Why Tending Matters
The Research Behind the Garden Metaphor
Friendships don't usually end in a dramatic moment — they fade through inattention. Here's what the research actually shows about how often that happens, and why it happens faster in this decade of life than people expect.
	~50%
of your close friends will be replaced by someone new within about 7 years — even when nothing has gone wrong.
	52.9%
of adults aged 70–90 saw their core network shrink over a multi-year study. Nearly as many stayed stable or grew.

	Age 65+
is when friendship-network decline speeds up — but the decline itself actually starts decades earlier, in your early 30s.
	3% → 12%
the share of American adults with zero close friends, from 1990 to 2021 — a fourfold increase.

	Every ~2 wks
is roughly how often contact needs to happen for a friendship to hold steady, according to friendship-maintenance research.
	2 outcomes
after widowhood: networks that narrow to one relationship type are linked to higher depression; networks that stay varied often grow instead.


 
The pattern across all of this: drift is the default setting, not a personal failing. Friendships fade through distancing, not conflict — a slow pulling away with no real ending. What changes the outcome isn't luck or personality, it's whether the tending is deliberate: regular contact, and relationships spread across more than one part of the garden rather than concentrated in just one.
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