
Samantha Smith*, Kyle Lange, Simi Prasad and Justin Jungé
Department of Psychology, Princeton University, USA

*Corresponding author: Samantha Smith, Department of Psychology, Princeton University, Princeton, NJ 08540, USA, Email: 

Submission:  January 01, 2018; Published:  February 16, 2018

How Well Do You Know Your Best Friend?

Introduction
Friends are some of our closest connections. In studies 

conducted by Sapadin LA [1] and Prager KJ [2] both men and 
women listed intimacy as the most common characteristic of close 
friendships. These results were substantiated in a study conducted 
by Berscheid E [3], Snyder M  & Omoto AM [4] in which 250 
undergraduate students were asked to name their deepest, closest, 
most intimate relationship: 14% named a family member, 47% 
named a romantic partner, and 36% named a friend. “Friendship 
is the hardest thing in the world to explain. It’s not something you 
learn in school. But if you haven’t learned the meaning of friendship, 
you really haven’t learned anything.” ― Muhammad Ali 

As Ali stated, friendships are quite difficult to explain, and this 
is especially true from a scientific perspective. Despite friendships 
being some of our most intimate relationships, not much is known 
about the value of particular interpersonal attributes in close 
friends, especially in comparison to qualities that are valued in 
romantic partners [5]. Evolutionarily, interpersonal attributes 
akin to support and sensitivity can be generalized as ideal in most 
romantic partners because these qualities affect one’s emotional 
well-being, and romantic partners are expected to be one’s closest 
emotional connection [6].

In contrast, it has been proposed that the role of friends 
evolved because others often possess qualities, abilities or tools 
that compliment one’s own, leading to better outcomes for both  

 
individuals [7]. Thus, generalizing what individual value in a best 
friend proves difficult because ideal interpersonal attributes 
vary from person to person [8]. In this sense, one’s friends may 
be judged by their unique fit to you, rather than a general set of 
desirable qualities [7,9,10].

A study conducted by Murray SL, Holmes JG & Griffin DW [11] 
found that when asked to evaluate the interpersonal attributes of 
oneself and one’s romantic partner, romantic partners rated one 
another more favourably than they rated themselves. This study 
also observed that greater levels of idealization correlated with 
greater levels of relationship satisfaction and self-esteem. The 
purpose of the present study is to expand on these results, noting 
if such trends apply to platonic friendships. Additionally, we note 
whether or not increased measures of closeness correlate with 
higher levels of idealization in friendships.

In summary, this paper examines the following four questions: 

a)   Do people view their friends more positively than their 
friends view themselves? 

b)      How do people view their friends in relation to themselves 
and in relation to their ideal friends? 

c)      Do men and women have different perceptions of an ideal 
friend? 
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Abstract

Previous research supports that romantic partners view one another’s attributes more favorably than their partners self-reported attributes. 
Furthermore, research has shown that relationship satisfaction and self-esteem have been positively associated with idealistic perceptions of one’s 
romantic partner. Yet, it is not clear if trends of idealization exist amongst close friends and how such trends might correlate with measures of self-
esteem and friendship satisfaction. The purpose of this paper is to analyze perceptual differences amongst pairs of friends across an array of positive 
and negative interpersonal attributes. To provide baselines for assessing friendship idealization, male and female undergraduate students at Princeton 
University were asked to rate themselves, a close friend, and their ideal friend across a variety of characteristics. Participants were also asked to indicate 
measures of friendship satisfaction, self-esteem, and closeness. Analyses revealed that friends viewed one another more positively than they viewed 
themselves. Furthermore, individuals’ impressions of their friends were more a mirror of their ideals than a reflection of their friends’ self-reported 
attributes; however, no correlation was found between levels of idealization and reported measures of friendship satisfaction, self-esteem, or closeness. 
Gender differences were minimal, excluding perceived measures of friendship closeness; women viewed their friendships as closer than men did. These 
results suggest that individuals idealize their close friends’ interpersonal attributes, although the motivation to do so cannot be generalized.
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d)	 How do self-esteem, friendship satisfaction, and 
friendship closeness impact these results?

