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Abstract
Previous research has found that when faced with dangerous environments, women may have an evolved preference for
physically strong and aggressive men. This phenomenon has been named as the Bodyguard hypothesis. The aim of the present
studies was to explore whether the same principle exists in non-romantic male friend selection. In Study 1, (n = 118), an on-line
sample of British women was assessed for objective crime rates in their childhood and current environment, subjective vulner-
ability to crime, and preference for aggressive and formidable opposite-sex friends. Women’s subjective fear of crime predicted
their preference for aggressive-formidable ideal male friends, as well as aggressive-formidable actual male friends. In Study 2
(n = 228), an internet sample of both sexes was assessed for their subjective fear of crime, as well as their preference for
aggressive-formidability and other characteristics in same and opposite-sex friends. Fear of crime was not correlated with
characteristics (intelligence, funniness, kindness) that were unrelated to aggressive-formidability. There was a small positive
correlation between fear of crime and preference for aggressive-formidable friends in both sexes. The correlation between fear of
crime and preference for ideal male friend’s aggression-formidability was the only statistically significant one, and none of the
correlations differed significantly from each other. Together, these two studies provide some tentative evidence for the Bodyguard
hypothesis in preferred friendship characteristics. Environmental influence on friendship selection is an under-investigated area
of research, benefiting from future research replicating the methodology from studies on romantic partner characteristics.

Keywords Opposite-sexfriendships,bodyguardhypothesis .Objectivechildhoodcrimerates .Objectivecurrent crimerates .Fear
of crime

Introduction

Opposite-sex friendships (OSF’s) may be defined as a “vol-
untary, cooperative, non-romantic alliance between members
of the opposite sex” (Bleske-Rechek et al. 2012, p.570).
Although they are relatively common in humans (Monsour
2002) and in non-human primates (e.g., baboons; Goffe
et al. 2016), the motives for pursuing OSFs have not been
extensively researched. Interestingly, one study found that
the characteristics that people prefer in the OSFs are more
similar to those that they seek for in non-platonic relationships
than in same-sex friendships (Sprecher and Regan 2002).
According to evolutionary perspective, a close bond with an
opposite-sex individual could benefit men by providing them

sexual access to a female friend (Bleske-Rechek and Buss
2001). On the other hand, women may expect the benefit of
physical protection from violence (the “Bodyguard hypothe-
sis”; Bleske-Rechek and Buss 2001; Wilson and Mesnick
1997) or f rom other environmenta l threa ts ( the
“Environmental security hypothesis”; Reeve et al. 2019). In
this study, our aim is to investigate the Bodyguard hypothesis
in relation to women’s choice for opposite-sex friend charac-
teristics that could be beneficial in providing protection.

According to the Bodyguard hypothesis, womenmay have an
evolved preference for mates and male friends who are able to
protect them from aggression from other men (Bleske-Rechek
and Buss 2001; Buss and Schmitt 1993; Wilson and Mesnick
1997). Thus, women, more than men, should prefer OSFs that
have characteristics indicative of better ability to offer protection
(i.e., physical strength, aggressive and dominant personality
traits; Bleske-Rechek andBuss 2001).However, associatingwith
formidable men has apparent costs too, as women and their
offspring are vulnerable to aggression from the “protector”
(see, for example, Borras-Guevara et al. 2017).Wewould expect,
then, that women’s preference for aggressive-formidable male
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friends depends on the level of external risk in the environment
of the woman. In theory, women who live in dangerous areas
should have a stronger preference for physical strength in
opposite-sex friends (Bleske-Rechek and Buss 2001), because
the benefits of the protection may outweigh the costs of aggres-
sion. However, the current literature has focussed on investigat-
ing women’s preference for romantic partners rather than non-
romantic, platonic friends.

Previous research suggests that especially in dangerous
neighbourhoods (Snyder et al. 2011), and under other environ-
mental threats (Reeve et al. 2016), women prefer physically
strong and/or dominant males as romantic partners.
Interestingly, when investigating preference for formidable ro-
mantic partners, research has found that subjective fear of crime
is a stronger predictor than the objective risk of crime (Snyder
et al. 2011; Ryder et al. 2016). Fear of crime, in turn, is influenced
by exposure to violent crime in childhood (Snyder et al. 2011), as
well as crime in the current neighbourhood environment (Zhao
et al. 2015). If platonic male friends are chosen because they
provide protection, women who have elevated subjective fear
of crime should prefer more aggressive and formidable men as
their non-romantic friends.

