
Courtship in cross-sex friendship: novel tests of male financial provisioning 
as a signal and cue of mating interest

Ryan T. Dobson a,1, William Costello b,*,1, David M.G. Lewis c

a Department of Psychology, University of New Mexico, United States of America
b Department of Psychology, University of Texas at Austin, United States of America
c Department of Psychology, Murdoch University, Australia

A R T I C L E  I N F O

Keywords:
Cross-sex friendships
Mating effort
Mate preferences
Parental investment theory
Sexual economics theory
Financial provisioning
Courtship

A B S T R A C T

Cross-sex friendships are often characterized by psychological and behavioral patterns consistent with under
lying mating motivations, and many romantic relationships begin as friendships. Despite the prevalence of 
mating outcomes in cross-sex friendships, little is known about the courtship behaviors in cross-sex friendships 
that translate into these outcomes. Guided by parental investment theory, sexual economics theory, and the 
principle that courtship behaviors are calibrated to the mate preferences of the courted sex, we elaborated and 
tested multiple novel predictions about a candidate courtship behavior in cross-sex friendships: financial pro
visioning. Findings provided robust support for half a dozen sex-differentiated predictions. First, men (N = 147) 
reported that they pay for more of bills shared with cross-sex friends, a perspective corroborated by reports from 
women (N = 441). Second, men's, but not women's, interest in mating with their cross-sex friends predicted their 
financial provisioning behavior. Third, women, but not men, perceived cross-sex friends who financial provision 
them to be more interested in mating with them. Notably, all these findings were explained as between-person 
differences rather than within-person effects. That is, men did not provision some female friends more than 
others depending on their attraction to those specific friends. Rather, some men consistently provisioned across 
their cross-sex friendships, whereas others did not. This pattern suggests that some men are inclined to view 
cross-sex friendships as mating opportunities whereas others do not, which may help explain some of the 
variation in platonic versus mating outcomes of cross-sex friendships. Collectively, these findings offer multiple 
new insights into the psychology underpinning cross-sex friendships.

Cross-sex friendships are frequently characterized by patterns of 
psychology and behavior that suggest such bonds may often be under
pinned by mating motivations. For example, the traits that people report 
desiring in cross-sex friends closely align with the traits they seek in 
mates (Lewis et al., 2011; Lewis et al., 2012; Szymkow & Frankowska, 
2022), approximately 50 % of people report experiencing sexual 
attraction in a cross-sex friendship (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2012; Halatsis 
& Christakis, 2009), and a similar proportion report having had sex with 
a cross-sex friend (Afifi & Faulkner, 2000). A recent meta-analysis also 
found that approximately 66% of romantic relationships began as 
friendships (Stinson et al., 2022).

Despite the prevalence of these mating outcomes that emerge from 
cross-sex friendships, little is known about the means by which people 
signal and perceive mating interest in such friendships. Courtship 

behaviors, also referred to as tactics of mate attraction, are actions 
strategically deployed to attract or escalate a mating relationship by 
signaling desirable qualities to a potential mate (Buss, 1988), and they 
are one pathway by which mating motives may surface in cross-sex 
friendships.

Although both males and females may deploy courtship strategies 
within cross-sex friendships, there are several strong theoretical reasons 
that male-initiated behaviors may be both more frequent and more 
overt, making them a theoretically fruitful starting point for studying 
how courtship manifests in cross-sex friendships. First, although humans 
exhibit mutual mate choice (Stewart-Williams & Thomas, 2013), 
asymmetries in parental investment result in men—the lower investing 
sex—typically competing more intensely for access to mates (Trivers, 
1972). Second, these evolved sex differences are reflected in 
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contemporary social norms, which continue to prescribe that men are 
the primary initiators of romantic pursuit (Eaton & Rose, 2011; Ömür & 
Büyükşahin-Sunal, 2015). Third, empirical evidence shows that men, 
more than women, view their cross-sex friendships as potential mating 
opportunities (Afifi & Faulkner, 2000; Bleske-Rechek et al., 2012; 
Halatsis & Christakis, 2009).

1. Financial provisioning as a courtship tactic

We should expect the precise form of courtship behaviors in cross-sex 
friendships to be guided by the mate preferences of the opposite sex (see 
Buss, 1988 for a detailed discussion of this idea as it applies to explicitly 
mating contexts). Because women, compared to men, incur higher 
obligatory costs of reproduction (e.g., pregnancy, childbirth, lactation; 
Trivers, 1972), their reproductive success has recurrently depended on 
access to long-term investing partners throughout evolutionary history 
(Symons, 1979). These ancestral selection pressures shaped the evolu
tion of female mate preferences for a partner's capacity to acquire and 
willingness to share resources (Buss, 1989).