Positive Perceptions and Idealization in Friendships
By using friends’ self-impressions as “reality” baselines, this 

study will investigate whether friends project their self-images 
and ideals onto one another, thus seeing one another differently, 
even more positively, than their friends see themselves [11]. 
Individuals’ perceptions of their friends’ attributes should mirror 
their friends’ self-perceptions to the extent that they both reflect 
a shared social reality, for which this study has accounted. Indeed, 
considerable evidence suggests that social perceivers often agree 
on one another’s attributes [12-14].

 We hope to show that friends’ impressions of one another are 
as much a mirror of their own self-images and ideals as they are 
a reflection of their actual, or at least self-perceived, attributes. If 
idiosyncratic construal indeed plays a preeminent role in shaping 
friends’ images of one another, we expect such realities may diverge 
and individuals may perceive their friends distinctly from how 
their friends see themselves. Such convergences of perception are 
reflected in the green and orange shaded areas of (Figure 1) [11].

Figure 1: Projection of friendship ideals vs self-image onto 
friends. Adapted from Murray, S.L., Holmes, J. G., & Grif-
fin, D. W., 1996.

Men and Women’s Perceptions of an Ideal Friend
We questioned whether men and women’s views of an ideal 

friend would differ. Various studies have shown that men and 
women approach intimacy in close friendships differently [8,15-
18]. Studies have also shown that ideal friendship attributes vary 
by the individual [7,10,19]. We were particularly curious to see if 
the data showed gendered differences in an ideal friend, or if ideals 
would be unique to individuals.

Friendship Satisfaction, Self-Esteem, and Closeness
There are many hypotheses for why individuals idealize 

their romantic partners. Freud S [20] proposed that romantic 
partners project the qualities they wish to see in themselves onto 
one another and Bowlby J [21] argued that partners idealize one 
another’s attributes because doing such increases long term 
feelings of security. Murray SL, Holmes JG & Griffin DW [22] noted 
that higher measures of relationship satisfaction correlated with 
greater idealization levels, and they believed this was due to 

romantic partners’ shared illusions of one another. We tested to 
see if measures of idealization could similarly predict measures of 
friendship satisfaction.

Bowlby J [23] and other attachment theorists have argued that 
one’s self-image and image of other are deeply intertwined, thus 
implying that individuals’ idiosyncratic perceptions of an ideal 
partner are conditional on self-esteem. Murray SL, Holmes JG & 
Griffin DW [22] found that higher levels of self-esteem correlated 
with greater levels of idealization, seemingly corroborating 
arguments by attachment theorists [8,23-25]. To further explore 
the self-verification hypothesis in close friendships, we examined 
the correlations between participants’ levels of idealization and 
their scores on an adapted version of the Rosenberg’s self-esteem 
scale Rosenberg M [26] as was done in the study conducted by 
Murray SL, Holmes JG & Griffin DW [22].

Lastly, we chose to include a measure of closeness because 
intimacy has been named a key characteristic of close friendships 
by both men and women [4,27]. We were particularly interested 
in noting differences in perceived closeness across genders, as 
there has been much debate surrounding whether or not women’s 
friendships are closer than men’s [18,28-34]. 

Hypotheses and Alternative Outcomes
We hypothesized that individuals would view their friends 

more positively than their friends viewed themselves, seeing their 
negative qualities as less negative and their positive attributes as 
more positive. Furthermore, we hypothesized that certain trends 
of idealization of one’s romantic partner may also be applicable to 
one’s best friends since both relationships are quite intimate; we 
expected individuals to view their friends as closer to their unique 
ideals than to their friend self-reported attributes. In regards to 
gender differences, we hypothesized that individuals may idealize 
their close friends in unique ways because there is less pressure 
to choose a friend who fits a set social standard; furthermore, we 
believed ideals would be dependent on individual differences, 
rather than gendered preferences. Lastly, we were curious as to 
how self-esteem, closeness, and friendships satisfaction would 
correlate, if at all, to levels of idealization. We did not hypothesize 
how these trends would play out.

