody that you care about them. We want you to share a joke. We want you to have a meaningful conversation. So, all kinds of different communication behaviors. And what we found at the end of the day, we checked back in, said, “Did you do the thing?” So of what was the thing we asked you to do, and then we also checked on how their well-being was, and we discovered that we could boost people's daily well-being, that continued the next day, right? It still kind of holds over. So it's not just an in-the-moment boost and that all the behaviors did that. So I think a lot of people think we're supposed to have these deep, meaningful conversations, but sometimes you can just send a meme, and that can be meaningful too.

Mitchell  
That's beautiful to hear that even just within one day, that difference was so radical and measurable. Friendship is something that, if we're lucky, we have in our lives. For you, what was the moment where you realized, Oh, this is something that obviously impacts me? And what was the moment where you realized, no, I want to tip over into the research on this, and not just the daily experience of it?

Pennington
One story I share with people is when I started college. I started college in 2004 and if you are a social media nerd, you know that that is the year that Facebook launched. Mark Zuckerberg started it that spring, and then expanded it to other universities in the fall, which was when I started school, and so my school was actually one of the first that got the chance to have people have an account like, Oh, this is so cool. So, I created a Facebook and I'm at the library checking out a book, and somebody's like, “Oh, I just added you on Facebook the other day.” I don't know you, but that was really common. People would add if they had the same name, like, Oh, there's another Natalie Pennington, I should add her. There was not. But we looked, right. And so I think this time period for me really stuck out as how we even think about what friends are just like exploded. And so it was both the experiencing of that as a student, but then as I started to get into research and finding research fun. Saying, Oh, this is something I can study and understand more and help other people think about in terms of communicating, communicating online, and building friendships.

Mitchell  
Brilliant. That's, that's such a really impactful year to begin, right? You're like, Oh, here's my research career in front of me. 

Pennington
And I got very lucky, absolutely. 


Mitchell
But with luck comes a lot of work, knowing how to use it. So I'm curious, where you see this going, right? What, what's the future of friendship research look like right now?

Pennington
Oh, that's a great question. So I mentioned I co-led a project called the American Friendship Project with Jeff Hall from the University of Kansas and Amanda Holmstrom at Michigan State University. And one of our main goals is actually to better understand the experiences of young people. And so what, as I mentioned before, we noticed in the first two years of data collection that people who are 18 to 22 seem to be the loneliest, but also the most connected. And college does come into play, but even those who didn't go to college and live in our communities. Thinking about opportunities where we can not just descriptively understand what's happening with friendship and well-being, but starting to identify what things we can offer to people. So interventions, ways to say, hey, here's what you can do. Oh, you feel disconnected. Maybe you could try this behavior. And so we had that one daily opportunity, and now we want to expand it even more.

Mitchell  
Brilliant. It's no secret that college-age students in that 18 to 22-year-old range right now tend to be pretty big social media users. What is the impact that you've found of social media on friendship? Are we really friends? If I add you on a, on a network?

Pennington
I did do this exact study, actually. You didn't know that when you asked me that. We were curious about what we call weak tie relationships that people add on social media, and whether those are actually maintenance behaviors or not, right? Am I growing closer to somebody? Is it helping me keep a relationship? And they said, we'll add lots of people, and you know even met them once and just add them. And unless I'm really developing that relationship offline, we say it's often just a virtual tie sign more than anything else. But that's not a bad thing. 

One of the arguments that I love to point out in class is that if you have a larger network, you can get what we call bridging social capital. So if I've got 5,000 friends, then that's 5,000 people who might know what's the – you know, I just got back from Cincinnati, and I'm like, “Hey, has anyone ever been to Cincinnati? What's good there?” It's more people who could potentially answer and give me advice. Or if a college student looking for a job is about to move again, it’s more people who might know people. So that ability to sort of network us and bridge can be really valuable, but it isn't always how we use social media. Absolutely,

Mitchell  
Absolutely, I definitely, myself, have used it in this way. Oh, I'm going here. Any thoughts? Oh, I'm really curious about this thing. Do I have any experts in the crowd? Yeah, yeah, for crowdsourcing, almost, or networking. I really like that example of how it can be a really useful tool, in that case, to use these weak ties and the bridge building, like you're talking about. But I'm still curious, how do we measure friendship, and is social media making us lonelier? 

