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Abstract
Prior studies on individual differences in the preference for cross-sex friendships found that this preference was not normally 
distributed but was instead bimodal. In one group of people, the preferences for higher or lower proportions of cross-sex 
friendships appear to be normally distributed, whereas in a second and unexpectedly large group of people, the preference 
for cross-sex friends is exactly zero. If the people in the second group with no cross-sex friends at all actively avoid forming 
cross-sex friendships, then these individuals may be expected to differ systematically and meaningfully from individuals 
who report having at least one cross-sex friend. The present study tests this hypothesis. The Big Five, homophobia, physical 
attraction to the opposite sex, and demographic variables from a data set of 491 adult participants were used as potential 
predictors of group membership. Results showed that most predictors except the Big Five contributed to supporting the 
separability of the two groups. Findings are discussed with regard to the differentiation between close and general friends 
and the potential influence of cultural factors.
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Introduction

Friendships are an important part of people’s social lives and 
substantially influence an individual’s quality of life and life 
satisfaction (Demir & Weitekamp, 2007; Sheldon & Hoon, 
2006). Thus, who we choose to be friends with should be 
relevant to our quality of life as well. Research in social 
and personality psychology has provided insights into the 
mechanisms of how people choose their friends and which 
factors potentially affect friendship formation and mainte-
nance (for an overview, see Harris & Vazire, 2016). Consist-
ent evidence has been found for the principle of homophily, 
that is, people’s tendency to like and befriend others who are 
similar to themselves across a variety of attitudes as well as 
person and personality characteristics (Byrne, 1961; Four-
net & Barrat, 2014; McPherson et al., 2001). With respect 
to homophily based on biological sex, studies have shown 
that most people tend to prefer and feel closer to friends of 
the same sex (same-sex friends) as opposed to friends of the 

opposite sex (cross-sex friends; Baumgarte & Nelson, 2009). 
Although this tendency appears to be consistent, there are 
also substantial interindividual differences in these friend-
ship preferences (Altmann & Roth, 2020; Reeder, 2003).

Only a few studies have explored these interindividual 
differences in the preferences for same-sex or cross-sex 
friendships (homo- or heterosociality). The predictors used 
in these studies can be categorized into three clusters: (a) 
person or demographic characteristics, (b) personality 
factors, and (c) attraction. First, preferences for cross-sex 
friendships are related to the person or demographic char-
acteristics of biological sex, relationship status, and cultural 
background (Altmann & Roth, 2020; Lönnqvist et al., 2014; 
Milardo, 1982; O'Meara, 1989). The aforementioned studies 
have shown that preferences for cross-sex friends can differ 
between men and women (Lönnqvist et al., 2014, however, 
cf. Altmann & Roth, 2020) with generally higher scores for 
men. Changes in relationship status were shown to entail 
changes in the structure of the social network (Milardo, 
1982), and being in a relationship potentially leads to lower 
rates of cross-sex friends (Altmann & Roth, 2020) because 
cross-sex friends might be considered a relationship threat 
(Bleske-Rechek et al., 2012). Individual differences may 
also be attributable to cultural background with specific 
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cultural rules of conduct about friendship and interactions 
with the opposite sex (Altmann & Roth, 2020; Baumgarte, 
2016; O'Meara, 1989). Of course, there is a rich literature 
in cultural psychology on the factors that influence general 
friendship formation processes (Adams & Plaut, 2003; 
Baumgarte, 2016; Gareis, 1995). According to this literature 
(for an overview, see Altmann, 2021), cross-sex friendship 
formation processes may well be expected to also depend on 
cultural influences. However, studies on the topic of cultural 
influences on cross-sex friendship formation processes in 
particular are still lacking.

Second, personality factors may contribute to explaining 
the formation of cross-sex friendships. Previous studies have 
most frequently applied the Big Five personality factors (Alt-
mann & Roth, 2020; Harris & Vazire, 2016; Laakasuo et al., 
2016; Lönnqvist et al., 2014) on the basis of the argument 
that the Big Five represent a basic personality structure that 
has to be taken into account. These previous studies have 
shown that Openness and to some extent Neuroticism and 
Conscientiousness predict greater preferences for cross-sex 
friends. The findings of these few existing previous studies 
have been somewhat inconsistent with respect to the other 
Big Five factors, potentially due to the high level of diversity 
in how friends were sampled across the studies (e.g., Face-
book contacts as opposed to close personal friends). All five 
factors may be relevant, but which factors dominate as pre-
dictors in each case may depend on the context of the study.