Materials and Methods
94 undergraduate students (33 males and 61 females; 18 to 

22 years of age), including 37 pairs of friends, participated in the 
present study at Princeton University in Princeton, NJ. For the 
sake of clarity, the recruited participants will henceforth be called 
“Participants” and their successfully recruited friends will be 
called “Friends”. This will mostly serve for clarity when discussing 
question 1, in which 37 pairs of friends were studied. Informed 
consent was obtained from all participants via Qualtrics through a 
web-based survey. (See Appendix A) The data for this paper were 
generated using Qualtrics software, Version 12/2017 of Qualtrics. 
© 2017 Qualtrics.

Initial recruitment emails were sent to undergraduate students 
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at Princeton University who are friends of the researchers and 
to student residential college e-mail listservs. Final recruitment 
emails were sent to 350 random undergraduate students by The 
Survey Research Center at Princeton University. Participants and 
Friends were recruited in pairs. When completing the survey, each 
Participant was asked to identify one Friend about whom they 
would respond. Criterion for selecting a friend were as follows: a 
current Princeton undergraduate student, not a family member, 
not a significant other, someone you consider a close/best friend. 
A second recruitment email was then sent to each Friend, asking 
them to take the same survey about the corresponding Participant. 
The 20 cases in which a complete pair did not fill out the survey 
were disregarded when analyzing question 1, but these data 
were included when answering questions 2, 3, and 4. On average, 
the survey took 5-10 minutes to complete. Participants received 
neither monetary compensation nor course credit for participating 
in this study.

The distributed survey included 

a.   a consent form; 

b.   a demographic questionnaire; 

c.  a question concerning whether or not a participant had 
selected them to complete the survey;

d.   measures of closeness; 

e.  a randomized list of interpersonal attributes that were 
scaled to measure participants’ views of “You”, “Your Friend”, and 
“Your Ideal Friend”; 

f.     a measure of self-esteem;

g.    a measure of friendship satisfaction.

The first page of each survey asked respondents for the following 
demographic information: name, class year, age, gender. We took 
note of gender to complete comparative analyses amongst men and 
women. Names were solely used to pair Participants and Friends 
when analyzing question 1. Class year and age were obtained in the 
hopes of making comparisons with length of friendships and age 
differences, but the small disparity in ages and class years led this 
to not be a focus of this study.

At the bottom of the first page, participants were asked if they 
were selected to complete the survey by a friend (other than the 
researchers). If they selected “no”, Participants were then asked 
to identify one Friend about whom they would respond; if they 
selected “yes”, Friends would automatically skip to the next set 
of questions about closeness. Participants and Friends indicated 
responses to four measures of closeness: hours spent together 
per week (0 to 4, 4 to 8, ------20+), activities done together (eating, 
extracurricular, social), how well they know the other person, and 
how well the other person knows them. The latter two items were 
measured on an 11-point scale (0 = Barely; 10= Extremely well).

Murray SL, Holmes JG & Griffin DW [22] included a 21-item 
measure of interpersonal attributes, both positive and negative, that 

were selected from the interpersonal circle Leary T [35], Wiggins 
JS [36] when studying idealization in romantic relationships. We 
deemed these terms better suited for couples than platonic friends, 
as they dealt with more intimate dimensions of warmth-hostility 
and dominance-submissiveness that characterize romantic 
relationships [37]. Instead, we developed a 20-item measure of 
interpersonal attributes based on their relevance to the social 
exchange process [38]. We chose 10 negative and 10 positive 
attributes: ignorant, impatient, quarrelsome, rude, thoughtless, 
cowardly, incompetent, cold, dishonest, boring, confident, attentive, 
witty, agreeable, passionate, supportive, sociable, compassionate, 
trustworthy and intelligent.