In contrast, men's reproductive success was more directly limited by 
access to fertile mates than by their partner's provisioning ability, which 
reduced selection pressure for a parallel preference in men (Symons, 
1979). This sex-differentiated preference is cross-culturally robust. 
Across societies, women consistently rank a partner's ability to acquire 
and invest resources as a key criterion in long-term mate choice, 
whereas men do not (see Buss & Schmitt, 2019 for a review). This female 
preference in turn would have created selection pressures for male 
tactics to display traits associated with resource provisioning.

The underlying logic of what is now termed sexual economics theory 
(Baumeister & Vohs, 2004) was first articulated in parental investment 
theory (Trivers, 1972) and extended by Symons (1979), who argued that 
because females of many species, including humans, bear higher 
obligatory reproductive costs, they function as the limiting reproductive 
resource and thus as gatekeepers to sexual access. This framework ex
plains why men, as the lower-investing sex, compete more intensely and 
frequently channel resources into courtship behaviors designed to in
crease their mating prospects. Evidence for this dynamic is widespread 
across species, for example, many male insects provide nuptial gifts 
(Vahed, 1998), and primate males sometimes exchange food for mating 
opportunities (Gomes & Boesch, 2009). In humans, male financial pro
visioning can likewise be understood as a manifestation of this general 
evolutionary pattern.

Robust evidence supports this view. Men, more than women, 
conspicuously display wealth and generosity to attract mates (Buss, 
1988; Kruger, 2008; Schmitt & Buss, 1996; Sundie et al., 2011). Men 
across cultures consistently are more likely than women to use strategies 
focused on acquiring and showcasing material resources to enhance 
their mate value (Apostolou et al., 2023). Experimental research also 
shows that visual exposure to attractive women causes men to elevate 
the importance they place on resource acquisition goals (Roney, 2003), 
and that mating cues prompt men, but not women, to display greater 
economic generosity (Chen et al., 2025). Similarly, men contribute more 
to charity when observed by a female rather than a male or no observer, 
whereas women's generosity does not vary by audience, supporting the 
idea that men's financial generosity may function, in part, as a mating 
signal (Iredale et al., 2008). Men also use gift-giving as a courtship 
strategy, and women tend to interpret such gifts as cues of mating in
terest (Jonason et al., 2009; Komiya et al., 2019). Research also shows 
that both men and women tend to interpret male financial provisioning 
as a flirtation tactic (Kennair et al., 2022; Wade & Feldman, 2016).

Male financial provisioning and conspicuous displays of resources do 
not merely function as honest signals of underlying mate value, but can 
also operate within the more transactional dynamics emphasized by 
sexual economics theory (Baumeister & Vohs, 2004). On this view, men 
channel resources not only to signal their qualities but, in part, to 
cultivate or maintain access to potential mates (Baumeister et al., 2017).

2. The current study

Connecting these three bodies of evidence – (i) cross-sex friendships 
frequently are associated with mating motivations, (ii) women, more so 
than men, have a preference for mates with resource provisioning ca
pabilities, and (iii) selection shaped strategies in men to demonstrate 
such capabilities to women, leads to the hypothesis that men may 
engage in financial provisioning in cross-sex friendships as a courtship 
tactic (Bleske & Buss, 2000).

In line with this hypothesis, which we refer to as the Provisioning as 
Courtship in Friendship (PCF) hypothesis, (1) women report that, when 
they go out with their male friends, those friends more often pay, and (2) 
women, but not men, rate ‘gifts’ and ‘dinners’ as key benefits of cross-sex 
friendships (Bleske & Buss, 2000). These initial contributions by Bleske 
and Buss (2000) were valuable, but their research was characterized by 
several key limitations. First, they did not test whether male financial 
provisioning in cross-sex friendships was actually motivated by mating 
interest. If the PCF hypothesis is correct, then mating interest should be a 
key predictor of men's financial provisioning in cross-sex friendships. 
This was the first central aim of the current paper: to investigate whether 
men's interest in mating with a female friend systematically predicts 
their financial provisioning in cross-sex friendships. This is a new and 
key test.

Another key form of evidence is whether women's financial provi
sioning in cross-sex friendships is not linked to their mating motivations. 
Given that men do not typically prioritize resource investment when 
evaluating potential mates (Buss & Schmitt, 2019), we should not expect 
women who are interested in mating with their cross-sex friends to 
engage in financial provisioning as a courtship tactic. In other words, the 
PCF hypothesis generates the “positive” prediction of a relationship 
between men's mating interest and their financial provisioning in cross- 
sex friendships as well as the “negative” prediction of women's mating 
interest not predicting their financial provisioning. Testing both the 
“positive” predicted effect and theoretically expected “negative” effect is 
a stronger test of a hypothesis than testing the predicted positive effect 
alone (see Lewis et al., 2017). This was the second central aim of the 
current study: to test the theoretically expected absence of a link be
tween mating motivations and provisioning behavior among women 
alongside the predicted association among men, neither of which were 
confirmed by Bleske and Buss (2000).

