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Science-based Practices for a Meaningful Life

36 QUESTIONS FOR INCREASING
CLOSENESS

MODERATE VARIABLE 45 MINS

WHY YOU SHOULD TRY IT

heart-to-heart conversations, making it difficult to really connect deeply with people.

One way to overcome these barriers to closeness is by engaging in “reciprocal self-disclosure”—that is, to reveal
increasingly personal information about yourself to another person, as they do the same to you. Research
suggests that spending just 45 minutes engaging in self-disclosure with a stranger can dramatically increase
feelings of closeness between you. In some cases, these feelings of closeness persist over time and form the basis
of a new relationship.

TIME REQUIRED

45 minutes each time you do this practice.

HOW TO DO IT

1. Identify someone with whom you’d like to become closer. It could be someone you know well or someone
you're just getting to know. Although this exercise has a reputation for making people fall in love, it is
actually useful for anyone you want to feel close to, including family members, friends, and acquaintances.
Before trying it, make sure both you and your partner are comfortable with sharing personal thoughts and
feelings with each other.

2. Find a time when you and your partner have at least 45 minutes free and are able to meet in person.

3. For 15 minutes, take turns asking one another the questions in Set I below. Each person should answer
each question, but in an alternating order, so that a different person goes first each time.

4. After 15 minutes, move on to Set II, even if you haven’t yet finished the Set I questions. Then spend 15
minutes on Set II, following the same system.

5. After 15 minutes on Set II, spend 15 minutes on Set III. (Note: Each set of questions is designed to be more
probing than the previous one. The 15-minute periods ensure that you spend an equivalent amount of time
at each level of self-disclosure).

SetI
1. Given the choice of anyone in the world, whom would you want as a dinner guest?
2. Would you like to be famous? In what way?

3. Before making a telephone call, do you ever rehearse what you are going to say? Why?
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4. What would constitute a “perfect” day for you?
5. When did you last sing to yourself? To someone else?

6. If you were able to live to the age of 90 and retain either the mind or body of a 30-year-old for the last 60 years
of your life, which would you want?

7. Do you have a secret hunch about how you will die?

8. Name three things you and your partner appear to have in common.

9. For what in your life do you feel most grateful?

10. If you could change anything about the way you were raised, what would it be?

11. Take four minutes and tell your partner your life story in as much detail as possible.

12. If you could wake up tomorrow having gained any one quality or ability, what would it be?
Set II

13. If a crystal ball could tell you the truth about yourself, your life, the future, or anything else, what would you
want to know?

14. Is there something that you've dreamed of doing for a long time? Why haven’t you done it?
15. What is the greatest accomplishment of your life?

16. What do you value most in a friendship?

17. What is your most treasured memory?

18. What is your most terrible memory?

19. If you knew that in one year you would die suddenly, would you change anything about the way you are now
living? Why?

20. What does friendship mean to you?

21. What roles do love and affection play in your life?

22. Alternate sharing something you consider a positive characteristic of your partner. Share a total of five items.
23. How close and warm is your family? Do you feel your childhood was happier than most other people’s?

24. How do you feel about your relationship with your mother?

Set III

25. Make three true “we” statements each. For instance, “We are both in this room feeling..."

26. Complete this sentence: “I wish I had someone with whom I could share..."

27. If you were going to become a close friend with your partner, please share what would be important for them
to know.

28. Tell your partner what you like about them; be very honest this time, saying things that you might not say to
someone you've just met.

29. Share with your partner an embarrassing moment in your life.



30. When did you last cry in front of another person? By yourself?
31. Tell your partner something that you like about them [already].
32. What, if anything, is too serious to be joked about?

33. If you were to die this evening with no opportunity to communicate with anyone, what would you most regret
not having told someone? Why haven’t you told them yet?

34. Your house, containing everything you own, catches fire. After saving your loved ones and pets, you have time
to safely make a final dash to save any one item. What would it be? Why?

35. Of all the people in your family, whose death would you find most disturbing? Why?

36. Share a personal problem and ask your partner’s advice on how they might handle it. Also, ask your partner
to reflect back to you how you seem to be feeling about the problem you have chosen.

You can try this practice with different people you want to develop a deeper connection with—but if your answers
start to feel routine, consider making up your own list of questions that become increasingly more personal.

, which has been shown to increase closeness between the couples in
addition to enhancing closeness and passionate love within each couple.

EVIDENCE IT THAT WORKS

Aron, A., Melinat, E., Aron, E. N., Vallone, R. D., & Bator, R. J. (1997).
. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin,
23(4), 363-377.

Unacquainted pairs of participants instructed to ask one another the 36 Questions for Increasing Closeness
reported a greater increase in feelings of closeness than pairs instructed to ask one another 36 superficial
questions instead. Pairs who completed the closeness exercise felt closer regardless of whether they shared
certain core beliefs and attitudes, or whether they expected the exercise to work in the first place. Remarkably,
their feelings of closeness following the conversation matched the average level of closeness that other
participants reported feeling in their closest relationships.

Who Has Tried the Practice?

While there is no demographic information in the original 1997 study, additional studies explore how this
exercise benefits different groups and cultures, including how it can reduce social prejudice and its
consequences:

o grew fonder of each other and felt more socially integrated at school
after completing 36 Questions virtually with a partner, regardless of differences in migration status,
disability status, age, or sexual orientation.

. in the northeastern United States improved
in attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women, experienced more positive feelings of interpersonal
closeness, and showed more friendliness after they completed a version of this exercise with a partner who
disclosed their homosexuality.

. who were high in unconscious racial prejudice (or highly
concerned about rejection based on their race) experienced reductions in stress biomarkers when
completing 36 Questions, particularly in cross-race pairs. 36 Questions also helped some students seek out
more interracial interactions and feel less anxious in their diverse university setting.

) with “fairly negative” attitudes toward the Roma developed
more positive attitudes toward them after performing 36 Questions with a Roma student for one hour.

More research is needed to explore whether, and how, the impact of this practice extends to other groups and
cultures.
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WHY TO TRY IT

To develop closeness, we need to be willing to open up. But opening up isn’'t always easy—we might fear coming
on too strong or embarrassing ourselves. The 36 Questions encourage us to open up at the same time and at a
similar pace as our partner, reducing the likelihood that the sharing will feel one-sided. It offers space for our
partner to respond positively to our self-disclosure—with understanding, validation, and care—in a way that can
also enhance closeness. This mirrors the gradual getting-to-know-you process that relationships typically
undergo, only at a more accelerated pace. The feelings of closeness generated can, in turn, help us build lasting
relationships that increase our overall happiness.
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