We then asked participants to rank how characteristic these 
attributes were of their friend, themselves, and an ideal friend. In 
defining an “ideal friend,” we attempted to ensure that participants 
described their own idiosyncratic wants in an ideal friend, rather 
than a presupposed cultural standard; hence, we asked participants 
to rank attributes for an ideal friend tailored to their desires. 
Participants and Friends rated how well each of the traits described 
“You”, “Your Friend”, and “Your Ideal Friend” on a 7-point Liker scale 
(-3 = extremely uncharacteristic; 3 = extremely characteristic). To 
reduce bias, the 20 interpersonal attributes were presented in a 
random order. Further, the blocks for “You”, “Your Ideal Friend”, and 
“Your Friend” were randomized. (See Appendix A)

Figure 2: Constructing impressions: set-up for the projec-
tion of ideals vs self-image onto friends.

To address question [39] do people view their friends more 
positively than their friends views themselves? The difference 
in the responses of the 37 pairs of Participants and Friends were 
analyzed. (Figure 2) shows the comparison measure used to find 
each difference. Participants’ and Friend’s views of one another 
were compared to their self-reported attributes. A positive 
difference always translated as the Participant’s viewing the Friend 
(or the Friend’s viewing the Participant) more positively than they 
viewed themselves. Adopted from Murray SL, Holmes JG & Griffin 
DW [22].

To address question [40] How do people view their friends 
in relation to themselves and in relation to their ideal friends?, 
the absolute difference between each participant’s view of their 
friend and themselves, as well as the absolute difference between 
each participant’s view of their friend and an ideal friend, were 
calculated. These measures indicate whether participants’ views of 
their friends are more a projection of themselves or of their ideal 
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friend [22,40]. In calculating the absolute value of these differences, 
a smaller difference correlates with a larger overlap in Figure 1; 
likewise, a larger overlap between the “Self” and “Friend” circles 
compared to the “Ideal” and “Friend” circles indicates that one has 
a tendency to view their friend more like they view themselves 
[16,41] (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Average difference between participant view of 
friend and friend view of self.

To address questions [42] Do men and women have different 
perceptions of an ideal friend? and [43] How do self-esteem, 
friendship satisfaction, and closeness relate to differences 
inperception or idealization of one’s friends?, male and female 
participants’ responses of desired interpersonal attributes of an 
ideal friend were compared. Measures of friendship satisfaction, 
self-esteem and closeness were also used to draw correlations 
across the target four questions.

Self-esteem was measured on a 4-point scale (0 = strongly 
disagree; 4 = strongly agree) and was an average of participants’ 
responses to three self-esteem questions taken from the Rosenberg 
Self Esteem Scale [26]. Only three of the ten questions were used for 
the sake of brevity, and previous research has indicated that a single 
question is a reliable measure of self-esteem [46]. The friendship 

satisfaction score was measured out of 9 and was an average of 
participants’ views of the happiness, strength, and success of their 
friendships. The measure of closeness was measured out of 26 and 
a reflects how well the friends know one another and how many 
waking hours they spend together [15,45].

Results

Do people view their friends more positively than their 
friends view themselves?

Figures 3 & 4 depict the difference between Participants’ and 
Friends’ views of one another. The data were analyzed such that a 
positive difference means that Participants and Friends rated one 
another more favourably than they rated themselves. Across all 
attributes and averaged across all participants, the mean perception 
difference was 0.43 (sd=1.58) (e.g. If a Friend rated themselves as 1 
for “confident”, the Participant rated them as 1.43; if a Friend rated 
themselves as 1 for “quarrelsome”, the Participant rated them as 
0.57). Participants and Friends rated one another more favourably 
than they rated themselves across both positive and negative 
attributes, but to a greater degree for negative attributes (mean 
perception difference negative=0.66, sd=1.74; mean perception 
difference positive = 0.21, sd=1.37; p<0.0001). 