Another limitation of Bleske and Buss's (2000) work is that it did not 
consider alternative explanations for the observed sex difference in 
financial provisioning in cross-sex friendships. One such alternative is 
that financial provisioning in cross-sex friendships by either sex has 
nothing to do with mating motivations, but rather is simply a conse
quence of people's perceptions of the quality of the relationship. If men, 
more than women, perceived their cross-sex friendships as being higher 
in relationship quality, and these perceptions predict financial invest
ment, the sex difference reported by Bleske and Buss (2000) would 
emerge. Recent work (Wahring et al., 2025) suggests that men benefit 
more from romantic relationships than women because they receive 
relatively greater gains in intimacy and emotional support. Men and 
women may similarly derive sex-differentiated benefits from cross-sex 
friendships, insofar as friendships with women may provide men with 
emotional support and self-disclosure opportunities that are less readily 
available to them in same-sex friendships.

In short, Bleske and Buss's (2000) research cannot rule out this 
alternative account that is unrelated to mating motivations. A third 
central aim of the current paper was therefore to elaborate the pre
dictions generated by the evolutionary, mating-based PCF hypothesis 
and the alternative Friendship Quality (FQ) hypothesis to identify and 
test the hypotheses' divergent predictions, which is key for empirically 
adjudicating between them:

Prediction 1 (generated by both hypotheses): As observed by Bleske 
and Buss (2000), both men and women will report that men pay for more 
of the bill when socializing with their cross-sex friends.
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Prediction 2 (generated by the PCF hypothesis but not by the FQ 
hypothesis): Among men, interest in mating with a female friend will 
predict paying for more of the bill.

Prediction 3 (generated by the PCF hypothesis but not by the FQ 
hypothesis): Among women, interest in mating with a male friend will 
not predict paying for more of the bill.

Prediction 4 (generated by the FQ hypothesis): Among both men 
and women, perceptions of the quality of the cross-sex friendship will 
predict paying for more of the bill.

3. Do women perceive male friends' financial provisioning as a 
cue of mating interest?

An additional form of evidence that could help adjudicate between 
these accounts is women's perceptions of financial provisioning by their 
male friends. If such provisioning is driven by perceptions of friendship 
quality and is unrelated to mating motivations, then there are not 
principled reasons for women to interpret such behavior as an indicator 
of mating interest. However, if the PCF hypothesis is correct and male 
financial investment in cross-sex friendships is a cue to mating interest, 
we might expect women to perceive it as such for at least three broad 
reasons: to proactively cultivate potential mates (Buss et al., 2017), 
preemptively avoid costs stemming from asymmetrical sexual expecta
tions (Koenig et al., 2007), or strategically maintain social alliances for 
other resources (Blake, 2022; Collisson et al., 2020; Orhan et al., 2025). 
Consequently, the PCF hypothesis, but not the FQ hypothesis, generates 
another novel, untested prediction:

Prediction 5 (generated by the PCF hypothesis but not by the FQ 
hypothesis): When women report that their male friend pays for more of 
the bill, they will also report perceiving greater mating interest from 
him.

By contrast, whereas men's financial provisioning is proposed by the 
PCF hypothesis to be a cue of mating interest, women's provisioning is 
not. The PCF hypothesis therefore generates another prediction:

Prediction 6 (generated by the PCF hypothesis but not by the FQ 
hypothesis): When men report that their female friend pays for more of 
the bill, they will not report perceiving greater mating interest from her.

4. Mating interest-linked provisioning as a contextual effect or 
individual difference?

Finally, a key question that no research has addressed to date is 
whether the mating motivations and behavior frequently observed in 
cross-sex friendships are best understood as contextual effects, individual 
differences, or both. A contextual effects perspective on the PCF hy
pothesis entails the idea that, as a man's interest in mating with a female 
friend increases, so too will his financial provisioning behavior toward 
that friend. An individual differences perspective on the PCF hypothesis, 
on the other hand, entails the idea that some men may be more inter
ested in mating with their female friends, and it is these men who will 
engage in more financial provisioning behavior. Both of these perspec
tives could account for a link between mating interest and financial 
provisioning behavior among men, and both are therefore consistent 
with the PCF hypothesis, but they predict distinct effects. Namely, a 
contextual effects perspective suggests a within-man effect (e.g., among 
their female friends, men will report engaging in more financial provi
sioning behavior toward those friends with whom they are more inter
ested in mating). By contrast, an individual differences perspective 
points toward a between-men effect (e.g., between men, those who are 
more interested in mating with their female friends will report engaging 
in more financial provisioning behavior).