Pennington
That's where I wanted you to go. It's two parted. So the goal of the American friendship project is both the documenting social connection and interaction, but also how that gets back to well-being. Meaning loneliness, life, satisfaction, happiness. 

The number one question that people ask about social media, is it bad for us? And the caveat that I try to offer is: it depends on how you use it. So most people will, you know, pick up their phone, college students, between classes, never during class. I hope between classes or riding the bus, and they scroll. They just read right? They're watching TikTok videos. They're flipping through Instagram stories. They don't interact with anyone. So those passive uses, we have documented evidence that if you're already lonely and disconnected, and you passively use social media, it's probably not going to help you. In fact, it could potentially make it worse. Not always, but it's not great. The active uses, though… so I have a really good friend. We work together. Gosh, it's been more than five years since we've worked together. Now he lives in California, and we fight over who sends the other person The We Rate Dogs first, because…like, if you're not familiar with We Rate Dogs, it’s lots of cute posts of pictures of dogs. And so Carlos almost always sends it to me first. But every once in a while, I'm like, Ah, Carlos hasn't seen that one yet. I get to send it. So it's a direct interaction, and we'll talk about other things too. And so when we have those one-on-one conversations with folks through direct messages or commenting on their posts. Those are active uses that can be really powerful for our friendships and our well-being.

Mitchell  
Brilliant. So it still comes down to the quality, right, the actual active use. And so that's similarly a tool like calling on the phone versus texting, is still using tech but, but it's the way in which you use it.

Pennington
And I'll say we phone calls or one eye will push so often, and I think young people are really averse to, but it does force you to have to focus, and you also get that immediate feedback and response. There's nothing worse than sending a friend a text message and then just not getting an answer right away. But if you picked up the phone and called them, you could get that boost, that benefit, and so trying to encourage people more to be in those moments, have those active conversations. That's what helps your friendship, and like I said, and then, in turn, helps you feel less lonely. 

Mitchell  
What about forms of media like email? Well, what's up with email?

Pennington
You would think that because I just said texting isn't great because I don't get an immediate response, but I would say the same about email. But the opposite is true. Think about when we open our email accounts for the day, and I'm like, Okay, I got lots of, you know, messages from the university. You know, if I'm a student, my instructors may be messaging me. If you signed up for junk mail, you get the spam and then mixed in there is an email from a friend, and it's a long letter that's just sharing about what's going on in their day, how things are going, and it's a surprise because you don't expect it, and it's that long form, right? 

So text messages are short little,  like we expect a response back and forth. Some people do write really long texts, but tend to be shorter. But emails are a way for us to get out the things we want to share without the expectation of immediate reply, and can be more detailed and meaningful. So we've actually found across several studies that while it’s the least often used, ot has one of the biggest impacts on the relationship and well-being.

Mitchell  
Wow. So what I'm hearing is that if people want to start working on strengthening their friendships, they should pick up the phone and make a call instead of sending a text. They should sit down to type an email if they don't have time for a phone call, and they should prioritize the quality of the live interaction with another person, and that goes for college-age students as well. 


Pennington
Yeah, absolutely. 

Mitchell
What are you doing at CSU in particular? That's helping our students with this?

Pennington
Yeah, one way that I have spent some time on this is that I actually work with New Student Orientation for adult learners and veteran services, and talk to them about making friends as an adult. So when we're re-entering into this college scene at maybe a later time in life, what does that look like? It's also sharing about not just my research, but things we know are true and have been tested over and over again, about building connections. 