Apart from this general approach to personality, espe-
cially same-sex friendships have also been discussed in 
relation to homophobia (cf. O'Meara, 1989). On the one 
hand, homophobia might be associated with lower rates of 
same-sex friends on the basis of the reasoning that homo-
phobic individuals will try to avoid behaviors that may be 
interpreted as homosexual and will hence try to avoid hav-
ing close relationships with same-sex friends (Theodore 
& Basow, 2000). On the other hand, homophobia may be 
related to higher rates of same-sex friends on the basis of 
the reasoning that men try to avoid giving the impression 
that they are soft or feminine, and that women try to avoid 
giving the impression that they are hard or masculine. Peo-
ple may therefore avoid having close friendships with the 
opposite sex. Interestingly, for men, both hypotheses have 
been supported by empirical data (Galupo, 2009; Martino, 
2000). Also interestingly, previous studies in this regard 
have focused almost exclusively on men so that research 
on women is essentially missing. In sum, further studies 
are needed to clarify the direction of the relation in women 
and men.

Third, physical attraction to the opposite sex is considered 
a strong influence of cross-sex friendships (Afifi & Faulkner, 
2000; Bleske & Buss, 2000; Bleske-Rechek et al., 2012; 
Halatsis & Christakis, 2009; Reeder, 2000). The aforemen-
tioned studies have supported the assumption that feelings 

of physical attraction in cross-sex friendships tend to be 
higher for men than for women. Findings by Bleske-Rechek 
and colleagues (Bleske & Buss, 2000; Bleske-Rechek et al., 
2012) have also shown that the costs of physical attraction 
are usually considered greater than the benefits by both 
women and men alike. Thus, a greater individual tendency 
to feel physically attracted to one’s cross-sex friends may 
be associated with greater tension and conflict within one’s 
cross-sex friendship dyads. Viewing a cross-sex friend as 
a potential sex partner may therefore be considered poten-
tially inhibitive to selecting a cross-sex person as a friend. 
However, men typically report both a greater tendency to 
feel physically attracted to their cross-sex friends (Bleske-
Rechek et al., 2012) and higher numbers and proportions 
of cross-sex friends compared with women (as described 
above; e.g., Lönnqvist et al., 2014). Therefore, physical 
attraction may also be an important reason for initiating 
a cross-sex friendship in the first place, at least for men 
(Bleske-Rechek & Buss, 2001). Again, further research is 
needed.

In a comprehensive attempt to explain interindividual 
differences in same-sex versus cross-sex friendship prefer-
ences using a variety of predictors in a joint model, Altmann 
and Roth (2020) focused on heterosociality as defined by 
the individual proportion of cross-sex friends relative to the 
individual total number of friends (thus ranging from 0 to 1). 
Their primary findings indicate that both person and person-
ality characteristics explain variance in the preferences. As a 
secondary but nonetheless important finding of their study, 
heterosociality did not appear to be normally distributed but 
was instead bimodal. For those participants who reported 
having (one or more) cross-sex friends, the distribution of 
heterosociality (cross-sex divided by total) was approxi-
mately normal for the scores, principally ranging from 0.01 
to 1.00. However, participants with a heterosociality score 
of exactly 0.00 were a substantially larger group than would 
have been expected if the whole scale had been normally 
distributed. Such a bimodal distribution may indicate that 
different mechanisms of friendship formation are at play 
in the two groups of participants. The question of whether 
this second group is indeed a distinct group was also posed 
by Altmann and Roth (2020). However, they excluded all 
participants with a heterosociality score of 0.00 from their 
analyses so that this question has remained an unanswered 
speculation.