In the present studies, we aim to add to the scarce literature
on environmental influences on friendship selection by par-
tially replicating the method used by Snyder et al. (2011), who
studied the Bodyguard hypothesis in romantic partner prefer-
ence. Based on previous literature on mate choice, we expect
that both childhood and current neighbourhood objective
crime rate relates not only to women’s preference for male
friends who are aggressive and formidable, but also to higher
manifestation of these traits in their actual male friends.
Similarly, we expect that subjective fear of crime is positively
associated with women’s choice of aggressive-formidable
male friends, perhaps even more so than objective crime
(see Snyder et al. 2011; Ryder et al. 2016 for similar
findings in romantic partner preferences). In addition, we ex-
pect that fear of crime is unrelated to friend characteristics that
are irrelevant in providing physical protection. Finally, we
predict that any correlations between fear of crime and
aggressive-formidability in actual and ideal friends will be
stronger for women than for men, and within women, stronger
for opposite, rather than same-sex friends.

Method Study 1

Participants

This online study had a final sample of 118 British females
between the ages of 18–26 (mean = 19.91, SD = 1.73).
Participants were recruited via voluntary, opportunity sampling,
advertised via the researchers social media, and via an online
psychology participation scheme in exchange of course credits.

Materials

In order to measure participant’s exposure to crime in child-
hood, we asked what the postal code was in their childhood
home that they lived the longest in. In order to get an index for
the current crime rates, we also asked what the postal code of
their current neighbourhood was. We used the English Indices
of Deprivation (2015) Index of Multiple Deprivation calcula-
tor to get the average crime rate (ranging from 0 = high crime
rate, to 10 = low crime rate) for the reported postal codes. The
postcode data also provides a proxy for Socio-Economic
Status (SES; i.e., high crime rate indicates low SES).
Although the crime rate data were based on the information
of the postal code in year 2015, neighbourhoods in England
are slow to change (Tunstall 2016). Thus, we can expect that
for our sample of 18–25 year olds, the crime information from
2015 is a fairly accurate reflection of both their current, and
their childhood postal code crime rates.

The subjective fear of crime was measured using the mod-
ified version of The British Fear of Local Crime Survey,
which was altered and used by Snyder et al. (2011). The orig-
inal version could be accessed at the Office for National
Statistics (2017). The scale of 1–4 from ‘not at all worried’
to ‘very worried’ assessed the participants’ individual percep-
tion towards their vulnerability of being a victim of mugging,
violent attack, sexual assault, burglary, vehicle damage/van-
dalism, theft from one’s property, motor vehicle theft and gen-
eral vandalism. These eight items were summed together to
form an index of participants’ current fear of crime.

The Dominance Trait Scale (Snyder et al. 2011; Poore et al.
2006), assessed women’s preferences for aggressive-
formidable male friends. The scale consisted of various traits
related to attributes of aggressive forms of dominance, non-
aggressive forms of status and physical characteristics. The
eleven items included characteristics such as ‘dominant’,
‘commanding’, ‘broad shoulders’, ‘could win a fight if neces-
sary’. Women’s preferences for those traits were recorded on a
scale of 1–10 (1 = Not at all important, 10 = Extremely impor-
tant). We asked the participants to fill in the scale twice- first
with regard to importance of the traits in an ideal male friend,
and after that, with regard to the characteristics of their actual
closest male friend. In order to prompt the participants to think
about their actual male friend, we asked them to write down
the initials of the male friends that they were thinking about.
The items were summed together to form an index of
aggressiveness-formidability in an ideal male friend, and in
an actual male friend.

Results and Discussion Study 1

To test the hypotheses that childhood and current
neighbourhood crime rates and fear of crime are related to
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preference for aggressive-formidable ideal and actual male
friends, we carried out bivariate Pearson’s correlations. As
shown in Table 1, there was a significant positive relationship
between aggressive-formidability preference in an ideal male
friend and actual aggressive-formidability of the closest male
friend. Fear of crime was significantly correlated with higher
aggressive-formidability ratings of an ideal friend and an ac-
tual male friend. There were no significant correlations be-
tween cu r r en t and ch i ldhood c r ime ra t e s , and
aggressiveness-formidability in ideal and actual male friends
(see Table 1 for correlations and descriptive statistics).

In order to investigate the relative contribution of objective
and subjective measures of crime, we conducted two multiple
linear regressions with either ideal, or actual aggressive-
formidable male friend characteristics as the outcome mea-
sure. The simultaneous predictor variables were childhood
and current crime rates, as well as subjective fear of crime.

