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Introduction

This presentation highlights preliminary analyses from an ongoing project comparing the quality of
college students’ peer relationships. Friendships that are high in positive features and low in

negative features are considered the highest quality friendships. Adolescents who have high-quality

friendships report fewer internalizing and externalizing problems than adolescents with low-quality
friendships (Buhrmester, 1990).

Most research focuses on one aspect of friendship quality at a time (e.g., positivity with behavior
problems, negativity with behavior problems) instead of the overall quality of the friendship.
Moreover, not all low-quality friendships are alike, with some being low in positivity and high in
negativity and others being low in positivity and negativity. These different kinds of low-quality
friendships may have different associations with adjustment.

Same-sex friendships are typically higher in positivity than other-sex friendships (Hand & Furman,
2009), but little is known about how other-sex friendships vary in quality or how that quality is
associated with adjustment.

Adolescents and young adults typically feel the need to establish for themselves and for their peers
whether their other-sex friend is just a platonic friend, their boyfriend or girlfriend, or something in
the middle (Rawlins, 1992). Contrary to popular belief, most college students prefer to remain
friends rather than turning their friendship into a romantic relationship (Shaffer, 2001).

The present study examines these questions with college students. We used cluster analysis to
group the students into profiles based on their reports of positivity and negativity with their closest
other-sex friend. We examined associations between the friendship quality profiles and adjustment
outcomes, as well as previous or current desire for a romantic relationship.

Method

Participants
The participants were 247 students (201 cis females, 34 cis males, 0 trans females, 3 trans males, 3
non-binary, 3 who identified as other, and 3 participants who did not disclose their identity)

attending college at SUNY Geneseo. The students were between 18 and 32 years of age (M= 19.16,

SD = 1.54). The majority (78.9%) were White; a majority (73.7%) also identified as heterosexual.

210 participants reported having an other-sex friendship. The final sample consisted of 168 cis
females, 31 cis males, O trans females, 3 trans males, 3 non-binary, 3 other, and 2 participants who

did not disclose their identity, all between 18 and 32 years of age (M= 19.14 years; SD = 1.57 years).

The majority (83.3%) of the participants identified as White (3.3% Asian; 6.2% Latinx, Hispanic, or
Spanish origin; 3.8% Black or African American; 2.4% with multiple identities; 1% did not disclose
their identity). A majority (72.4%) also identified as heterosexual (1.9% gay/lesbian; 15.2% bisexual,
3.8% questioning/unsure; 6.2% other; 0.5% preferred not to answer).

Measures

Friendship quality. The participants completed the 33-item Network of Relationships Inventory
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1985) for their current closest other-sex friend. The measure evaluates
relevant features of relationship quality for the friendship: positive features (companionship,
instrumental aid, intimacy, nurturance, affection, admiration, reliable alliance, and satisfaction) and
negative features (conflict and annoying behavior). The amount of positive and negative features
present in the friendship were rated from 1 (little or none) to 5 (the most).

Behavior problems. The participants also completed the Adult Self-Report (Achenbach & Rescorla,
2003), which assesses internalizing problems (anxious/depressed, withdrawn, and somatic
complaints), externalizing problems (aggressive behavior, rule-breaking behavior, and intrusive
behavior), and other problems. Items were scored on a 3-point scale ranging from O (never) to 2
(often).

Relationship experience. The participants reported on how many other-sex friends they have ever
had since age 11, whether they have ever had a romantic relationship with their current other-sex
friend, and whether they have ever wanted a romantic relationship with their other-sex friend.

Results

Friendship Quality Profiles

K-means cluster analysis grouped the students into six profiles based on their reports of positivity
and negativity with their close other-sex friend (see Figure 1). Students in Profile 1 had a high
quality (high positivity, low negativity) friendship. Students in Profile 2 had a friendship high in
positivity and average in negativity. Students in Profile 3 had a friendship high in both positivity and
negativity. Students in Profile 4 had a friendship that was average in both positivity and negativity.
Students in Profile 5 had a friendship low in both positivity and negativity. Students in Profile 6 had
a friendship low in positivity and high in negativity.

Results (cont.)

Figure 1. Other-Sex Friendship Quality Profiles
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Associations Between Friendship Quality Profiles and Adjustment

A univariate ANOVA was conducted to see whether students in these six profiles differed in their
adjustment outcomes. Post hoc LSD comparisons followed statistically significant main effects.
Means with different letters differ significantly at o <.05. Small effect sizes (ranging from n* = .060 -
1.36) were found for significantly different profiles.

Figure 2. Other-Sex Friendship Quality Profiles and Withdrawn Behavior
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Figure 3. Other-Sex Friendship Quality Profiles and Aggressive Behavior
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Figure 4. Other-Sex Friendship Quality Profiles and Rule-Breaking Behavior
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Results (cont.)

Analyses Involving Experiences with Other-Sex Friends

Figure 5. Other-Sex Friendship Quality Profiles and Number of OS Friends
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Table 1. Chi-Square for Profiles and Previous Romantic Relationship with Friend

Yes No
chi-square analysis
Profile Observed (Expected) Observed (Expected) Total determined that students
1 02 (3.8) 5Qb (46.2) 50 who had previously been
5 3 (1.7) 19 20.3) 52 Ina romgntl_c relationship
with their friend were
3 2 0-8) g (10.2) I more/less likely to be in
4 5 (5.6) 68 (67.4) 73 certain profiles, y 2 (5) =
c | (2.3) 29 27.7) 30 14.846, p=.001 (Cramer’s
V =.267; see Table 1).
. > (1.7) s (20.3) 22 Frequencies with different
Total 16 (16) 192 (192) 208 letters differ significantly at

0 <.05.

Romantic interest in friend. A chi-square analysis did not find any differences between the
profiles and romantic interest in their friend, y? (5) = 5.677, ns. Overall, 55 students wanted
a romantic relationship but 152 did not.

Conclusions/Next Steps

* About one-fourth of the students had a high quality other-sex friendship.

* As expected, students whose friendship was high in quality (Profile 1) tended to have the best
outcomes.

* Students in the low-quality friendship profiles varied in their levels of behavior problem:s.

* Students in Profile 3 scored highest in externalizing behavior problems. Despite their friendships
being high in positivity, they were the highest in negativity.
e Students in Profile 3 also had the highest number of other-sex friends.

e Similar to Shaffer’'s (2001) findings, the majority of college students did not want a romantic
relationship with their friend.

* We plan to collect data for approximately 200 additional participants.

* Re-conducting these analyses with a full data set will allow us to better identify the friendship
quality profiles and to better understand the associations between the patterns of friendship
quality and various aspects of adjustment.

* We also hope to determine whether the findings vary based on gender identity and sexual
orientation.
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