Goal and Hypotheses of the Present Study

The goal of the present study was to test the speculation that 
individuals reporting zero cross-sex friends are likely to dif-
fer from people reporting more than zero cross-sex friends. 
To show this, two assumptions would have to be supported 
by the data. First, a strict test would compare individuals 
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with zero cross-sex friends against individuals with only 
slightly more than zero cross-sex friends as the most con-
servative test. These two groups would be very similar with 
respect to their numbers of cross-sex friends (e.g., zero vs. 
one or two as opposed to, e.g., zero vs. 10). Therefore, any 
significant differences between these two groups would sup-
port the assumption that individuals reporting zero cross-sex 
friends systematically differ from individuals reporting at 
least one (more than zero) cross-sex friends. Second, such 
differences would then need to be absent between individu-
als reporting X cross-sex friends versus individuals report-
ing X + 1 cross-sex friends where X is larger than one (e.g., 
comparing participants reporting three vs. participants 
reporting four cross-sex friends). Both assumptions would 
have to be fulfilled to support the hypothesis of the sepa-
rability of the two groups. Accordingly, the present study 
tested this hypothesis with respect to person and personal-
ity factors as well as physical attraction on the basis of the 
previous research described above.

As detailed above, there has not been much research on 
cross-sex friendship in general (e.g., with respect to cross-
cultural influences) or more specifically on the avoidance 
of cross-sex friendship. Therefore, for the present study, it 
was necessary to adopt a partially exploratory approach. To 
build the present hypotheses, findings from previous studies 
on interindividual differences as predictors of preferences 
for cross-sex friendships in general (as explicated above) 
were applied to the present research question. In light of 
the research reviewed above, we generally expected to find 
that all potential predictors used in the previous studies (i.e., 
sex, relationship status, migration background, the Big Five, 
homophobia, and being physically attracted to one’s cross-
sex friends) would also be potentially relevant and therefore 
significant predictors of having zero versus having one or 
more cross-sex friends. Additionally, with respect to the 
second assumption described above, we expected to find 
that all predictors would be nonsignificant when comparing 
participants with X versus X + 1 cross-sex friends when X 
was larger than one.

Method

Sample and Procedure

The data analyzed in this study were collected by having the 
department staff and student assistants distribute leaflets on 
a local university campus located in Germany. Participants 
completed the questionnaires individually or in group ses-
sions (paper and pencil assessment) in exchange for 5 Euro 
(approximately $6 US) as compensation. All procedures 
were in accordance with the local ethical guidelines.

Three participants were excluded from the analyses 
because they indicated that their mastery of the German 
language was less than very good and fluent (rating options 
were excellent/mother tongue, very good/fluent, good [small 
talk level], mediocre, and sufficient). Participants with more 
than 15 close friends (n = 5) or more than 30 general friends 
(n = 6) were also excluded for reasons of plausibility. These 
participants probably misread or misunderstood the defini-
tions of friendship provided in the booklet.

The final sample consisted of 378 women and 113 men. 
Their mean age was 25.1 years (SD = 7.3), ranging from 
18 to 67. The sample was predominantly a student sample 
with 86.6% reporting “student” as their primary occupation 
status, whereas 12.2% reported being employed, and 1.2% 
reported being unemployed. A total of 58.0% reported that 
they were in a stable relationship. Migration background was 
defined as having at least one parent who was born abroad, 
which was confirmed by 38.9% of participants. Of those 
with a migration background, the largest group reported 
Turkey as their country of origin (35%). The diversity of 
countries of origin was surprisingly large (40 different coun-
tries) so that the variable could not meaningfully be used 
as a moderator if each country had been coded individu-
ally. Therefore, only the first dichotomous variable was used 
to differentiate between people with and people without a 
migration background. Thus, the variable represents poten-
tial specificities of the German culture.

Measures

Numbers of Cross‑Sex Friends

Participants first read definitions of close and general friends 
that were to be used when answering the survey (Altmann, 
2020; Stehlé et al., 2013). Close friends were defined as 
people they see often and share intimate information with. 
General friends were defined as people with whom they 
meet less often but still regularly share private but not inti-
mate details with. Participants were asked to exclude rela-
tives, friends who are solely online friends, and sex partners. 
Participants were then instructed to think about their friends 
as defined above and to write down the names of their close 
friends and their general friends on separate lists. They were 
then instructed to count and report the numbers of men and 
women on both lists separately.