The first regression model was significant, and the vari-
ables together predicted approximately 15% of variance in
women’s preference for aggressive-formidability in an ideal
male friend (F(3, 114) = 7.68, p < .001). The only significant
predictor was subjective fear of crime, which was positively
correlated with ideal aggressive-formidability preference
(β = .41, t = 4.68, p < .001).

The second regression model predicted approximately
10% of variance in actual aggressive-formidability of
women’s closest actual male friend (F(3, 114) = 5.12,
p = .002). Again, rather than objective crime rate measures,
the subjective fear of crime emerged as the only significant,
positive predictor of aggressive-formidable male friends
(β = .29, t = 3.21, p = .001).

The results of Study 1 provide tentative support for the
Bodyguard hypothesis in opposite-sex friend selection in young
women. We predicted that neighbourhood crime rates, as well
as subjective fear of crime would predict women’s preference
for aggressive and formidable male friends. We found that ac-
tual exposure to crime (based on current and childhood post-
code information) was unrelated to male friend preference.
Subjective fear of crime, however, was a significant positive
predictor of aggressiveness-formidability in both actual male
friends, and in the preferred characteristics of an ideal male
friend. The finding that subjective fear of crime is a stronger

predictor than objective crime rates mirrors previous research
on romantic partner selection in women (Snyder et al. 2011;
Ryder et al. 2016). The results partially replicate those of
Snyder et al. (2011), and extend the Bodyguard hypothesis
from the domain of mating to the realm of platonic friendships.

In order to explore the Bodyguard hypothesis further, we
conducted a second study, assessing the relationship between
fear of crime and both men’s and women’s ideal and actual
same and opposite-sex friend features. As the Bodyguard hy-
pothesis applies to male associate characteristics, we expected
that aggressive-formidable traits are more important in male
(rather than female) friends. However, men partially choose
male coalition partners according to their strength (Benenson
et al. 2009), which may be especially important in high crime
environment. Thus, it is possible that men who have elevated
fear of crime prefer more formidable same-sex friends, in a
similar way as is predicted for women. In addition to
aggressive-formidable traits, we will investigate characteris-
tics that should be unrelated to the Bodyguard hypothesis:
funniness, kindness, and intelligence. We expected no signif-
icant correlations between fear of crime and these traits.

Study 2 Method

Participants and Materials

In study 2, 228 participants (76 men, mean age = 23.96, SD =
10.55) entered an on-line survey, advertised via snowballing
through the researchers social media, as well as on an online
participation website (https://psych.hanover.edu/research/
exponnet.html). Majority of the participants were from the
US (n = 180) and the UK (n = 33).

Materials and Procedure

The measure for fear of crime and the dominance trait scales
were the same as in study 1 and in Snyder et al. (2011). At the
end of the dominance trait scales, we added three items unre-
lated to aggressive-formidable traits: intelligence, kindness,
and funniness. This time, participants filled in the dominance
trait scale first for ideal male friends, followed by ideal female

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and
Pearson’s Rank correlation
coefficients between ideal and
actual male friend characteristics,
objective current and childhood
crime rates, and subjective fear of
crime

Mean (SD) AFA FOC ChCI CuCI

1.Aggressive-formidable (ideal) 2.39 (1.70) .61** .40** −.01 .08

2.Aggressive-formidable (actual) 3.48(1.57) – .31** −.11 −.10
3.Fear of crime 16.83(4.55) – .-.12 .03

4.Childhood crime index 5.11(1.99) – .42**

5.Current crime index 4.36(1.80) –

** p < .01, *p < .05, AFI Aggressive-formidable (ideal), AFA Aggressive-Formidable (actual), FOC Fear of
Crime, ChCI Childhood crime incex, CuCi Current crime index
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friends. Subsequently, participants were asked to think about
their best friend, and provide initials for them in order to
ensure that they had a specific individual in mind. They then
filled in the dominance trait scale first for their actual best male
friend, followed by their actual best female friend. The final
questionnaire before debrief was the measure for fear of crime.

Study 2 Results

In order to investigate whether fear of crime is related to pref-
erence for characteristics unrelated to formidability, we ran
Pearson’s correlations between fear of crime, and actual and
ideal male and female friend intelligence, kindness, and fun-
niness separately for both sexes. Fear of crime did not have
significant correlations with any of these characteristics (all
p’s > .20; please contact the second author for full results).
This shows that fear of crime is unrelated to friend character-
istics that are not associated with aggressive-formidability.

