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ABSTRACT 
 
Closeness, which is defined in this circumstance as deep emotional intimacy felt by both or multiple 
parties in a relationship, is a fundamental construct of psychology. However, the general public often hold 
lay beliefs on what they believe produces closeness. It is unclear whether the science of closeness aligns 
with the beliefs of lay people. Through a systematic view of existing literature, such as the hallmark 
studies on self-disclosure and “emotionships”, this work tests the hypothesis that certain factors have 
more of an impact when it comes to the maintenance of closeness and the quality of friendships, while 
other factors commonly associated with closeness by lay people are, in reality, more helpful when it 
comes to the initiation and quantity of friendships. Although lay theories frequently emphasize proximity, 
shared history, and personality as crucial towards maintenance of closeness, the findings suggest that 
these variables are insufficient for long-term closeness. Furthermore, while certain traits significantly 
impact relationship quality, reciprocation of behaviors emerges as the primary driver of closeness. This 
paper concludes that closeness is an active, adaptable state of friendship rather than a fixed product of 
personality or circumstance. 
​
 
INTRODUCTION 
​
When considering the most subjective topics in psychology, one that potentially comes to mind is 
closeness in relationships, primarily between adolescents and adults. Lay people have many beliefs on 
which factors influence closeness, but these factors may mistakenly be attributed to closeness when, in 
reality, they influence the amount of friendships, or quantity. Closeness, which this paper will attribute to 
the quality of friendships or relationships, will be narrowed down from the loose idea of lay people to a 
concrete state one can obtain. 
 
When it comes to these lay people, the Yale Research Lab found that the average individual generally 
seems to believe the idea of closeness being connected to self-disclosure (Clark Lemay et al., 2010). Polls 
conducted on the general public conclude the same thing, tacking on similarity or life stage and proximity 
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as common definitions for closeness in friendships. But, upon further inspection, research does not 
perfectly align with lay people’s assumptions on closeness.  
 
This study investigates the research on what predicts closeness, zeroing in on nine variables and sorting 
them into three groups. These groups include dispositional factors (gender, attachment type, culture, and 
personality), behavioral factors (responsiveness, self-disclosure, and current emotional state), and 
situational factors (proximity and shared history). “Dispositional” refers to: fixed traits out of our control 
and typically unchanging, “situational” refers to: things that usually play a hand in developing a 
relationship, and “behavioral” refers to: behaviors that occur along with the relationship that are 
influenced by the relationship itself. This literary study will dive deep into these three groups, as well as 
which variables people typically associate with closeness and connection (i.e., lay theories).  
 
​
HYPOTHESIS​
 
This paper proposes that the variables with the highest impact on closeness are the ones that belong to the 
“behavioral” group, because they represent the current factors in a relationship, which are ever-changing, 
as opposed to static. The “dispositional” group will have the least impact, and the “situational” will sit in 
a middle zone. The “situational” and “dispositional” factors have the potential to initiate a relationship, 
but not to maintain one. 
 
​
SITUATIONAL FACTORS 
​
Situational factors are, by far, the least connected to an individual themselves; they are rather “random” in 
their emergence. This paper defines situational factors as how relationships are formed and maintained 
through current or past circumstances. The two situational factors that will be covered in this paper are 
shared history and proximity. 
 
Shared history refers to relationships in which one has had a relationship through different life stages, 
such as having grown up together or attending the same schools. Many modern-day relationships are built 
on the foundation of shared history, and seemingly thrive on shared history alone (Rusbult, 1979). There 
was a particular study, however, in which researchers tracked forty-eight pairs of best friends across 
nineteen years, aiming to see whether or not they would stay best friends. While many factors were 
examined over the years, most of the friendships, despite the shared history, did not survive over time due 
to diverging interests and values (Ledbetter et al., 2007).  
  
Proximity, on the other hand, is defined as how physically close one is to a person, or how frequently one 
crosses paths with said person: for example, a friend seen every day at school as opposed to a friend from 
summer camp who lives far away. However, in a study examining how geography impacts adolescent 
friendships, they found that proximity actually does not have much of an impact when it comes to 
closeness. Through data analysis, researchers concluded that proximity was a major factor when it comes 
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to initiating friendship, and that the likelihood of initiating friendship decreased the further two people 
lived away, but the study did not examine how proximity relates to the maintenance of friendships 
(Preciado et al., 2012).  
 
While modern relationships often rely on the familiarity of shared history (Rusbult, 1979), longitudinal 
data indicates that familiarity alone cannot sustain closeness if personal values diverge over time 
(Ledbetter et al., 2007). Similarly, geographic proximity acts as a structural catalyst for initiating contact, 
yet it holds no predictive power regarding the long-term maintenance of closeness (Preciado et al., 2012). 
Taken together, these findings support the hypothesis that situational contexts provide the baseline 
opportunities for friendship or relationship formation, but are insufficient for preserving closeness.  
 