Notably, intelligence yielded the highest perception difference 
of positive attributes (mean=0.65, sd=1.14), and it was greater than 
nine other positive attributes (p<0.5). Participants and Friends 
rated one another higher than they rated themselves to the highest 
degree for “boring” (mean=1.20, sd=1.60). Perceptual differences 
for “boring” were far larger than the perception differences of all 
other attribute, excluding cold and impatient (p<0.05). Negative 
attributes (depicted in red) consistently produced greater 
perception differences than positive attributes (Murray & Holmes, 
1993, 1994) (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Laser diffraction and Image Analysis bar graphs of ProRoot MTA, Portland cement and Bismuth oxide.
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How do people view their friends in relation to 
themselves and in relation to their ideal friends?

To investigate whether individuals view their friends more as 
a projection of themselves or as a projection of their ideal friend, 
two positive differences across each interpersonal attribute for 
the 94 participants were calculated: Participant’s view of Self - 
Participant’s view of Friend (s-f) and Participant’s view of Ideal 
Friend - Participant’s view of Friend (i-f). Across all characteristics, 
excluding “witty”, participants views of their friends were closer to 
their ideal friend than to themselves, as depicted by the a difference 
closer to zero [22,40].

“Sociable” and “incompetent” yielded the greatest differences 
in s-f and i-f (sociable: mean s-f=1.03, sd=1.04; mean i-f=0.66, 
sd=0.97, p<0.0001). The overall s-f mean was 1.16 (sd=1.25), 
and the i-f mean was 0.81 (sd=1.04, p<0.0001). Similar results 
were obtained comparing s-f and i-f within positive and negative 
attributes. (Figure 5) shows the relation between (s-f) and (i-f) 
for each attribute, and (Figure 6) shows the relation between (s-f) 
and (i-f) averaged across positive, negative, and all attributes. This 
apparent distortion is particularly striking considering that most 
individuals typically idealize their own attributes [46].

Figure 5: Positive difference between one’s view of friend and one’s view of oneself (s-f) vs.one’s view of their ideal friend by 
attribute (i-f).

Figure 6: Average positive difference between one’s view of 
friend and one’s view of self (s-f) vs. one’s view of their ideal 
friend (i-f).

Do men and women have different perceptions of an 
ideal friend?

For all 20 characteristics, there were no significant differences 
between ratings of an ideal friend amongst males and females. 
Negative ratings in (Figure 8) indicate that participants desire an 
attribute to be uncharacteristic of a friend, and positive ratings 
indicate that participants desire an attribute to be characteristic of 
a friend. The average ratings for negative and positive attributes for 

males were -2.25 (sd=1.13) and 2.22 (sd=1.03), respectively. For 
females, the averages were -2.31 (sd=0.96) and 2.27 (sd=0.90).

Although differences in ideal attributes were not present across 
gender analyses, certain trends did appear. Friendships will be 
denoted as follows: two men = M/M; two women = W/W; one man 
and one women = W/M; a combination of women who are friends 
with women and men = W/W & W/M; a combination of men who 
are friends with women and men = M/M & M/ M. Friends of the 
opposite sex and friends who are both men reported one another 
as being more supportive (M/F | p = .005; M/M | p = .04) and 
compassionate (M/F | p = .01; M/M | p = .02) than friends who are 
both women.

Friends of the opposite sex reported one another to be more 
trustworthy than friends who are both women (M/F | p = .03). 
Women slightly favored attentive and supportive qualities, while 
men showed preferences for witty and quarrelsome qualities. 
Correspondingly, men viewed their friends as more quarrelsome 
(M/M & M/W | p-value = .003) and witty (M/M & M/W | 
p-value=.02) in comparison to W/W & W/M. Interestingly, men 
viewed their friends as more compassionate (M/M & M/W | p-value 
= .02) and supportive (M/M & M/W | p-value = .05) than women 
viewed their friends, while women reported slightly greater ideals 
in these areas.

http://dx.doi.org/10.31031/PPRS.2018.01.000501
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Figure 7:  Idealization ratings of individual attributes amongst females and males.