Big Five

The German version of the NEO Five Factor Inventory 
(NEO-FFI; Borkenau & Ostendorf, 2008) was used to 
assess the Big Five. The NEO-FFI contains 60 items for 
assessing Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, 
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Neuroticism, and Openness, rated on a 5-point Likert scale. 
Cronbach’s alpha scores ranged from 0.75 for Agreeableness 
to 0.86 for Neuroticism.

Homophobia

The Homophobia Scale (HPS; Wright et al., 1999) was used 
to assess homophobia. The HPS is a 25-item inventory for 
assessing negative attitudes, feelings, thoughts, and actions 
toward or against homosexual people using a 5-point Likert 
scale. Cronbach’s alpha for the total score was 0.78. The 
original items were translated in a prior research project.

Physical Attraction

To assess participants’ tendency to feel physically attracted 
to their cross-sex friends, a new item was created. The Eng-
lish translation of the item reads “I have or have had erotic 
thoughts about some of my friends of the opposite sex.” 
The item was rated on a 10-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 = with (almost) none of them to 10 = with (almost) all of 
them.

Results

On average, participants reported 8.8 (SD = 6.9) cross-sex 
friends and 15.8 (SD = 9.0) same-sex friends. These numbers 
are in line with previous studies showing a general pref-
erence for same-sex friends (Baumgarte & Nelson, 2009; 
Reeder, 2003). Out of participants’ cross-sex friends, the 
numbers of close and general friends were 2.3 (SD = 2.2) 
and 6.5 (SD = 5.7), respectively, on average.

Using these data, two sets of two dichotomous variables 
were created. The first set was used to test the first assump-
tion (differences between participants with zero versus one 
or more cross-sex friends), whereas the second set was used 
to test the second assumption (absence of such differences 
between participants with X vs. X + 1 cross-sex friends). 
For the first variable from the first set (labeled CSF-Close), 
participants were assigned the value “0” if they reported 
having zero cross-sex friends among their close friends. Par-
ticipants who reported having more than zero but less than 
the average (i.e., 2.3, see above) were assigned the value 
“1” on this variable. All other cases were treated as miss-
ing (nCSF-Close = 309). The second variable from the first set 
(labeled CSF-General) was created analogously with respect 
to participants’ general friends (using the respective average 
of 6.5, see above; nCSF-General = 316). With respect to CSF-
Close, 105 (33.4%) participants reported zero close cross-
sex friends. However, with respect to CSF-General, only 27 
(8.5%) participants reported zero general cross-sex friends, 

potentially limiting reliability (this issue is elaborated on in 
the Discussion section).

To test whether participants with X versus X + 1 (when 
X was larger than zero) cross-sex friends differed com-
parably as a cross-check, the second set of dichotomous 
variables labeled CSF-Close-X and CSF-General-X was 
created correspondingly. X was set equal to the mean num-
bers of close and general cross-sex friends (2.3 and 6.5, 
respectively): Participants with two cross-sex friends were 
assigned the value “0,” and participants with three cross-
sex friends were assigned the value “1” in the variable 
CSF-Close-X, that is, the whole numbers surrounding the 
mean of 2.3 (nCSF-Close-X = 174). This was repeated for CSF-
Close-X with six and seven cross-sex friends, respectively, 
that is, the whole numbers surrounding the mean of 6.5 
(nCSF-General-X = 46).

Regression Analyses

To test the hypothesis that the two groups that had or did 
not have cross-sex friends are differentiable, a hierarchical 
binary logistic regression with the two variables CSF-Close 
and CSF-General as dependent variables and the person 
characteristics, personality characteristics, and attraction 
as predictors was used. Predictors were entered in three 
steps, according to the three clusters of potential predictors 
discussed in the Introduction. In the first step, person and 
sociodemographic variables (sex, relationship status, and 
migration background) were entered. In the second step, 
the personality variables (Big Five: NEO-FFI, homophobia: 
HPS) were entered. In the third step, the physical attraction 
variable was entered. Results are presented in Table 1 for 
CSF-Close and in Table 2 for CSF-General.