​
DISPOSITIONAL FACTORS 
​
Dispositional factors can be defined, in this paper, as the steady internal characteristics that explain why 
one acts a certain way. Derived from the word “dispositions”, meaning inherent qualities attributed to an 
individual, dispositional factors are typically never or rarely changing, and factors under this umbrella 
will include gender, personality, attachment type, and culture.  
 
When examining closeness, a common assumption is that it differs between men and women. Women’s 
relationships are often seen as more intimate than men’s, with female friendships often being defined as 
“face-to-face” and male friendships as “side-by-side” (Fehr et al., 2004). Studies, however, contradict 
this. In Fehr’s study, both men and women were surveyed on how they would define closeness, and rank a 
list of factors based on what they found the most relevant in terms of intimacy. Interestingly, the rankings 
did not differ between men and women, with self-disclosure generally being a more prominent factor for 
both (Fehr et al., 2004). Results did indicate that women were more conscious about what defines 
closeness than men, but ultimately, they both valued the same things in relationships. This study suggests 
that gender, compared to other factors, is not significantly impactful when it comes to closeness. 
 
Another factor that seemingly influences closeness, arguably the most popular one, is personality, or fixed 
characteristics attributed to a certain person. When it comes to personality, the evidence is inconclusive. 
Extraversion, for example, is often thought of by the general public as crucial to building connections as 
well as maintaining them (Harris & Vazire, 2016). However, studies have indicated otherwise. In a study, 
extraverts, introverts, and their friends were surveyed on friendship quality. While the results reported that 
extraverts had, in fact, rated the quality of their overall friendships higher than introverts rated their 
personal friendships, unexpectedly, their friends did not. The ratings from their friends did not 
significantly contrast between friends of extraverts and friends of introverts, suggesting that extraversion 
is not a prominent factor when gauging closeness between two individuals. This supported the study’s 
hypothesis, concluding that extraversion can increase the quantity of friendships but not the quality.  
 
A similar consensus in this study was reached for two other Big 5 personality traits: openness to 
experience and conscientiousness, which both were linked to quantity but not quality. However, two 
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personality traits—agreeableness and neuroticism—were significantly related to closeness, but in two 
different ways. Through surveys and data analysis, Harris et al. concluded that agreeableness had no 
impact whatsoever on the quantity of friendships but had a positive impact on the quality and 
maintenance of friendships. On the other hand, neuroticism was concluded to have a negative correlation 
with the quality of friendships (Harris et al., 2016). Thanks to this study, it is safe to conclude that 
personality traits that are associated with especially other-oriented focus (e.g., agreeableness) or behaviors 
matter more when it comes to closeness and maintenance of relationships as opposed to personality traits 
that are less dependent on other people’s presence (e.g., conscientiousness). 
 
Building on this idea that some dispositions are more influential on our relationships, the next factor to 
address is attachment type. Attachment type is defined as the behavioral patterns of an individual in 
relation to trust and intimacy in relationships, heavily based on their early years and caregivers. The three 
attachment types are secure attachment (which is associated with a caregiver who is sensitive, warm, and 
responsive), avoidant attachment (which is associated with a caregiver who is cool, rejecting, and 
unsupporting), and anxious-ambivalent attachment (which is associated with a caregiver who responds in 
an inconsistent manner) (Bowlby et al., 1988). Attachment types are deeply intertwined with intimacy in 
relationships as well as communication. For example, someone with an avoidant attachment style may be 
reluctant to communicate or express their wants and needs in a relationship. Thus, this paper can conclude 
that attachment styles play a role in closeness in relationships.  
 
The final dispositional factor is, similar to attachment type, shaped by external factors: culture. 
Gummermun and Keller (2008) asked a younger crowd (ages seven to fifteen) across different countries 
what they would do in certain friendship scenarios. Results revealed a universal emphasis on trust and 
support. However, countries located in the east were found to prioritize moral obligations in friendships, 
which contrasts with the emotional intimacy the west was found to prioritize (Gummermum & Keller, 
2008). Because of these contrasting definitions on closeness across different cultures or backgrounds, it 
can be concluded that culture is also a variable to be taken into account when considering the experience 
of closeness.  
 
Ultimately, personality traits that are connected deeply to behaviors are influential towards closeness, 
along with attachment type and culture. The importance of attachment type and culture supports this 
paper’s hypothesis. Upon further examination, attachment type, personality, and culture, have one very 
important quality attributed to them, and that is flexibility. While core personality typically remains 
constant over time, attachment type can be changed through later relationships, new cultures can be 
adapted, and certain personality traits (such as neuroticism and agreeableness) can be mitigated or 
changed over time. Overall, this section suggests that closeness is not something that comes naturally to a 
certain type of person, but rather it is something formed that anyone can work towards.  
 