Figure 8:  Scatter plot correlating perception difference with self-esteem, friendship satisfaction, and friendship closeness.

Friends who were both women described their friendships 
as closer than friends who were both men (W/W | p = .003). 
Furthermore, women viewed their friendships with either gender 
as closer than men viewed their friendships with either gender 
(W/W & W/M | p-value =.04). (See Appendix B) Interestingly, 
women’s self-esteem was moderately correlated with self-reported 
negative attributes (r = -0.4), while men’s self-esteem neither 
correlated with either positive or negative self-reported attributes. 
When comparing friendships between two women and two men, 
closeness proved even more characteristic of women’s friendships 
(W/W = .002). Self-esteem, friendship satisfaction, and closeness 
did not correlate with levels of idealization across gender or in 
general.

How do self-esteem, friendship satisfaction, and closeness 
relate to differences in perception or idealization of one’s 
friends?

No relationship was found between self-esteem, relationship 
satisfaction, or closeness and levels of idealization of one’s friends. 
Above-average friendship satisfaction (mean=8.82, sd= 1.37) and 
self-esteem (mean=2.56, sd= 0.76) did not produce differences in 
idealization when compared to those who reported below-average 
self-esteem and friendship satisfaction. When comparing friendship 
satisfaction and self-esteem to idealization, r-values were all close 
to zero. The scatter plot in (Figure 10) graphs perception difference 
on the x-axis and three measures on the y-axis: participants’ ratings 
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of self-esteem (range 0-4), friendship satisfaction (range 0-10), and 
friendship closeness (range 1-26).

Similarly, no correlation was found between levels of 
idealization and perceived closeness (Figure 10). The mean 
perception of closeness was 20.12 (sd= 3.12). The bar graph depicts 
participants’ perception differences for those rating their friendship 
closeness less than 20.12 and greater than 20.12. These data were 
measured for overall, positive, and negative attributes. For positive 

attributes, those who indicated above-average closeness were not 
as close to their friends’ views of themselves as were those in the 
below-average group (above-average mean=0.717, sd=0.96; below-
average mean=0.605, sd=1.27, p>0.5). When the data were broken 
down into overall, negative, and positive attributes, there was still 
no significant difference between the perception difference of those 
who reported below-average closeness and those who reported 
above-average closeness.

Figure 9: Perceived closeness versus perception difference for positive and negative attributes, as well as an aggregate of attributes.

Figure 10: Average closeness rating amongst men and 
women (p = 0.35).

Interestingly, while idealization did not predict levels of 
friendship satisfaction, closeness, or self-esteem, increased 
friendship satisfaction was positively correlated with increased 
closeness (r=0.40; women r=.36; men r=0.50). It is also notable 
that males and females showed no significant difference in self-
esteem or level of satisfaction with their friendships, as women 
typically report lower measures of self-esteem and higher levels 
of friendship satisfaction [7,47-49] however, (Figure 8) shows 
that women reported having closer friendships (mean closeness 
rating=20.54, sd=3.59) than males reported (mean closeness 
rating = 18.82, sd = 3.75; p=0.035) (Figure 7). These data were 

calculated using measures of closeness from both same and cross-
sex friendships (W/W & W/M = 67, M/M & M/ W = 49).

It is noteworthy that friends viewed one another’s negative 
attributes starkly differently when compared to perceptual 
differences in positive attributes. As a testament to the idealized 
nature of friendship constructions, individuals generally viewed 
their friends even more positively than their friends perceived 
themselves. In light of the fact that individuals typically see 
themselves in much more positive, idealized ways than their actual 
attributes appear to warrant, these results are especially significant  
[42,46,50,51].

Furthermore, the results of this study suggest that participants’ 
impressions of their friends reflect a certain level of idealization, 
seen through perceptual differences in interpersonal attributes. 
Participants’ impressions converged moderately with their 
Friends’ self-perceptions, suggesting that some degree of common 
perception characterizes most close friendships; however, friends 
were viewed as closer to participants’ ideals than their self-
reported attributes.

