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Abstract: This study explored the relationship between need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and romantic
relationship quality, as well as the potential underlying mechanisms, including perceived quality of opposite-sex friend
relationships, need fulfillment given by romantic partners and romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends. A total of 98
unmarried Chinese young adults in romantic relationships were participants (females = 45.9%; M = 22.71, SD = 2.81).
The findings from regression, mediation, and moderation analyses indicated need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends
was associated with lower romantic relationship quality. Perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships mediated
the relationship between need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and romantic relationship quality to be higher. The
association between need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and both romantic relationship quality and perceived
quality of opposite-sex friend relationships was moderated by need fulfillment given by romantic partners to be lower
as need fulfillment given by romantic partners increased. Romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends moderated the
association between perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships and romantic relationship quality to be lower
as individuals’ romantic desire for opposite-sex friends decreased. These findings suggest that higher need fulfillment by
romantic partners in opposite-sex friend relationships may lower romantic relationship quality. Based on these findings,

there is need to balance opposite-sex friendships for safety in romantic relationships.
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Introduction

Research suggests that close friendships with individu-
als of the opposite sex can trigger feelings of jealousy
in romantic partners, particularly as the relationship
advances towards commitment (Vanderdrift et al., 2012).
About 68% of adults had previously been friends before
entering a romantic relationship (Stinson et al., 2022),
suggesting that opposite-sex friendships often evolve
into romantic partnerships, with these friends serving
as potential alternatives to romantic partners (Reczek,
2020; Bleske-Rechek & Buss, 2001; Pearce et al., 2021).
Moreover, individuals may dislike their romantic part-
ner’s friends of the opposite sex (Gilchrist-Petty &
Bennett, 2019; Sucrese et al., 2023). Regardless, individ-
uals may seek support from family, friends, and other
sources, leading to reduced dependence on their romantic
partner (Machia & Proulx, 2020; Belu & O’Sullivan,
2020; Schmitt & Buss, 2001). Previous studies have
primarily examined how need fulfillment from romantic
partners and family members affects romantic relation-
ships. However, there has been limited exploration of the
impact of need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends
on romantic relationships (Machia & Proulx, 2020; Belu
& O’Sullivan, 2020; Schmitt & Buss, 2001). Therefore,
this study investigated how opposite-sex friends need
fulfillment explained romantic relationship quality.

Need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and
romantic relationship quality

According to the interdependence theory (Rusbult &
Arriaga, 1997), if an individual’s important needs for

companionship and self-expansion can be met outside of a
romantic relationship, this can reduce dependence on the
romantic partner and affect romantic relationship quality
(Brady & Baker, 2022; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003; Car-
swell et al., 2021). Opposite-sex friends play a significant
role in providing information about mate choice, boost-
ing self-esteem, and confidence (Fulmer, 2023; Lemay &
Wolf, 2016). Individuals tend to form friendships with the
opposite sex based on various criteria such as physical
attractiveness, economic resources, and physical prowess.
However, the selection criteria may be gendered with men
prioritizinge physical attractiveness in their opposite-sex
friends, while women prioritizing economic resources and
physical prowess (Sassler, 2010; Buss & Schmitt, 2019)

When individuals are dissatisfied with their romantic
relationships or fail to find an ideal partner, opposite-sex
friends can serve as an alternative to fulfill mate selection
needs, potentially decreasing romantic relationship quality
(Buss et al., 2017; Graham & Leri, 2019). Romantic rela-
tionship development encompasses the journey from initial
acquaintance to establishing a committed partnership (Joel
& MacDonald, 2021), and attraction and romantic desire
between individuals of the opposite sex are significant
factors in this progression. The study suggests that in
addition to a romantic partner, individuals can have their
needs fulfilled by friends, family, work, and recreation
(Machia & Proulx, 2020).

Perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships
mediation
Some studies have found that external need fulfillment in

Copyright © 2025 The Authors. Published by Tech Science Press.
@ @ This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits unrestricted
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

Journal of Psychology in Africa is published by Tech Science Press on behalf of Africa Scholarship Development Enterprise (ASDE)


https://www.techscience.com/jpa
https://www.techscience.com/
http://doi.org/10.32604/jpa.2025.067155
https://www.techscience.com/doi/10.32604/jpa.2025.067155
mailto:yangby@nwnu.edu.cn

702 Zhao et al.

romantic relationships indirectly predicts romantic rela-
tionship decline by enhancing perceptions of alternative
quality (Machia & Proulx, 2020). Familiarity between
individuals can enhance attraction (Li et al., 2025; Reis
et al,, 2011). Similarly, with the more need fulfillment
given by opposite-sex friends, the higher perceived quality
of opposite-sex friend relationships (Yang et al., 2023).
If an individual’s perceived quality of opposite-sex friend
relationships surpasses that of their romantic relationship,
individuals may choose to end the romantic partnership
and pursue an opposite-sex friend with better perceived
quality. Therefore, need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
friends may influence romantic relationship quality by
impacting individuals’ perceived quality of opposite-sex
friend relationships.

Need fulfillment given by romantic partners moderation
Studies have shown that individuals in satisfying romantic
relationships tend to develop cognitive biases towards
opposite-sex friends, including motivation biases and per-
ception biases (Sels et al., 2021; Vanderdrift et al., 2009).
Motivation bias involves devaluing attractive alternatives
to maintain self-consistency, while perception bias can
either lead to perceiving alternatives as poor quality or
completely ignoring their existence (Auger et al., 2025).
Need fulfillment given by romantic partners reinforces
these cognitive biases by enhancing satisfaction in the
romantic relationship.

However, if a romantic partner fails to meet an individ-
ual’s needs for new resources, ideas, or other requirements,
the assessment biases favoring alternative choices will
weaken, leading the individual to become more inter-
ested in exploring other options (Johnson & Rusbult,
1989; VanderDrift et al., 2009). Consequently, individuals
with high need fulfillment given by romantic partners may
become less concerned about need fulfillment given by
opposite-sex friends. Conversely, they may be interested
in need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends, and may
gradually reduce their reliance on their romantic partners.

Romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends moderation
Opposite-sex friendships with elevated levels of roman-
tic desire are prone to engaging in more interactions
(Aron et al., 2022). For instance, when individuals pos-
sess intense romantic desire for their opposite-sex friends,
they are inclined to escalate their interactions, possibly
resulting in the neglect of existing romantic partners
and a heightened probability of entering into romantic
relationships with these opposite-sex friends (Lemay &
Wolf, 2016). Conversely, if the level of romantic desire
for opposite-sex friends is low, individuals are unlikely to
transition the friendship into a romantic relationship, even
if they perceive the opposite-sex friends as a better alter-
native. Additionally, individuals’ platonic friendships with
opposite-sex friends are often accepted by their romantic
partners, making these friends a common socialization
object for the partners (Worley & Samp, 2014). Therefore,
the impact of perceived quality of opposite-sex friend rela-
tionships on romantic relationship quality may vary based
on an individual’s level of romantic desire for opposite-sex
friends. Hence, we propose specifically, lower perceived

quality of opposite-sex friend relationships on roman-
tic relationship quality, would diminish as individuals’
romantic desire for opposite-sex friends decreased.

Theoretical basis

According to interdependence theory (Rusbult & Arriaga,
1997), higher levels of external need fulfillment are linked
to increased recognition of alternative options. This real-
ization may prompt individuals to acknowledge that their
needs could be satisfied beyond their current romantic
relationships, potentially reducing dependence on their
partners and leading them to contemplate the possibility
of ending the relationship (Liu et al., 2015; Rusbult &
Van Lange, 2003). By the interdependence theory (Rusbult
& Arriaga, 1997), need fulfillment given by romantic
partners can reduce the substitutability of need satisfac-
tion provided by others (see also Van Lange & Balliet,
2015; Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003; Columbus et al., 2021).

The current study

The current study tested a moderated mediation model
(Figure 1) to examine the relationship between need
fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and romantic
relationship quality, with perceived quality of opposite-
sex friend relationships mediation, and need fulfillment
given by romantic partners and romantic desire towards
opposite-sex friends moderation. Our specific hypothe-
ses were:

H1: Need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends
predicts lower romantic relationship quality.