We conducted a series of further Pearson’s correlations in
order to investigate the relationship between fear of crime and
aggressive-formidability preferences in ideal and actual friends
of both sexes (see Table 2). The only statistically significant
correlation (albeit with a small effect size) emerged between
fear of crime and preference for aggressive-formidable ideal
male friends in women. To see whether fearful women have a
preference for aggressive-formidable male over female part-
ners, we tested the differences in the strength of the correlations
for fear of crime and aggressive ideal male and female friends.
These were not significantly different from each other
(Zeigler’s z = 0.35, p = .70). This indicates that women who
are more fearful of crime have a marginal preference for
aggressive-formidability traits in both male and female friends.

We also wanted to explore whether fear of crime is more
strongly related to preference for aggressive-formidable
friends in women than in men. The correlations between fear
of crime and aggressive-formidable ideal male friends were
not significantly different between the sexes (Fisher’s z = .90,
p = .19). This indicates that fear of crime relates to marginal
preference to aggressive-formidable male friends in both
sexes, not just in women.

In order to investigate the relative contribution of sex and
fear of crime in ideal and actual same and opposite-sex friend
characteristics, we conducted four linear multiple regressions.
In each regression, sex (1 = male, 2 = female) and fear of
crime were entered as simultaneous predictor variables, and
ideal and actual male and female friend aggressive-
formidability were the outcome variables. In line with predic-
tions from the Bodyguard hypothesis, we expected that in the
models for ideal and actual male friend, sex (being female),
and high fear of crime would be significant predictors. For the
models for ideal and actual female friends, we did not expect
any significant predictors.

The model for ideal male friend was significant (F (4,
222) = 5.86, p = .003), although the variables only predicted
4% of the choice for aggressive-formidable traits (adj
r2 = .04). In line with the hypotheses, sex (being female,
β = .13, t = 1.90, p = .05), and fear of crime (β = .16, t =
2.38, p = .02) emerged as significant positive predictors.

The model for ideal female friend was significant too (F (4,
222) = 3.66, p = .03, adj r2 = .02). Only the fear of crime was a
significant predictor (β = .14, t = 2.11, p = .04). This indicates
that fear of crime is an equally important predictor for
aggressive-formidable female friends in both sexes.
Interestingly, the models for actual male (F (4, 222) = 0.93,
p = .40) and female (F (4, 222) = 0.98, p = .48) aggressive-
formidability were not significant.

Discussion Study 2

Results of Study 2 provide mixed support for the Bodyguard
hypothesis. When rating the characteristics of actual and ideal
friends, fear or crime was unrelated to preference for traits that
are not associated with the ability to provide physical protec-
tion. Previous research has found that especially for same-sex
friendships, people prefer characteristics related to kindness
(Lewis et al. 2011) rather than aggressiveness. This seems to
be a generic preference irrespective of the levels of environ-
mental threat, and unsurprisingly, was not associated with fear
of crime.

Table 2 Pearson’s Rank
correlation coefficients between
ideal and actual friend
characteristics, and subjective fear
of crime (correlations for men
below diagonal)

AFIM AFAM AFIF AFAF FOC

1. Aggressive-formidable (ideal male friend) – .51** .60** .21** .19*

2. Aggressive-formidable (actual male friend) .66** – .42** .38** .10

3. Aggressive-formidable (ideal female friend) .12 .55** – .56** .15

4. Aggressive-formidable (actual female friend) .07 .56** – .01

5. Fear of crime .07 .07 .12 .07 –

** p < .01, *p < .05, AFIMAggressive-formidable (ideal male friend), AFAMAggressive-formidable (actual male
friend), AFIF Aggressive-formidable (ideal female friend), AFAF Aggressive-formidable (actual female friend,
FOC Fear of crime
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For the preference for ideal friend characteristics, fear of
crime had a significant positive correlation with women’s rat-
ings of male aggressive-formidable traits. On the surface, this
appears to support the Bodyguard hypothesis further, as no
significant correlations were found for men’s fear of crime,
and formidability in friends. However, sex did not moderate
this relationship, as the correlations were not significantly dif-
ferent between men and women. This implies that fearfulness
correlates with a marginal preference for formidable friends in
both sexes.