With respect to CSF-Close, homophobia and physical 
attraction remained significant predictors in Step 3 when 
controlling for all other variables in the model. Control-
ling for all other variables, a difference of 1 point on the 
5-point Likert scale used to measure homophobia (HPS) was 
associated with a 47% decrease in the likelihood of having 
cross-sex friends among one’s close friends. Analogously, 
controlling for all other variables, a difference of 1 point on 
the 10-point scale used to measure the physical attraction 
variable was associated with a decrease of 9% in the likeli-
hood of having cross-sex friends among one’s close friends.

With respect to CSF-General, relationship status and 
migration background were the only significant predic-
tors in all steps. Participants who were in a relationship or 
reported having a migration background were 73% and 67% 
less likely to have cross-sex friends among their general 
friends, respectively.

Mother tongue is a variable that can be used as an alter-
native to migration background to potentially represent the 
influence of the heritage culture. It has also been assessed 
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whether participants spoke German or a different language 
as their first language and used this variable exploratorily 
instead of migration background. The results were largely 
the same as the results presented here for both dependent 
variables.

To test the X versus X + 1 cross-check, the analyses 
were repeated using CSF-Close-X and CSF-General-X (as 
described above) as dependent variables. Results were con-
sistently nonsignificant with Wald’s χ2 < 0.66, p > 0.417 
for CSF-Close-X and Wald’s χ2 < 3.13, p > 0.077 for 
CSF-General-X.

Discussion

The present study was designed to test the hypothesis that 
people who categorically avoid forming cross-sex friend-
ships (i.e., individuals who report having no cross-sex 

friends) differ systematically from individuals who report 
having one or more cross-sex friends. This hypothesis was 
tested and cross-checked using person characteristics, per-
sonality characteristics, and physical attraction as potential 
differentiators.

Predictors of the Avoidance of Close Cross‑Sex 
Friends

Homophobia was found to be the main determinant for 
avoiding close cross-sex friendships with a large effect size. 
A greater tendency to have negative thoughts and feelings 
about people with a homosexual orientation was associated 
with an increased likelihood of avoiding cross-sex friend-
ships. This supports findings by Martino (2000), who stated 
that homophobia in men is related to a fear of appearing 
too feminine such that men tend to avoid close cross-sex 
friendships. Interestingly, Martino (2000) also found that 

Table 1  Hierarchical logistic regression results for having versus not 
having close cross-sex friends

*  p < .05. ** p < .01

Variable B SE Wald’s χ2 Odds ratio

Step 1
Constant 1.64* 0.81 4.06
Migration -0.36 0.25 2.08 0.70
Relationship status -0.17 0.25 0.47 0.84
Sex -0.11 0.30 0.13 0.90
Step 2
Constant 3.29* 1.52 4.68
Migration -0.06 0.28 0.05 0.94
Relationship status -0.24 0.25 0.88 0.79
Sex -0.18 0.34 0.27 0.84
Agreeableness -0.10 0.15 0.46 0.90
Conscientiousness -0.18 0.18 1.02 0.84
Extraversion 0.03 0.16 0.03 1.03
Neuroticism -0.07 0.16 0.17 0.94
Openness 0.07 0.16 0.21 1.07
Homophobia -0.63** 0.24 6.83 0.54
Step 3
Constant 4.41** 1.64 7.23
Migration -0.14 0.28 0.25 0.87
Relationship status -0.34 0.26 1.65 0.72
Sex -0.37 0.36 1.07 0.69
Agreeableness -0.09 0.15 0.33 0.92
Conscientiousness -0.21 0.18 1.38 0.81
Extraversion 0.04 0.16 0.05 1.04
Neuroticism -0.05 0.16 0.11 0.95
Openness 0.05 0.16 0.09 1.05
Homophobia -0.63** 0.24 6.87 0.53
Physical attraction -0.10* 0.05 4.25 0.91

Table 2  Hierarchical logistic regression results for having versus not 
having general cross-sex friends

