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Caterina Hrysomallis

Three ways to cope with a 
friendship breakdown

With Covid-19’s instability has come an unexpected 
casualty—friendships.

Losing a friend can be extremely difficult, whether 
you've naturally drifted apart, one person has 
gone through a major life change, or a conflict has 
occurred. Regardless of the situation, the reasons for a 
friendship deteriorating and how it actually happened 
is entirely subjective in different people’s minds.

When a friendship breakdown occurs, some may hold 
onto the good times, the laughs, the tender moments 
they've shared with that person. Other people believe 
it's a shame to lose a friendship based on a long 
history with another person.

Friendship losses will happen throughout everyone’s 
lives and as devastating as they may be, it’s important 
we begin to understand this and learn to navigate 
these situations in a healthy way.

Understanding ambiguous loss

Dr Pauline Boss is the principal theorist of ambiguous 
loss. She has more than 30 years’ experience in 
psychology, having worked as a family therapist, 
educator and researcher. Dr Boss is also widely 
recognised as a pioneer in the interdisciplinary study  
of family stress.

“Ambiguous loss is a loss that has no resolution,” says 
Dr Boss. “It’s simply put as a loss that remains unclear.”

“There are two kinds of ambiguous losses; the first 
is a physical loss where a body is missing. This could 
be someone that has gone missing or has been 
kidnapped. In the pandemic, it might have been a 
person in hospital whom you could not visit and died.”

“There are also psychological ambiguous losses. 
Someone may be living with dementia, or have serious 
mental illness, or they may be addicted. There are 
other kinds of abstract ambiguous losses, too.”

>>



“...if we shift our thinking from a friendship 
that has turned ‘bad’, to one that we can learn 

from, we will build resilience when it comes 
to facing challenges in all kinds of personal 

relationships in the future.”
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Ambiguous loss can be particularly confusing, as at  
the start it can be unclear whether you are losing or 
have actually lost something.

Dr Kitty Vivekananda, a psychologist with over 20 
years' experience working in both clinics and research, 
says the loss of friendships falls under ambiguous loss. 
“In ambiguous loss, people feel more isolated,” she 
says. “You can feel like you’re the only one who has 
experienced something, so it can be hard to talk  
about. People facing this kind of loss may experience  
a profound sense of loneliness.”

However, ask some people around you and chances 
are you’ll find that many have experienced a loss of a 
significant of major friendship.

“What is helpful to start to recognise is what you’re 
actually missing about that friendship,” says Dr 
Vivekananda. “What is it about that relationship 
that isn’t there anymore?” This creates a space to 
acknowledge what you have lost and determine 
whether the friendship is worth saving.

Covid-19 and emotional instability

“Covid-19 has really challenged us, which means our 
vulnerability, predictability, a sense of control all get 
challenged, especially when we hold deep assumptions 
about things,” says Dr Vivekananda.

“We all have ways of explaining why things happen and 
they’re based on assumptions. This is also because we 
live in a highly organised society, where many simple 
things run smoothly. We expect the structures that 
underpin our society to work.”

“When our assumptions of how the world works are 
disrupted or questioned, it is very shocking and there’s 
this process of grief because what we thought was true 
actually isn’t. This is the loss of an assumption.”

All of these factors can put people quite off-balance, 
and that can affect how they interact with others and 
manage different situations.

Why can losing a friend be so difficult?

Losing a friend can be particularly challenging 
as it presents a series of tricky and sometimes 
unanswerable questions.

“When someone dies, you know you can’t 
communicate with them, and your brain knows that,” 
says Dr Vivekananda. “In the context of friendship, 
it can be ambiguous as to why the relationship has 
broken down.”

“Some of us may also over-personalise, asking things 
like, ‘Is it something I said or did?’ Do they not like me 
anymore? Do they not care about me?’”

“Other people have a tendency to blame others, which 
could sound like, ‘Oh they’re just selfish’ or ‘they are in 
a new relationship, so they don’t have time’. They tend 
to blame the other person as to why the relationship 
has broken down. This is ‘all or nothing thinking’ which 
is not a helpful position to be in.”

If someone has been hurt by a friend, there may be a 
refusal to label something as a ‘loss’. They may justify 
that they’re better off without that person in their lives.

However, if the friendship was a close one, 
stubbornness is best left aside. Chances are there will 
be some sort of grief: grieving the friendship that once 
was, and who someone thought the other to be.

The key question remains, 'Is this friendship worth 
repairing?' It can be a difficult process to go through 
and a tricky answer to find.

Coping with the loss of a friend

Of course, friendships are salvageable even after 
they’re weakened, but this depends on a few factors, 
including communication, respect and reciprocity. 
Some friendships can manage a conflict or a major 
change, others are simply not strong enough. If you 
are at the point where you believe it is time to move on, 
consider some of these steps to assist.

Reflection

As Dr Vivekananda said, starting by asking yourself 
what you actually miss from a friendship is an important 
step to take. It can help decipher what you feel and in 
turn, assist in moving forward constructively.

Another point worth considering is the reality that 
people do come and go from others’ lives. By default, 
we believe friendships are automatically lifelong and 
when it turns out they are not, this can be upsetting. 
However, it is useful to understand that a friendship 
doesn’t need to be ‘forever’ for it to have been 
meaningful or worthwhile.

Some people also tend to hold onto anger or 
frustration as a coping mechanism, in pursuit of 
protecting themselves from making the same mistakes 
again. But if we shift our thinking from a friendship that 
has turned ‘bad’ to one that we can learn from, we will 
build resilience when it comes to facing challenges in 
all kinds of personal relationships in the future.

Self-care

Self-care is always an important step when going 
through something difficult. Focusing on things you 
love doing, seeing people you enjoy spending time 
with and making a dedicated effort to care for your 
mental wellbeing in general, can assist in coping with 
the loss of a friendship. Speaking to a professional 
about your situation, such as a grief counsellor or 
psychologist, may also be part of this.

Don’t underestimate the way these situations can also 
impact your physical wellbeing. It’s important to tune 
in to your body and look out for it, too.

Understanding the myth of closure

Dr Boss says the word closure is okay used in a business 
sense. “For example, in the pandemic we have seen 
stores that close, that’s closure. But it’s a bad word to 
use in human relations”.

“Instead, what we should do is think in paradox,” she 
says. “The more you seek closure after a loss, the 
more likely you will have complicated grief. So, it’s the 
opposite of what we have been thinking.”

Dr Boss has tested guidelines to help people live with  
loss as opposed to seeking closure. “The first is finding  
meaning, you have to make sense out of a loss.  
Many are meaningless, that too is a meaning.”

“Mastery is the second one,” which echoes  
Dr Vivekananda’s comments about living in a highly 
organised society. People in Western cultures are 
especially high on the scale in wanting answers to their 
questions. “When you have loss, you still may have 
unanswered questions. The more mastery-oriented 
a society is, the harder time they’ll have to live with 
unanswered questions.” Just being aware of this can  
be quite helpful.

“We need to change our identity when we’ve lost 
someone. We need to normalise our ambivalence. We 
also need to shift our attachment, with ambiguous loss 
it is particularly difficult. Saying, ‘I can move ahead with 
my life in a new way, and I can remember the person  
that is missing’.”

“It requires change to live with this kind of ambiguity  
and therefore the tolerance for ambiguity is what we’re 
trying to increase.”