To our knowledge, no research on cross-sex friendship has attempted 
to empirically disentangle such within-person (i.e., contextual) and 
between-person (i.e., individual difference) effects. This is a key gap in 
the literature, as both within-person (contextual) and between-person 
(individual difference) effects could account for some of the observed 

variation in the outcomes of cross-sex friendships (i.e., approximately 
50% of cross-sex friendships are associated with mating motivations and 
approximately 50% are not; Afifi & Faulkner, 2000; Bleske-Rechek et al., 
2012; Halatsis & Christakis, 2009), but these effects are very concep
tually distinct from one another. We therefore designed and conducted a 
study that enabled us to isolate within-person versus between-person 
effects and test the multiple novel predictions derived from the PCF 
hypothesis.

5. Method

The current study was approved by the institutional review board at 
University of New Mexico. The full questionnaire and data cleaning files 
can be found at the following link: https://osf.io/8dyqs/? 
view_only=781899619e1b4aac95de1b83b9533f03

5.1. Participants

After removing participants who failed data quality checks2 (n =
106) or reported being asexual or homosexual (n = 44), the final sample 
included 581 undergraduate students who completed an anonymous 
online survey for partial credit toward a research requirement or for 
extra credit in various psychology courses. Data collection occurred over 
the spring 2024, fall 2024, and spring 2025 academic semesters at a 
university in the southwestern United States. Thirty percent of partici
pants identified as Hispanic or Latino, 28% as multi-ethnic, 26% as 
white, 5% as Asian, 4% as American Indian or Alaska Native, 4% as 
Black or African American and 3% as Other. Most participants were 
female (75%) and were almost evenly split between being single (47%) 
or in a committed relationship (seriously dating one person or engaged/ 
married: 45%).3 All participants were at least 18 years-old (M = 21.3, 
SD = 6.8).

5.2. Measures

Participants completed the measures described below about their 
closest cross-sex friend (Friend 1) and second closest cross-sex friend 
(Friend 2). Participants were instructed to not report on cross-sex friends 
who were current romantic partners or family members. Because we 
asked about two friends, we were able to test Predictions 2 through 6 at a 
between-person level (e.g., Do men who are more attracted to their 
friends report paying for more of the bill with their friends?) and a 
within-person level (e.g., If a man is more attracted to one of his two 
friends, does he report paying for more of the bill with the friend he is 
more attracted to, compared to the friend he is less attracted to?).

5.3. Mating interest

Participants were presented with 11 questions designed to assess 
their romantic and sexual interest in their friend, which we subsequently 
refer to as “mating interest.” Several questions were adopted or adapted 
from Szymkow and Frankowska (2022), such as “I am sexually attracted 
to FRIEND4”) and “At this point in time, would you like to go on a 
romantic date with FRIEND?” We also wrote additional questions 

2 For complete transparency, the uncleaned data file and code used to clean 
the data are available on the Open Science Framework.

3 The final ~8% of the sample reported they were casually dating one or 
more people (5.7%, n = 33), were in serious relationship with more than one 
person (1.2%, n = 7), or did not provide their relationship status (1.9%, n =
11).

4 Whenever “FRIEND” is contained within a question, the name, nickname, 
or initials of Friend 1 or Friend 2, provided by participants, was piped into the 
question by the survey software to ensure that participants were responding to 
the correct friend for each question.
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intended to measure participants' perception of their friend as a good 
short-term and long-term romantic partner for themselves (e.g., 
“FRIEND would be a great short-term sexual partner for me” and 
“FRIEND would be a great long-term romantic partner for me”). We 
submitted participants' responses to the 11 questions for each friend to 
an omega analysis to determine the general factor saturation and reli
ability of this general factor (Zinbarg et al., 2005). Omega hierarchical 
was high for both friends, suggesting a high degree of general factor 
saturation and good reliability of a single factor (Friend 1: ωₕ = 0.90, α 
= 0.95; Friend 2: ωₕ = 0.86, α = 0.95). Based on this evidence that the 11 
items were tapping a single underlying latent construct, we used par
ticipants' mean scores across the 11 items as a composite measure of 
mating interest in each friend.

5.4. Perceptions of friend's mating interest

To assess participants' perceptions of their friends' interest in mating 
with them, we asked participants how likely each of their cross-sex 
friends would be to agree to do the following with them: (1) go a 
romantic date, (2) have a one-night stand, or (3) have a friends with 
benefits relationship (e.g., “Do you think that FRIEND would agree to 
have a one-night stand with you?”; 1 = Not at all¸3 = might or might not, 
5 = Definitely yes). Based on the high internal consistency of this three- 
item scale (Friend 1: α = 0.90; Friend 2: α = 0.89), we used the mean of 
these items as a measure of participants' perceptions of each friend's 
interest in mating with them.

5.5. Financial provisioning behavior: bill paying

Following Bleske and Buss (2000), we focused on people's bill-paying 
behavior when they go out with their cross-sex friends. Namely, we 
adapted the measure used by Bleske and Buss to measure if the partic
ipant or their friend was proportionally paying for more: “When you 
hang out with FRIEND and do something that costs money, how do you 
split the bill?” (1 = They tend to pay for a lot more, 4 = We split the bill 
evenly, and 7 = I tend to pay for a lot more). To account for the possibility 
that some cross-sex friendships did not involve activities that cost 
money, we also included an additional response option that enabled 
participants to indicate this.