*  p < .05. ** p < .01

Variable B SE Wald’s χ2 Odds ratio

Step 1
Constant 6.70** 1.53 19.08
Migration -1.31** 0.44 8.92 0.27
Relationship status -1.36** 0.49 7.61 0.26
Sex -0.03 0.53 0.00 0.98
Step 2
Constant 5.42* 2.46 4.87
Migration -1.17* 0.49 5.73 0.31
Relationship status -1.42** 0.51 7.87 0.24
Sex -0.19 0.62 0.10 0.83
Agreeableness 0.28 0.25 1.29 1.33
Conscientiousness -0.10 0.32 0.10 0.90
Extraversion 0.34 0.27 1.61 1.41
Neuroticism 0.05 0.27 0.03 1.05
Openness 0.04 0.27 0.02 1.04
Homophobia -0.29 0.37 0.64 0.75
Step 3
Constant 4.48 2.69 2.77
Migration -1.12* 0.50 5.08 0.33
Relationship status -1.34** 0.52 6.72 0.26
Sex 0.00 0.66 0.00 1.00
Agreeableness 0.27 0.25 1.21 1.32
Conscientiousness -0.06 0.33 0.04 0.94
Extraversion 0.33 0.27 1.49 1.39
Neuroticism 0.03 0.27 0.01 1.03
Openness 0.06 0.27 0.05 1.06
Homophobia -0.28 0.37 0.56 0.76
Physical attraction 0.08 0.10 0.64 1.08



10112 Current Psychology (2023) 42:10107–10114

1 3

homophobic men try to secure their views and beliefs by 
encouraging other men to comply with and follow their 
behavior. It may be interesting for future research to also 
explore the effects of the beliefs and attitudes of an indi-
vidual’s closest friends on the friendship choices of this 
individual (Parker et al., 2008). Research is also needed to 
clarify the role of homophobia in women in general as this 
is still a severely understudied phenomenon (Basow & John-
son, 2000).

The second determinant in this domain was the tendency 
to feel physically attracted to one’s close cross-sex friends. 
This finding was expected and is in line with previous 
research (especially Bleske & Buss, 2000; Bleske-Rechek 
et al., 2012) that stated that physical attraction is subjectively 
associated with greater costs than benefits. Consistently, 
individuals who avoid cross-sex friendships reported more 
of a tendency to feel physically attracted to their cross-sex 
friends in the present study. Although a smaller effect, this 
attraction may be speculated to be a potential cause for some 
individuals to either approach a cross-sex peer as a poten-
tial mate or avoid the potential relationship altogether. This 
causal inference is of course speculative and not directly 
supported by the cross-sectional data from the present study.

In sum, with respect to close friends, individuals who 
avoid cross-sex friendships do not appear to differ with 
respect to the basic personality dimensions as conceptual-
ized in the Five Factor Model or with respect to basic demo-
graphic characteristics. However, they may be described as 
more homophobic and as having more of a tendency to feel 
physically attracted to their cross-sex friends, factors that 
may partly explain their friendship choices.

Predictors of the Avoidance of General Cross‑Sex 
Friends

Determinants of the avoidance of general cross-sex friends 
were relationship status and migration background with 
rather large effect sizes. As expected, individuals in a rela-
tionship were more likely to avoid forming cross-sex friend-
ships. Such friends might be considered a relationship threat, 
and thus, it appears plausible that long-term changes in the 
friendship network favor the reduction of cross-sex friends 
(Bleske-Rechek et al., 2012; Milardo, 1982).

Individuals with a migration background were also more 
likely to avoid forming general cross-sex friendships. This 
finding may be explained by findings on the values of immi-
grants. Wakil et al. (1981) showed that immigrants in gen-
eral were inclined to focus on and fortify their core values 
rather than adopt the values of the host country. Focusing 
on differences between cultures of origin, Arends-Toth and 
van de Vijver (2009) demonstrated that Turkish and Arabic 
cultures scored highest on traditional values. Considering 
these findings in connection with the fact that immigration 

in Germany is largely from Turkish and Arabic states, as was 
also found in the present sample, having a migration back-
ground was associated with a greater likelihood of avoid-
ing cross-sex friends because this is an untraditional type of 
friendship (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2012). However, this find-
ing was also (or perhaps even more so) expected for close 
cross-sex friends and not only for general cross-sex friends.

