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Friendship 
counselling
Friends can often 
become like family 
to us, so seeking 
expert help for 
bumps in the road 
– as we would  
with our romantic 
relationships  
– isn’t a bad idea, 
writes Rachel Smith 

W hen problems 
start to plague a 
much-treasured 

female friendship (and let’s 
face it, most of us have 
probably been there), 
knowing what to do can be 
hard. If the friend is toxic or 
drags you down, then often 
‘breaking up’ is the best 
decision, while horribly 
painful. But what if that 
friend has anchored you 
through decades and is as  
close to family as it gets?  
Like all close relationships, 
sometimes walking away  
just isn’t an option.

That’s where friendship 
counselling could help, and 
this new form of therapy is 
making great strides in the 
US and the UK, particularly 
with adult women who need 

to work out deep-seated 
issues in their friendships 
with the help of an impartial 
third party.

It’s worth doing, says 
Melbourne-based 
psychologist Meredith Fuller. 
“There aren’t as many 
coherent families now; there 
are a lot more single women, 
and friendships have become 
really important to us,” she 
explains. “Some friends may 
know more about us than 
our partners do – especially 
if they’ve been around since 
school. Friends share your 
history, they remind you of 
what you’ve overcome and 
learned. You don’t have to 
explain everything – they 
just know. Losing a good 
friend can be literally like 
losing a part of yourself.”



Save it or walk 
away?

Gender expert Susan Shapiro 
Barash says we make more 
excuses for our friends than 
we do for our husbands or 
children. Her studies into more 
than 200 women found that 
80 per cent regretted breaking 
up with a friend, and 90 per 
cent admitted that their sense 
of self is tied up with their 
friendships with other women. 

“If life is a pie, female 
friendship is a big part of it,” 
says Shapiro Barash, who is  
the author of Toxic Friends:  
The Antidote for Women Stuck  
in Complicated Friendships 
(available from Amazon). “So 
often these relationships are 
very intimate and a kind of 
buffer in the world.”

Anyone who’s ever walked 
away from a treasured 
friendship because of a 
misunderstanding or issue will 
agree that it can hurt just as 
much as a romantic break-up. 
But that said, we’re still more 
likely to work on and be 
blinkered by an ailing romantic 
relationship. Friendships, sadly 
it seems, are far easier to cull.

“It’s because we live in a 
throwaway society and a lot of 
people feel life should be fun 
and easy,” says Fuller. “They 
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might think, I don’t want to 
look at myself and whether I’ve 
done something wrong, so I’ll 
just get rid of the other person. 
But in long-term friendships, 
there are going to be ups and 
downs and misunderstandings 
or different life stages you go 
through at different times that 
are going to jeopardise your 
friendship. And if you value it, 
you’ll work on it.” 

Should you have 
friendship 

counselling?

While the concept of friendship 
counselling might not 
automatically spring to mind,  
if you’re stuck and don’t want 
to lose a friendship, the short 
answer is yes. 

“Counselling could definitely 
help in saving and better 
understanding our female 
friendships,” says Shapiro 
Barash. “These relationships  
are important enough and 
significant enough in our lives 
to warrant therapy. 

“Of course, friendship 
counselling only works when 
both friends are committed to 
the cause and there is 
something worth salvaging. 
When one of the parties has 
done something reprehensible, 
like stealing the other’s partner, 
therapy seems beside the point 
and it’s time to move on.” 
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b When should you seek help? “When it 
isn’t working, when you can’t be in the same 

room together, or when one of you is crying all the 
time. If it’s not one of those things like, ‘I’m cranky at 
you but give me a few weeks and I’ll get over it’, and 
rather you’re mortified or in deep distress, you need 
the help of a neutral third party.”

b hoW can you broach the idea With 
your friend? “Say something like, ‘I don’t 

want to lose you, but I’m stuck and I can’t talk to you 
about it. Can we just go to a third party and get some 
support because I love you so much and I want to 
resolve this. I’m also prepared to realise that I might  
be doing some things wrong and I don’t know how  
to deal with that so I need some help to change’.” 

b hoW can you find the right 
counsellor? “you might want to make sure 

they’re demographically similar to you and your friend 
– not too young or too old. make sure the counsellor’s 
room is in a practical location that you can both get 
to. Also, it’s a bit like a hairdresser – you may have to 
talk to a few before you find the right one and 
someone you both approve of.” 

b What can you expect at a session? 
“you can expect that each person will be  

given an opportunity to talk about what they  
see as the issue. you’ll each be given time without 
being interrupted, talked over, screamed at – in  
a non-judgmental situation where both people  
can tell their stories and where a win-win is  
sought as an outcome.”

b hoW can you make the most of a 
session? “Jot down the issues to discuss, 

things you love about your friend, how you’re  
feeling about what’s happened between you, and  
the emotions you’re feeling – are you worried, sad, 
angry? Also, what you’d like them to do behaviourally, 
to change. It’ll help you articulate and if you get  
a bit stuck you’ve got your notes to refer to, and  
what you’re wanting as an outcome.”  

friend went through, she 
started questioning everything 
about their friendship.”

The women’s husbands 
eventually got involved  
and suggested they go and 
see someone, and Fuller 
counselled the pair for a 
couple of sessions. “I was  
able to help them appreciate 
what was good about the 
relationship, see that both  
had done the best they 
possibly could, and how to  
see the situation from the 
other one’s perspective, so 
they could get to a place 
where they could connect 
again and work through their 
feelings. They couldn’t have 
got there by themselves, but 
in the end they were fine.”

Fuller also counselled two 
female friends who ended  
up working together. One  
was unemployed and offered 
a job by the other, but it  
was a disaster. 

“The employer friend felt 
the employee friend was lazy 
and taking advantage and it 
became awful between them,” 
says Fuller. “So they came for 
friendship counselling and  
the employee decided to leave 
the job in order to keep the 
friendship. They discovered 
that while they were good 
friends, they weren’t good 
work colleagues. They’re fine 
now, but decided to never 
work together again!”

Fuller has counselled  
a number of women about 
friendship issues, including 
two fifty-something women 
who’d known each other  
for over 40 years and came 
unstuck over what one 
perceived as a betrayal. 

“One of the women 
developed cancer and 
thought she might die, so she 
confessed to her friend that 
she’d had a child at 17 and  
had given it up for adoption,” 
explains Fuller. “Her friend was 
outraged and felt betrayed 
because her friend had kept 
this massive secret for over  
40 years, and she also couldn’t 
believe her friend had given  
up her baby, because she 
wouldn’t have done the  
same. And instead of being 
supportive about what her 

Interested in friendship counselling but not sure  
where to start? meredith Fuller has the answers 