​
BEHAVIORAL FACTORS 
​
Aside from the dispositions and situations of an individual, closeness may also depend on how these 
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individuals behave in their relationships. Behavioral factors can be defined as how a person may act 
during interactions, which can vary from relationship to relationship. Known factors that predict closeness 
during interactions include self-disclosure, responsiveness, and current emotional state.  
 
Self-disclosure is defined as the sharing of personal information, from one person to another. Decades of 
studies have found that self-disclosure and closeness are closely intertwined. Specifically, in a hallmark 
study on self-disclosure, participants were first paired up with a complete stranger. They were then given 
forty-five minutes to go through three sets of questions, with the questions getting more and more 
personal. Results reported that these participants felt an immediate closeness to the person they were 
paired up with, and interestingly enough, the researchers deliberately paired up people with opposing 
views (Aron et al., 1997). This study debunks the theory that commonality is necessary for connection, 
and the researchers also found that personality did not affect the results at all. The power within this study 
was entirely due to both the self-disclosure and the reciprocity and responsiveness from both parties. This 
supports the stated hypothesis that behaviors matter more when it comes to connection, as opposed to 
dispositions and situations.  
 
As mentioned before, self-disclosure was not the sole reason this experiment succeeded. Responsiveness, 
which can be defined as the demonstration of engagement in a conversation, was also a key factor. Aron’s 
paper indicates that reciprocity, one form of responsiveness, during the self-disclosure experiment was the 
only way for it to succeed, and other researchers agree with this general idea. They conclude that 
responsiveness is formed through three key components, which include understanding (comprehending a 
partner or friend’s needs), validation (respect for their view of the self), and caring (expressing concern or 
warmth for their well-being) (Reis Gable et al., 2015). This can look like buying a partner or friend their 
favorite snack after a long day, or simply listening to what they have to say in an active manner. These 
three key components, when executed successfully, produce intimacy, trust, and satisfaction, which are all 
crucial to building and maintaining a close relationship. 

 
On the topic of satisfaction, although responsiveness and self-disclosure are important, whether people 
felt their partner was responsive can actually depend on one’s emotional state. A fairly recent study on 
“emotionships” demonstrates this. In this study, participants were presented with five emotional domains: 
cheering up sadness, calming down anxiety, calming down anger, capitalizing on happiness, and 
amplifying anger. They nominated two friends for each category: one who would be effective in 
regulating that emotion and one that would not be effective in regulating that emotion (providing said 
friend’s first name, gender, the person’s relationship satisfaction with that friend, and that friend’s 
effectiveness at regulating that emotion). Later on, during a follow-up, researchers induced these 
emotions in the participants to confirm whether or not they actually relied on the friends they nominated. 
Results indicated that participants did, in fact, rely on their nominations, and even reported feeling closer 
in the moment to the friend that specialized in the emotion they were feeling (Cheung et al., 2014).  
​  
In short, through these studies, it is evident that key behavioral factors (self-disclosure, responsiveness, 
and current emotional state) play a significant role in determining closeness, even if momentary. These 
results are consistent with past research, as responsiveness and emotional states are both connected to 
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self-disclosure, which is a well-known predictor of closeness. So, this supports this paper’s overall 
hypothesis that behavioral factors are the most influential in closeness. The importance of these factors 
indicates that it is not just about who people are and their individual characteristics that maintain 
relationships. It is their behavior.  
 
​
CONCLUSION 
 
Closeness is ultimately defined as the functional quality of a friendship or a relationship rather than a 
passive byproduct of circumstance. Lay theories overemphasize static variables such as fixed personality 
traits, geographic proximity, or shared history. The empirical literature, however, demonstrates that these 
factors primarily influence initial relationship quantity rather than long-term depth. 
 
This distinction is best understood through the lens of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1988). An individual’s 
dispositional attachment type traditionally dictates their comfort with vulnerability and trust. However, 
the findings synthesized in this paper suggest that these dispositional blueprints are not deterministic. 
Instead, real-time behavioral mechanisms such as structured self-disclosure (Aron et al., 1997) and active 
responsiveness (Reis & Gable, 2015) serve as the primary engines when it comes to maintaining 
closeness. Purposeful, reciprocal behaviors can ultimately override avoidant or anxious attachment 
tendencies by consistently validating a partner’s emotional state. Therefore, while situational contexts 
initiate contact and dispositional frameworks guide initial impressions and comfort levels, closeness is 
ultimately an active, highly adaptable state sustained through ongoing behavioral alignment.  
​
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