The same finding can also be interpreted from the per-
spective that the people without a migration background 
(i.e., Germans) may be more open to forming cross-sex 
friendships than people from other cultures. This finding 
might also be explained by the specifics of how friendship is 
defined and lived in Germany. The narrow cultural context of 
the present study is a noteworthy limitation (see below), and 
future studies are needed to understand cultural influences 
on cross-sex friendship formation (see Altmann, 2021).

In sum, with respect to general friends, individuals avoid-
ing cross-sex friendships do not appear to differ with respect 
to the basic personality dimensions as conceptualized in the 
Five Factor Model or with respect to homophobia and physi-
cal attraction. However, they may also be in a relationship 
or may have a migration background (with respect to Ger-
many), two factors that may also have an influence on their 
friendship choices.

A secondary finding of the present study is that the signif-
icant predictors differ between close and general friendships. 
These differences are likely due to the different procedures 
that must be followed to become a close or a general friend. 
A close friend will be selected on the basis of a person’s 
individual criteria, such as the tendency to avoid a particular 
type of person, for instance, people of the opposite sex. By 
contrast, a person’s general friends may likely also include 
the friends of one’s close friends, colleagues at work, and so 
forth. Here, the mechanisms of individual selection may be 
less effective because, for instance, (cross-sex) colleagues 
are harder to avoid without causing conflicts at work. There-
fore, it may be the case that close friends are typically being 
selected from the people in one’s environment, whereas 
general friends are typically being accepted as the people in 
one’s environment. Again, this finding may also be specific 
to the present sample from Germany where the distinction 
between close and general friends is common. In other coun-
tries or cultures, this distinction may be less relevant or less 
common, and thus, the predictors may depend on the type 
of friendship only in certain cultural contexts.

Limitations

There are several limitations that have to be considered 
when interpreting the present findings. Three of them will 
be elaborated on in the following: the bimodal distribution, 
the sample, and the cultural context.
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First, the hypothesis was based on the finding that the 
distribution of numbers of cross-sex friends in relation to 
total numbers of friends was not normal but was instead 
bimodal. This bimodality was indeed distinct with regard 
to participants’ close friends, but it was less distinct with 
regard to general friends. This may indicate that the ten-
dency to avoid forming cross-sex friendships is consid-
erably stronger with respect to one’s close friends than 
among one’s other or more general friends. Therefore, the 
latter findings may be less reliable, and the focus on par-
ticipants’ close friends may be the more relevant focus. 
Replications are needed to confirm the validity of the pre-
sent findings as well as the assumptions of bimodal distri-
butions for both close and general friendships.

Second, the sample contained predominantly students 
so that findings cannot be generalized to other parts of 
society. Age as well as achieving a higher level of educa-
tion may be associated with certain traits, such as con-
scientiousness and the need for cognition, which in turn 
may influence priorities with respect to friendship choices. 
The present findings are therefore limited to young and 
educated populations.

A third limitation lies in the narrow cultural context in 
which the study was conducted. As has been argued above 
and has often been shown in cross-cultural studies, the defi-
nitions, mechanisms, and individual experiences of friend-
ship differ substantially between cultures (Adams & Plaut, 
2003; Baumgarte, 2016; Gareis, 1995). The study was con-
ducted in Germany so that the findings may be limited to 
this country or this cultural region. This limitation pertains 
to several aspects of the present study, such as the basic defi-
nition of friendship, what kinds of relationships are consid-
ered “friendships,” the relevance of the distinction between 
close and general friends, and the relevance of each predictor 
included in the present study. A variable to control for cul-
tural influences was included in the model—at least it was 
expected to do so to some extent by capturing the potential 
specificity of the German culture. However, future studies 
could benefit from applying a more comprehensive approach 
to studying cross-cultural differences in cross-sex friendship 
formation processes.

Conclusion

The hypothesis that individuals with zero cross-sex friends 
differ from individuals with one, two, or more cross-sex 
friends was partly supported by the present findings. Con-
trary to the hypotheses, personality factors played no dis-
cernible role. However, individual differences in homopho-
bia, physical attraction, relationship status, and migration 
background contributed to explaining differences between 
individuals who avoid and those who allow themselves to 

have cross-sex friends. The separability of the two groups 
suggests that future research may have to take this distinction 
into account. However, replications and research on cross-
cultural differences (see Baumgarte, 2016) are still needed.
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