On average, men’s and women’s perceptions of an ideal friend 
did not differ. If it is true that individuals select their friends based 
on idiosyncratic wants, this is not surprising [38,52-54]. Lastly, 
self-esteem, friendship satisfaction, and closeness did not correlate 
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with levels of idealization across gender or in general. These results 
differ from trends noted in romantic relationships [22]. As romantic 
partners are expected to be one closest emotional connection 
[55]. It is possible that one’s higher expectations of their romantic 
partner, coupled with increased levels of intimacy, lead to such 
correlations in romantic relationships, but not in friendship.

Geographic Limitations and Future Directions
Studies have shown that upwards of 50% of close friendships 

amongst undergraduate students are long-distance (LD), largely 
due to advances in technological communication [56,57]. While 
geographically close (GC) friendships provide more received social 
support than LD friendships, perceived social support is generally 
equal for GC and LD friendships [58].

Received social support is the help that an individual has 
actually experienced, such as being given class notes by a friend. 
Perceived social support is the belief that a friend would offer help, 
independent of past experiences. An example of this might include 
receiving emotional support in a time of need. Social (emotional/
informational/instrumental) support is one of the strongest links 
to positive friendship outcomes. [20,59,60]

The present study was restricted to undergraduate students at 
Princeton University, meaning only GC friendships were reported. 
Past research suggests that this likely would not impact this 
study’s data, as perceived social support is regarded as preferable 
to received social support, and LD and GC friendships offer equal 
amounts of perceived support [17]. Therefore, it is assumed that 
LD friends would produce similar results in a replicated study, 
excluding the measure of closeness, which includes number of 
hours spent together. Future work might look to compare results of 
this study by only reporting on LD friendships.

Demographic Limitations and Future Directions
The nature of Princeton University’s campus may have 

biased certain measures of interpersonal attributes. For example, 
intelligence yielded a notably larger perceptual difference amongst 
Participants and Friends than other positive attributes. It would be 
interesting to see if a population beyond a competitive university 
campus would yield the same results. Possible differences may 
include a reduction in levels of imposter syndrome, which is often 
linked to reduced impressions of one’s intelligence in comparison 
to one’s peers [19,61,62].

Additionally, it is noteworthy that measures of friendship 
satisfaction, self-esteem, and perceptions of closeness have proven 
to vary across cultures. Diener E & Diener M [63], Samter W & 
Burleson BR [8] Shaver PR, Murdaya U & Fraley RC [14]. Chen G, 
Bond MH & Chan SC [64] found that White American students 
were more willing to report personal information on an array of 
topics than Asian American students. Yet, separate studies have 
elicited data that complicate these trends. Both individualistic and 
collectivist cultures have indicated preferences for emotionally 
emotive communication [65]. Furthermore found that Canadian 
and Chinese students did not display differences in measures of 

friendship closeness. Thus, it is uncertain whether cultural trends 
of individualism or collectivism would alter self-reported measures 
of closeness. Future studies could look to draw firmer conclusions 
of possible differences in reported levels of self-esteem, friendship 
satisfaction, and perceived closeness by replicating this study in 
both predominantly collectivist and individualistic cultures, and 
then comparing results to the present study. Noting Participants’ 
and Friends’ ethnic backgrounds could also provide more clarity.

Gender Limitations and Future Directions
There has been much debate surrounding whether women’s 

or men’s friendships are more intimate. Some researchers propose 
that there exist two pathways 

A.   Self-disclosure and 

B.   Shared activities

To developing feelings of closeness in men’s friendships, 
whereas self-disclosure alone is enough for women to develop 
feelings of closeness [15,66]. Other researchers have noted that 
men are aware of the importance of self-disclosure in developing 
close friendships, but they knowingly choose not to engage 
in such activities, particularly in friendships with other men 
[2,12,33,43,67,68,69-72]. In fact, men and women share perceptions 
of differing levels of intimacy, both relating intimacy back to acts of 
self-disclosure [73]. In the present study, closeness was defined as a 
combination of the number of hours Participants and Friends spent 
together, how well Participants believed to know their Friends, and 
how well Participants believed their Friends knew them.