5.6. Friendship quality

Eight questions assessed participants' perceptions of the quality (i.e., 
value) of each of their cross-sex friendship. Three questions were taken 
from Schneider and Kenny (2000): “There are many times FRIEND has 
given me useful information or advice,” “I often receive emotional 
support from FRIEND,” and “I have fun when I am with FRIEND.” 
Because self-disclosure is a central marker of closeness in friendships, 
both fostering emotional connection and serving as one of the strongest 
predictors of relationship quality and stability (Kito, 2005; Willems 
et al., 2020), we wrote two questions that assessed the degree of 
self-disclosure in friendships: “FRIEND knows a lot of my secrets that 
few other people know,” and “I do not share a lot of personal informa
tion with FRIEND” (reverse scored). Finally, three items assessed par
ticipants' perceptions of the irreplaceability (see Krems et al., 2021; 
Tooby & Cosmides, 1996) of each of their cross-sex friends: “If FRIEND 
and I were no longer friends, it would be hard to replace them,” “I could 
easily start a new friendship that would be as fulfilling as my friendship 
with FRIEND,” and “FRIEND has a lot of desired qualities I really value 
that not many other people have.” All eight questions used a 1–7 Likert 
scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = Neither agree nor disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree). Because the reliability of a general factor of all eight questions 
was good (Friend 1: ωₕ = 0.73 α = 0.87; Friend 2: ωₕ =0.73, α = 0.88), 
we used the mean of the eight questions for each friend as a composite 
measure of the quality of the friendship.

5.7. Statistical analysis

To test study predictions, we ran linear mixed-effects models using 
the R lmer package. We decomposed effects into a between-person 
component (e.g., a participant's mean level of attraction to their cross- 
sex friends) and a within-person component (e.g., a participant's spe
cific attraction to a given cross-sex friend above or below this mean). In 
the first model, we tested Predictions 2, 3, and 4 by regressing bill- 
paying behavior on participants' mating interest, participant sex, the 
interaction between mating interest and sex (Prediction 2: positive as
sociation for men; Prediction 3: no association for women), and 
friendship quality (Prediction 4: positive association among both sexes). 
A second model tested Predictions 5 and 6 – when a cross-sex friend pays 
for more of the bill, women, but not men, will perceive greater mating 
interest from that cross-sex friend – by regressing participants' percep
tions of their friend's mating interest on their friends' bill-paying 
behavior, participant sex, and the interaction between participant sex 
and the friends' bill-paying behavior.

6. Results

The code for analyses and data are available at the following link: htt 
ps://osf.io/8dyqs/?view_only=781899619e1b4aac95de1b83b9533f03

6.1. Prediction 1: Men will pay for more of the bill with their cross-sex 
friends

To test Prediction 1, we ran one-sample t-tests separately for men and 
women comparing their scores to the mid-point of the bill paying item. 
Supporting Prediction 1—and consistent with Bleske and Buss (2000), 
the PCF hypothesis, and the FQ hypothesis—men reported paying for 
significantly more of the bill with each of their cross-sex friends (Friend 
1: M = 4.51, SD = 1.25, t(92) = 3.91, p < .001, d = 0.41, Friend 2: M =
4.60, SD = 1.41, t(99) = 4.26, p < .001, d = 0.43, and women reported 
paying for significantly less of the bill with each of their cross-sex friends 
(Friend 1: M = 3.7, SD = 1.17, t(336) = − 4.64, p < .001, d = − 0.25, 
Friend 2: M = 3.48, SD = 1.23, t(309) = − 7.48, p < .001, d = − 0.42; see 
Fig. 1).

6.2. Prediction 2: Among men, interest in mating will predict paying for 
more of the bill with cross-sex friends

Consistent with the PCF hypothesis (but not predicted by the FQ 
hypothesis), there was a significant between-person effect of mating in
terest on bill-paying behavior: men who were more interested in mating 
with their friends were more likely to pay for the bill in those friendships 
(β = 0.28, SE = 0.09, t(492) = 3.23, p = .001; see Fig. 2 left panel). This 
effect was not present at the within-person level: among men, having 
greater mating interest in one friend relative to the other did not predict 
paying for a larger share of the bill with the friend toward whom they 
had greater mating interest (p = .563; see Fig. 2 right panel).