So a really fun one that I'll offer, that people don't even know is about friendship. Is that if you Google “36 questions to fall in love.” It got like really popularized some Valentine's Day many moons ago, but that research study was actually about friendship. So it's 36 questions that, when asked back and forth between two people, can help them feel closer to each other. We know self-disclosure is really valuable, both in terms of our own ability to share, but to learn and connect with someone as a student struggling about how to connect, I actually love to use these questions on my first day of class. Like, bear with me. We're going to ask, you know, you've got to pick one of them. There's varying degrees. They're not all really deep things, but it shows us how each of those can help us. And so for me, it's fun to talk about that in the classroom, to share. Those opportunities when people join and then doing the research as well. So we have students that work on research projects with us in the Communication Studies department, in the wellness and interpersonal relationships, and communication or WIRC lab.
They helped us come up with the name.

Mitchell  
Oh yeah, students, they are so involved. They're fantastic, active, perfect. Do you have a question, Jaime?

Jacobsen  
Being here at the university, of course, you very much care about student well-being in this particular demographic, and wanting to see them succeed. And I'm wondering, from a broader societal standpoint, for maybe folks who don't work directly with this group of people, why do we need to, in your opinion, and based on your research, why does this matter? Like, their mental health, and how does this connect to our future? 

Pennington
I think it's so meaningful, right? These are people who presumably will someday graduate college and go out into society, and giving them that skill set as freshmen to say, here's how we make friendships, here's how we communicate effectively. Can then spill over to when they move and start a job and need to make connections in their new community, right? They can model those behaviors for others to say, I know when I enter into a new situation, this is a way for me to connect. And so for me, I'm saying early on, if we give them those skills, they can keep applying them later. And it's so valuable, interpersonally.

Gallup. I love Gallup. They do, actually, a lot of great work about friendship in the workplace. Gallup is a polling company that also really heavily emphasizes the workplace. And they have done, since the 90s, actually. They're one of the earliest who did public polling about friendship and then also emphasized the workplace. So asking people, How many friends do you have? How many friends do you have at work? Does that matter? And is, for me, a cool touch point to share publicly about research and just, you know, more open statistics than we might see in an academic journal article, but when you've got someone you like at work and connect with, it makes you happier with your job and do better at your job. So I think it's pretty meaningful for a lot of people.

Mitchell  
Absolutely. It makes the research a little bit more accessible, in the academic realm. 

Pennington
And I'll say, I'll throw Pew Research out there, as well as one of my favorites, the Pew Research Center, also public polling. And they were asked the question they surveyed adult Americans and said, What's the most important skill that people need in the workplace to succeed today? And the number one skill was interpersonal communication for building relationships.

Mitchell  
Wow. So yeah, if something speaks to the impact, it's that right, of course. For well-being and mental health, but then all of the other ways that it shows up, through, okay, your actual professional life, and then what that means for you down the line. 

Pennington
And, yeah, if you feel disconnected with people, it's gonna make it much harder for you to focus and do the things you need to do each day. Sometimes I have these conversations, people walk away from it thinking, oh my gosh, there's so much pressure to have friends, and so I don't want anyone to feel that pressure and so strongly encouraging that even just small interactions each day with people, and it doesn't have to be best friends, but like little things can move for us and build to help that connection, that belongingness that we need. So we don't fix everything in a day. I think it's valuable. 

I go back to the data here, where we have done a representative sample of adult Americans in the United States for three years now, 2,000 plus Americans from across the country, ranging 18 to 90-something each year. And every time, we're getting about half the people saying I'm not as close as I'd like to be, I don't have as much time with them as I want. It's difficult at this particular time to make new friends. And so we know these are issues that exist even if people think they aren't, and this research gives us the space to understand ways to help people overcome those issues.

Mitchell  
Thank you so much. Natalie, really wonderful to learn from you today. 

Pennington
Thank you so much for having me.

Jacobsen  
We're really proud of the work that's coming out of the College of Liberal Arts and its impact on our lives, and we're excited to share it with you. Thank you so much for listening.
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