In line with previous research, the results of this study 
suggest that women view their friendships as closer than men 
do [8,18,28-30,32,34]. Mixed-gendered relationships proved 
closer than relationships between two men, also corroborating 
previous research [74]. In contrast to previous research, support 
and compassion did not correlate with increased feelings of 
trustworthiness or closeness [66,75,76]. In fact, Friendship between 
two women were described as closer than friendships between two 
men, despite women’s perceived lower levels of compassion and 
support in their friends.

Women slightly favoured attentive and supportive qualities, 
while men showed slight preferences for witty and quarrelsome 
attributes. Correspondingly, men viewed their friends as more 
quarrelsome and witty. These results may relate to the fact that 
women tend to be more emotionally communicative individuals, 
while men are more inclined to bond over shared activities and 
debate. [77,78,79].

Interestingly, men viewed their friends as more compassionate 
and supportive than women viewed their friends, despite the fact 
that women reported slightly greater ideals in these areas. This is 
even more noteworthy because relationships between men have 
been said to be less supportive and intimate than friendships 
between women [28], however, it is important to note that 
friendships between men do indeed involve high levels of love 
and support, though communicated differently than in friendships 
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between women [80,81]. Furthermore, despite lower measures 
of compassion and support, which are often linked to friendship 
closeness, women reported having closer friendships than men. 
When comparing friendship’s between two women and two men, 
closeness proved even more characteristic of friendships between 
two women.

The present research makes a contribution toward analysis of 
perceptions of closeness across genders. Future work might look 
to incorporate more in depth questions about shared activities and 
closeness to better account for closeness predictors in men, which 
have proven to show correlate with closeness in men’s friendships 
[10,82]. Furthermore, more thorough questions concerning 
attributes of trustworthiness, supportiveness, and compassion 
should be considered. Prototypical interaction models that relate 
to friendship satisfaction Hassebrauck [83], Hassebrauck & Fehr B 
[6] and closeness. Fehr B [84] may offer further insight into why 
women tend to report having closer friendships than men do. In a 
study conducted by Fehr B [84], compassion and support correlated 
with increased feelings of closeness amongst men and women. 
Both of these attributes are linked often to increased feelings of 
trust amongst friends [75,85]. For example, rather than asking 
Participants and Friends to solely report how trustworthy one 
another are, it may prove beneficial to include a variety of questions 
that deal with more intricate qualities of trustworthiness.

General Limitations and Future Directions
As with all surveys and questionnaires, confounding factors 

of under-coverage, convenience sampling, nonresponsive bias, 
voluntary response bias, and social desirability bias are to be 
expected [13,86,47]. The setup for this experiment aimed to 
reduce such biases by incorporating random sampling; The Survey 
Research Centre at Princeton University distributed this study’s 
survey to 350 randomly selected undergraduate students to reduce 
the effects of these biases. Furthermore, questions were worded in 
a neutral manner and were randomized.

Lastly, the co relational nature of these results restricts the 
ability to generalize why participants idealize their friends. A 
longitudinal study would offer a better space to analyze the benefits 
of idealization in friendships. Other studies have noted certain 
changes friendships undergo over time, and this would be highly 
relevant to future studies [87-89]. Next steps include studying the 
overlaps between self-esteem, perceived closeness, and overall 
friendship satisfaction and idealization’s utility in either continued 
satisfaction or eventual dissatisfaction in close friendships. 
Furthermore, future studies should assess low, medium, and 
high levels of friendship satisfaction, self-esteem, and closeness 
benchmarks. The present study measured for broader categories 
of “low” and “high”, possibly underscoring certain correlations 
between these categories and idealization levels.
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