6.3. Prediction 3: Among women, interest in mating will not predict 
paying for more of the bill with cross-sex friends

Consistent with the PCF hypothesis, among women mating interest 
was not positively associated with bill-paying behavior at either the 
within-person or between-person level. At the within-person level, 
greater mating interest in one friend relative to the other was not 
associated with paying for the bill with the friend they had greater 
mating interest in (p = .142). At the between-person level, we observed 
an effect in precisely opposite to that observed among men: compared to 
women who reported less mating interest in their friends, women who 
had more mating interest in their friends reported paying less of the bill 
(β = − 0.12, SE = 0.06, t(464) = − 2.05, p = .041; see Fig. 2 left panel).
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6.4. Prediction 4: Among both men and women, perceiving a cross- 
friendship to be high quality will predict paying for more of the bill

Study data did not support this prediction generated by the FQ hy
pothesis: having higher quality friendships did not predict paying for 
more of the bill (between person, p = .800), and having a higher quality 
friendship with one friend compared to the other (within person, p =
.974) did not predict paying for more of the bill with the higher quality 
friend.

6.5. Prediction 5: women will perceive greater mating interest from cross- 
sex friends who pay for more of the bill

Consistent with the PCF hypothesis, we observed a between-person 

association: women who reported that their male friends pay for more 
of the bill with them also perceived their male friends to be more 
interested in mating with them, β = − 0.20, SE = 0.05, t(516) = − 4.03, p 
< .001 (see Fig. 3 left panel). However, we did not observe any within- 
person effect: within women, one male friend paying for more of the bill 
compared to their other male friend did not lead to the perception that 
the former was more interested than the latter in mating with them (p =
.171; see Fig. 3 right panel).

6.6. Prediction 6: men will not perceive greater mating interest from cross- 
sex friends who pay for more of the bill

Consistent with the PCF hypothesis, there was no within- or between- 
person associations between bill paying behavior and perceptions of 

Fig. 1. Sex-differentiated patterns of bill-paying behavior with cross-sex friends. 
Note. All four tests compare individual mean to 4, which represents “splitting the bill evenly.” Because hypotheses were directional, one-sided tests were used with 
male means specified as greater and female means specified as less (all p's < 0.001). Numbers in brackets represent 95% confidence interval of d.

Fig. 2. Sex differences in mating interest as a predictor of bill-paying behavior.
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mating interest from cross-sex friends (within person: p = .678, between 
person: p = .051; see Fig. 3).

6.7. Robustness analyses

6.7.1. Relationship status
A key variable in research on mating interest in cross-sex friendships 

is the participant's relationship status (i.e., single versus mated), which 
prior work has demonstrated is associated with experiencing attraction 
in cross-sex friendships (e.g., see Bleske-Rechek et al., 2012). To address 
this, we investigated whether participants' relationship status moder
ated or accounted for the observed findings (full code is available here: 
https://osf.io/8dyqs/?view_only=781899619e1b4aac95de1b83b9533f03. 
If, for example, mating interest predicts provisioning behavior among 
single but not mated men, then we should expect the link between 
male mating interest and provisioning to be statistically moderated by 
relationship status (i.e., a significant relationship status x mating in
terest x participant sex interaction). Alternatively, the link between 
male mating interest and provisioning behavior could disappear 
entirely when relationship status is entered into the model if single but 
not mated men are interested in and provision their female friends. 
The link between men's mating interest and their provisioning of 
cross-sex friends was not moderated by relationship status (relation
ship status x participant sex x mating interest interaction: p = .810) 
and was robust to its inclusion in the model: independent of 
relationship status, interest in mating with a cross-sex friend 
systematically predicted financial provisioning behavior among men 
but not among women (participant sex x mating interest interaction: 
p = .002). A parallel set of analyses on perceptions of mating interest 
yielded similar results: women, but not men, perceived those cross-sex 
friends who engaged in provisioning behavior toward them to be 
interested in mating with them (participant sex x provisioning 
behavior interaction: p < .001), an effect that did not depend on 
participants' relationship status (relationship status x participant sex x 
provisioning behavior interaction: p = .828).

7. Discussion

We observed multiple forms of evidence that provide convergent, 

discriminative support for the Provisioning as Courtship in Friendship 
(PCF) hypothesis. First, replicating Bleske and Buss (2000), both men 
and women reported that men paid for more of the shared bills in their 
cross-sex friendships. Second, men's mating interest predicted their 
financial investment in cross-sex friends, providing evidence for the 
hypothesized sex-differentiated link between provisioning and court
ship. Third, women's mating interest in their male friends was not 
associated with their own financial provisioning, consistent with the 
negative prediction of the PCF hypothesis. Fourth, women, but not men, 
perceived cross-sex friends who paid more of shared expenses as being 
more interested in mating with them. Finally, friendship quality did not 
account for these patterns, providing no support for the alternative 
Friendship Quality hypothesis. Together, these findings provide 
concordant lines of support for the PCF hypothesis and suggest that 
financial provisioning in cross-sex friendships can function as a male 
courtship tactic linked to mating interest.