In addition, women who had higher levels of fear did not
prefer formidable male friends more than they preferred for-
midable female friends. Although the correlation between
women’s fear of crime and formidability preference in ideal
female friends was not significant, it was in the positive direc-
tion. It is possible that women who fear crime (and hence,
would benefit from protection from their environment) have
a weak preference for both male and female partners who are
aggressive-formidable. In this sense, the Bodyguard hypothe-
sis is something that could potentially be applied to desired
same-sex, as well as opposite-sex friend characteristics in
women. Future research should focus on investigating how
dangerous environments influence the characteristics of
women’s ideal male and female friends.

Interestingly, in this sample, aggressive-formidable charac-
teristics of the actual friend were not related to fear of crime. In
reality, the actual opposite-sex friends may be different to the
mental image about opposite-sex friends (Bleske-Rechek et al.
2016). Discrepancies between ideal and actual friend charac-
teristics are not uncommon (Demir and Orthel 2011), and our
study shows the discrepancies could extend to aggressive-
formidable traits too. In the context of our study, it is possible
that the ideal friend is more closely matched with predictions
drawn from the Bodyguard hypothesis than the actual friend.

General Discussion

Our two studies investigated the Bodyguard hypothesis in
relation to a previously under-investigated topic, women’s
choice for opposite-sex friend characteristics. In two studies,
we found that (i) subjective, rather than objective crime in the
environment related to women’s preference for male friends
who are able to provide physical protection, (ii) in both sexes,
fear of crime was unrelated to friend characteristics that are
irrelevant in physical protection, (iii) both sexes had a weak
preference for ideal male and female friends that are aggres-
sive and formidable, and (iv) ideal aggressive-formidability
may be in line with the Bodyguard hypothesis more closely
than actual aggressive-formidability in best friends.

Previous research has found that exposure to crime in
childhood influences current perceptions of crime (Sherman
et al. 2016), as well as a preference for aggressive-formidable

long-term partners (Snyder et al. 2011). In our first study,
objective crime rates in childhood were unrelated to male
friend preference. However, the crime index in our study in-
cluded all types of crime, including violent crime, property
crime, and so on. In the study of Snyder et al. (2011), prefer-
ence for aggressive-formidable men was more prominent for
those who lived in areas with more recorded violent crimes. It
is possible that the inability to separate crime types in our
study explains the non-significant results. Future studies
should take the crime types into consideration.

The results presented here point at the importance of sub-
jective perceptions of the environment as the most important
determinant of evolutionarily sensible choices when selecting
friends. Although danger in childhood environment is related
to current perception of risk (Sherman et al. 2016), the current,
subjective fear of crime is more crucial. Women who have
higher fear of crime (irrespective of their actual environment)
have been found to prefer aggressive-formidable male part-
ners (Ryder et al. 2016). We suggest that this self-assessed
vulnerability also relates to a preference for non-romantic so-
cial partners who can offer protection from violence.
Interestingly, the correlations for fear of crime and ideal
aggressive-formidable friends did not differ significantly be-
tween male and female participants. Men may choose their
coalition partners partially according to their strength
(Benenson et al. 2009), and strength in the form of
aggressive-formidable traits could have an increased impor-
tance in dangerous environments. In addition, a previous
study found that men’s mate choice varies in different envi-
ronments (i.e., femininity was preferred less in poorer health
conditions; Marcinkowska et al. 2014). It is clear that sub-
optimal socio-ecological circumstances influence men’s pref-
erences for their non-romantic friend characteristics too.

Our study should be considered as a preliminary investiga-
tion onto the Bodyguard hypothesis in friendship selection.
Future studies could look at real friendships to gain more
objective measures of the formidability of friends. In addition,
it would be interesting to study the Environmental security
hypothesis (Reeve et al. 2019) in relation to preference for
friend characteristics. Perhaps women who are faced with an
environmental risk unrelated to crime also have a preference
for male friends who can provide physical protection. Finally,
the priming methodology has been successfully applied in
previous studies on mate selection (e.g., Sacco et al. 2015;
Snyder et al. 2011), and could easily be replicated in the con-
text of friendships. Perhaps priming participants with high
crime environments would shift their friend preferences to-
wards higher formidability. All of these ideas would bring
more light to an under-investigated area of research.

In conclusion, women’s opposite-sex friends could serve
an important function of providing protection. More specifi-
cally, both men and women who feel vulnerable to crime may
have biases towards preferring aggressive and formidable
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friends. The results of these studies provide some tentative
evidence for the Bodyguard hypothesis in friend selection,
which should be investigated further in future studies using
more diverse methodologies and samples.
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