7.1. Some men treat cross-sex friendships as mating opportunities, others 
do not: individual differences vs. contextual effects

We found consistent evidence for between-person associations in line 
with the PCF hypothesis but no evidence for within-person associations. 
This overall pattern points more strongly toward individual differences 
between men rather than contextual effects. That is, the between-person 
associations and absence of within-person associations observed in the 
current study suggest that some men are more interested than others in 
mating with their female friends, and it is these men who engage in 
financial provisioning behavior toward their female friends, not that a 
given man who is more interested in mating with one of his female 
friends will engage in more financial provisioning behavior toward her 
than his other cross-sex friend. In other words, some men but not others 
may conceptualize female friends as potential mates and systematically 
engage in financial provisioning toward them, whereas other men do 
not. It is worth noting that this apparent individual difference cannot be 
attributed to relationship status.

Our robustness analyses (above) suggest that it is not simply the case 
that single men, compared to mated men, are more interested in mating 
with, and financial provision, their cross-sex friends. Future research is 
needed to elucidate these individual differences between men. 

Fig. 3. Sex-differentiated perceptions of a friend's mating interest as a function of their bill-paying behavior.
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Nonetheless, we present these interpretations as tentative, because this 
is the first study to our knowledge to disentangle such within- versus 
between-person effects in cross-sex friendships, and we encourage re
searchers to further investigate these and other sources of variation in 
the platonic versus mating-motivated nature of cross-sex friendships.

7.2. Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations that warrant discussion, each of 
which points toward valuable directions for future research. First, causal 
conclusions remain beyond the scope of this cross-sectional, self-report 
design. For example, we cannot know for certain whether men are 
strategically attempting to signal mating interest through paying for 
more of the bill, as our study did not directly assess their motives. Nor 
can we determine conclusively whether women perceive mating interest 
from male friends because those friends pay for more of the bill, or 
whether they had already perceived interest and the financial invest
ment merely coincides with it. That said, the observed association be
tween men's mating interest and their financial provisioning, together 
with women's perception of male friends who for paid more of the bill 
when they socialized as having greater mating interest in them, provides 
convergent support for interpreting financial provisioning as a male 
courtship tactic. Future research could make this link even more explicit 
by asking men whether they intend their financial provisioning to signal 
mating interest, and by testing the effectiveness of such provisioning as a 
courtship tactic, either in inducing mating interest or in inviting the 
reciprocal expression of preexisting interest. It would also be valuable to 
ask women directly what cues lead them to perceive mating interest 
from their male friends, and to what extent financial provisioning con
tributes to those perceptions.

Future research is needed to understand the multiple other potential 
reasons for engaging in provisioning behavior in cross-sex friendships. 
Although research shows that women value male provisioning when it is 
directed toward them specifically—both in mating and friendship con
texts (Barakzai & Shaw, 2018; Krems et al., 2023; Lukaszewski & Roney, 
2010)—our finding that some male provisioning behavior is linked to 
mating interest by no means suggests that all such behavior is motivated 
solely by attraction. Another reason that men may engage in such pro
visioning behavior is that it could help cultivate a reputation for gen
erosity (Buss et al., 2020), which could yield multiple downstream 
benefits, including enhanced desirability not only to the focal friend but 
also to her friends and other observers.

Next, because the study sample comprised young adults, the current 
findings may not generalize to friendships across the lifespan. Studying 
college students remains valuable, however, as young adulthood is a 
period when cross-sex friendships are especially common and often 
serve as pathways to romantic relationships (Stinson et al., 2022). 
Future studies should explore whether these patterns also pertain to 
older populations.

Another limitation was that the study's bill-splitting item did not 
specify whether the behavior occurred in dyadic or group contexts. 
Group versus dyadic contexts will be important for future studies to 
consider for several reasons. First, group contexts could attenuate a 
relationship between mating interest and provisioning behavior. For 
example, men interested in a female friend may readily pay in one-on- 
one settings, but be reluctant to do so in group settings where paying 
for a specific individual might be seen as an overly overt courtship signal 
by others in the group. Second, group contexts could also motivate 
provisioning behavior for reasons unrelated to interest in mating with 
the provisioned friend. As outlined above, it is possible that some 
financial provisioning behavior is driven by reputational motives, such 
as conspicuously demonstrating generosity in front of a broader social 
network. Future research should more precisely measure the social 
context of financial provisioning, as it may moderate not only the extent 
to which men provision but also the motivations underlying their pro
visioning or lack thereof.

It is also possible that some women in the current study strategically 
rejected male financial provisioning, such as by insisting on splitting the 
bill, as a soft rejection tactic. Because both sexes tend to interpret male 
financial provisioning as a flirtation tactic (Kennair et al., 2022; Wade & 
Feldman, 2016), accepting such provisioning from a male friend may be 
misinterpreted as reciprocation of romantic or sexual interest. Just as 
accepting provisioning may be interpreted as signaling attraction, 
rejecting offers of financial provisioning may serve as a way to signal 
disinterest. This interpretation is consistent with research showing that 
women often manage mating dynamics through indirect strategies 
rather than explicit rejection (Clark et al., 1999; Wade et al., 2021). Such 
strategies may be particularly important in managing male expectations 
in friendships, especially given men's well-documented tendency to 
overperceive sexual interest from female friends (Koenig et al., 2007). If 
some women strategically decline men's provisioning attempts, this 
could attenuate observed associations between men's mating interest 
and provisioning behavior, thereby masking some instances in which 
men are motivated to provision but are prevented from doing so by 
women's rejection strategies. Future research should systematically 
investigate how women's responses to financial investment function as 
strategic encouragement or rejection tactics within cross-sex 
friendships.

Finally, our sample was WEIRD (Western, Educated, Industrialized, 
Rich, and Democratic; Henrich et al., 2010). Future cross-cultural 
research should assess whether male financial investment in cross-sex 
friendships is a universal or culture-specific mating strategy. The pre
sent finding that men reported greater financial provisioning in cross-sex 
friendships than women emerging even with participants being 
embedded in relatively egalitarian courtship norms, suggests that these 
sex differences are not easily attributable to traditional gender 
conventions.

Future research should test whether these provisioning patterns are 
moderated by broader mating-market ecology. Local sex ratio, for 
example, can shift competitive dynamics and may recalibrate the extent 
to which investment is required to secure mates (e.g., Moss & Maner, 
2016; Walter et al., 2021). In male-biased environments, where 
competition among men is heightened, financial provisioning may 
become a more frequent courtship signal, potentially amplifying the 
observed sex difference. In female-biased environments, by contrast, 
reduced competition may attenuate the magnitude of male provisioning 
behavior.

Socioeconomic status (SES) may similarly moderate these effects, 
because the marginal cost—and thus the signaling value—of financial 
provisioning differs across individuals. Higher-SES men may provision 
more frequently at lower subjective cost, whereas lower-SES men may 
deploy provisioning more selectively when mating interest is especially 
strong. Thus, variation in the magnitude or selectivity of provisioning 
across SES levels would not undermine the PCF hypothesis but would 
instead reflect calibration of courtship effort to ecological and economic 
constraints. Testing the PCF hypothesis across sex-ratio and socioeco
nomic ecologies would help clarify when and for whom male provi
sioning in cross-sex friendships is most pronounced.

7.3. Future theoretical directions

In the current study, we focused only on the Provisioning-as- 
Courtship in Cross-Sex Friendship Hypothesis, which can be thought 
of as one specific derivation of a broader Courtship in Friendship Hy
pothesis. This framework proposes that people deploy mate-attraction 
tactics even within ostensibly platonic friendships, and that the pre
cise form of these behaviors should be guided by the mate preferences of 
the opposite sex. By articulating this overarching framework and 
providing the first empirical evidence for one candidate behavior; male 
financial provisioning, we establish a foundation for the systematic 
investigation of other courtship tactics in cross-sex friendships. Future 
work might extend this framework to other courtship tactics that may 
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surface in cross-sex friendships, such as men displaying traits valued by 
women, like formidability (Sell et al., 2017) and humor (Greengross, 
2014), women emphasizing traits prioritized by men, like physical 
attractiveness (Buss, 1989; Walter et al., 2020), or both sexes derogating 
rivals or their friends' prospective mates (Schmitt & Buss, 1996).

Future research should examine whether cross-sex friends strategi
cally emphasize these qualities more in the presence of cross-sex friends 
toward whom they harbor mating interest. Such work would provide a 
more comprehensive test of the overarching Courtship in Friendship 
Hypothesis and further reveal the range of mating strategies expressed 
in ostensibly platonic friendships. We hope the Courtship in Friendship 
Hypothesis will serve as a useful framework for future research on the 
diverse ways that mating motivations shape friendship dynamics.

8. Conclusion

This study's multiple supported predictions provide convergent evi
dence that male financial provisioning behavior in cross-sex friendships 
is systematically linked to mating interest, and is perceived as such by 
women. Moreover, our study design, which enabled us to isolate within- 
person versus between-person effects revealed previously unexplored 
nuance to these associations. Specifically, the current study data suggest 
that these associations are better explained by stable between-person 
differences in men's propensities, rather than by within-person contex
tual effects. In other words, it was not that the same men provisioned 
more for one female friend over another depending on his level of 
attraction (a within-person effect); instead, some men consistently 
provisioned more across friendships, whereas others did not (a between- 
person effect). These findings suggest that cross-sex friendships are 
associated with mating motivations more for some people than others, 
which may lend insight into the observed variation in the platonic versus 
mating outcomes of cross-sex friendships. We eagerly await future 
research that builds on these initial observations, which can be used to 
help individuals better navigate the complexities of cross-sex 
friendships.
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