H2: Perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relation-
ships mediates the relationship between need fulfillment
given by opposite-sex friends and romantic relationship
quality for lower romantic relationship quality.

H3: Need fulfillment given by romantic partners
moderates the effect between need fulfillment given by
opposite-sex friends and romantic relationship quality and
perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships so
that predictive effect of on romantic relationship quality,
are diminished as need fulfillment given by romantic
partners increases.

H4: The association between perceived quality of
opposite-sex friend relationships and romantic relationship
quality is moderated by romantic desire so that the effect
of perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships on
romantic relationship quality is diminished as individuals’
romantic desire for opposite-sex friends decreases.

Method

Participants and setting

A convenience of 98 unmarried individuals in romantic
relationships from Northwest China were participants, 53
were male (54.1%) and 45 were female (45.9%). The age
of the participants ranged from 18 to 29 years (M = 22.71,
SD = 2.81), while the duration of their relationships
spanned from 0.5 to 120 months (M = 25.76, SD = 23.25).

Measures

Need fulfillment measure

We utilized the Need Fulfillment Scale (Machia & Proulx,
2020) to assess need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of current study. Note. NFOF (need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends); NFRP (need fulfillment
given by romantic partners); PQOF (perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships); RDOF (romantic desire towards opposite-

sex friends); RRQ (romantic relationship quality).

friends and need fulfillment given by romantic partners,
across 7 dimensions of independence, self-improvement,
self-expansion, caregiving, security, sexual contact, and
companionship (6 items each). Items were on a nine-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree)
to 9 (completely agree). Two sample items were “My
relationship with my current partner fulfills my need for
independence” and “My relationship with my current
opposite-sex friend fulfills my need for independence”.
In this study, the Cronbach’s « coefficients for the Need
Fulfillment Scale (T; to T,) provided by opposite-sex
friends were 0.90, 0.90, 0.91, and 0.92, respectively. The
Cronbach’s o coefficients for the Need Fulfillment Scale
scores (T, to T,) provided by romantic partners were 0.92,
0.94, 0.96, and 0.96.

Romantic relationship quality

Romantic relationship quality based on factors includ-
ing love commitment and breakup considerations (Belu
& O’Sullivan, 2025). Relationship quality as love com-
mitment was assessed using the Chinese version of the
Investment Model Scale (IMS-CR), a scale developed by
Rusbult and revised by Liu (Rusbult et al., 1998; Liu
et al.,, 2015). The love commitment subscale, comprising
seven items, was utilized to measure love commitment.
For example, “I aspire for our relationship to endure over
an extended period”. Participants responded to each item
on a nine-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 9 (completely agree). Higher scores indi-
cated higher levels of love commitment and romantic
relationship quality. Cronbach’s o coefficients for scores
at T; to T, were 0.87, 0.88, 0.88, and 0.86, respec-
tively. Relationship breakup considerations was utilized
the Breakup Consideration Scale to assess breakup consid-
erations (VanderDrift et al., 2009). It consists of five items,
on a nine-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 9 (completely agree). For example, “T almost
told my romantic partner that I wanted to break up with
him/her.” Higher scores indicated higher levels of breakup
considerations and lower levels of romantic relationship
quality. In this study, the Chinese version of the scale was
used, which was translated and revised by several experts
to ensure its alignment with the Chinese background and
context. Cronbach’s o coefficients for scores at T; to T,
were 0.94, 0.94, 0.95, and 0.94, respectively.

Perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships

The Investment Model Scale (Rusbult et al., 1998) sub-
scale consisting of five items was the measure. Each item
is on a nine-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 9 (completely agree), with higher scores
indicating greater perceived quality of opposite-sex friend
relationships (Liu et al., 2015). The original scale is a
general scale that assesses the quality of alternatives. We
adapted it for our research by substituting “other people”
with “opposite-sex friends” to evaluate perceived quality
of opposite-sex friend relationships. One example item
was “My relationship with my opposite-sex friends is
almost ideal”. To ensure cultural relevance, the Chinese
version of the scale, translated and revised by multiple
experts, was employed. The Cronbach’s « coefficients
for scores at T, to T, were 0.90, 0.94, 0.96, and 0.94,
respectively.

Romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends

The study utilized the Romantic Desire Scale (Lemay
& Wolf, 2016), which comprises four items scored on a
five-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely).
Higher scores indicate a stronger romantic desire towards
opposite-sex friends. One sample item was “To what extent
are you interested in dating your opposite-sex friends?” To
ensure cultural relevance, the Chinese version of the scale,
translated and revised by multiple experts, was used. The
Cronbach’s « coefficients for T1 to T4 were 0.86, 0.89,
0.87,and 0.91.

Investment size in love

We employed the Chinese version of the Investment Size
Subscale from the Investment Model Scale (Rusbult et al.,
1998; Liu et al., 2015) to assess the investment size in
love. Participants rated their investment size in love by
responding to five items. Each item was assessed on a nine-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree)
to 9 (completely agree). One example item was “My
partner and I share a lot of memories”. Cronbach’s «
coefficients for scores at T, to T, were 0.77, 0.82, 0.84, and
0.87, respectively.

Procedure

All data used in this study were collected by the authors.
No external, third-party, or publicly available datasets were
employed. The Northwest Nnormal University ethics com-
mittee approved the study. Participants granted consent
to the study to implement at four different time points,
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approximately one week apart. Throughout the study, par-
ticipants had the option to discontinue at any point based
on their personal preferences. The tasks and procedures
were explained and demonstrated by the researcher, and
participants received financial compensation upon comple-
tion of the study.

Statistical analyses

Analysis implemented using SPSS 26.0. Four steps were
involved in the data analysis. First, following the data pro-
cessing methods used in previous research (Gilchrist-Petty
& Bennett, 2019; Machia & Proulx, 2020), this study
generated lagged variables for need fulfillment from
opposite-sex friends and romantic partners at each time
point. The data from T; were duplicated to Ti,; to create
lagged variables. Specifically, a new variable X;_; was
created by copying the data of X (need fulfillment given
by opposite-sex friends) from T; to T,, then from T, to
T;, and from T; to Ty. Similarly, a new variable W,_; was
created by copying the data of W (need fulfillment given
by romantic partners) from T; to T,, then from T, to T;,
and from T; to T,. Ultimately, each subject had three sets
of available data. Need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
friends (X;_,) and need fulfillment given by romantic part-
ners (W,_;) utilized data from three time points, ranging
from T, to T;, while the other variables used data from
three time points, ranging from T, to T,, for the same
subjects. Second, we conducted a regression analysis to
verify H1, and we examined the mediation effect proposed
in H2 using the SPSS Process macro (Model 4). Finally,
to examine the moderation effect proposed by H3 and H4,
the Process macro (Model 22) developed by Hayes was
adopted (Hayes, 2012).

Results

Descriptive analysis and correlation analysis

Table 1 provided the descriptive statistics and correla-
tions summaries of the study variables. Need fulfillment
given by opposite-sex friends showed a positive correlation
with perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships
(r = 040, p < 0.001) and breakup consideration
(r = 0.44, p < 0.001) one week later, while displaying
a negative correlation with love commitment (» = —0.37,
p < 0.001) one week later. Need fulfillment given by
romantic partners was significantly negatively related
to perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships
(r = —045, p < 0.001) and breakup consideration
(r = -0.60, p < 0.001) one week later, and signifi-
cantly positively related to love commitment (» = 0.63,
p < 0.001) one week later. Perceived quality of opposite-
sex friend relationships was significantly negatively related
to love commitment (r = —0.67, p < 0.001), romantic
desire towards opposite-sex friends was significantly neg-
atively related to love commitment (» = —0.64, p < 0.001)
and positively related to breakup consideration (» = 0.61,
p < 0.001), thus supporting H1.

Main effect of need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
friends on romantic relationship quality

As presented in Table 2, when love commitment was
used as the dependent variable, need fulfillment given by

opposite-sex friends significantly negatively predicted love
commitment (8 = —0.21, p < 0.001) one week later. As
presented in Table 3, when breakup considerations were
used as the dependent variable, need fulfillment given
by opposite-sex friends significantly positively predicted
breakup considerations (8 = 0.33, p < 0.001) one week
later. Therefore, H1 was further confirmed.

Perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships
mediation

As presented in Table 2, when love commitment was
used as the dependent variable, need fulfillment given
by opposite-sex friends significantly positively predicted
the perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships
(B = 033, p < 0.001) and negatively predicted love
commitment (8 = —0.21, p < 0.001) one week later.
After adding perceived quality of opposite-sex friend
relationships one week later, need fulfillment given by
opposite-sex friends still significantly negatively predicted
love commitment one week later (8 = —0.09, p < 0.05),
and perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships
significantly negatively predicted love commitment one
week later (8 = —0.37, p < 0.001). Therefore, per-
ceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships plays
a partial mediating role in the relationship between need
fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and love com-
mitment. Bootstrapping results showed an indirect effect,
such that need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends
decreased love commitment through perceived quality of
opposite-sex friend relationships (b = -0.12, 95% CI
[-0.18, —0.07]). Thus, perceived quality of opposite-sex
friend relationships mediated the effect of need fulfillment
given by opposite-sex friends on love commitment, thus
supporting H2.

As presented in Table 3, when breakup considerations
were used as the dependent variable, need fulfillment given
by opposite-sex friends significantly positively predicted
the perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relation-
ships (8 = 0.33, p < 0.001) and breakup considerations
(B = 033, p < 0.001) one week later. After adding
perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships one
week later, need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends
still significantly positively predicted breakup considera-
tions one week later (8 = 0.22, p < 0.001), and perceived
quality of opposite-sex friend relationships significantly
positively predicted breakup considerations one week later
(B = 0.34, p < 0.001). Therefore, perceived quality of
opposite-sex friend relationships plays a partial medi-
ating role in the relationship between need fulfillment
given by opposite-sex friends and breakup considerations.
Bootstrapping results showed an indirect effect, such that
need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends increased
breakup considerations through perceived quality of
opposite-sex friend relationships (b = 0.11, 95% CI [0.05,
0.19]). Thus, perceived quality of opposite-sex friend
relationships mediated the effect of need fulfillment given
by opposite-sex friends on breakup considerations, thus
supporting H2.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1 NFOF,.,) 506 1.86 1
2 NFRP 6.86  1.73 —0.23%** 1
3 PQOF, 333 2.01 0.40%**  —(.45%** 1
4 Love 7.00 1.65 —037%** 0.63***  —(0.67*** 1
commitment,
5 Breakup 281 210 0.44%*%  —(0.60%** 0.60%*** Q. 75%** 1
consideration,
6 RDOF, 1.92 095 0.43%*%  —(.48%** 0.73%*%  —(0.64%** 0.61%*** 1
7 Investment size 591  1.76 —0.04 0.06 0.02 0.16* 0.02 —-0.07 1
in love,

Note. N = 98; *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001; NFOF (need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends); NFRP (need
fulfillment given by romantic partners); PQOF (perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships); RDOF
(romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends).

Table 2. Regression results

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Predictors Love Commitment,, PQOF,, Love commitment,,,
B t B t B t
NFRP 0.55 12.99%** -0.45 -7.69%*%*  0.38 9.57#**
NFOF -0.21 —5.23%x* 033  5.94*%**  —0.09 -2.36%
PQOF -0.37  —10.35%**
R? 0.47 0.30 0.61
F 50.76 25.16 75.77

Note. N =98; *p < 0.05, ¥***p < 0.001; NFRP (need fulfillment given by romantic
partners); NFOF (need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends); PQOF (perceived
quality of opposite-sex friend relationships).

Table 3. Regression results

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Predictors Breakup consideration,, PQOF,, Breakup consideration,,
B t B t B t
NFRP -0.64 —11.82%%** -045 -7.69*%** (048 —8.77***
NFOF 0.33 7.74%** 0.33 5.94%*% 0.22 4 35%%*
PQOF 0.34 6.82%**
R? 0.47 0.30 0.54
F 50.33 25.16 56.32

Note. N = 98; ***p < 0.001; NFRP (need fulfillment given by romantic partners); NFOF
(need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends); PQOF (perceived quality of opposite-sex
friend relationships).

Need fulfillment given by romantic partners and roman-
tic desire towards opposite-sex friends as moderators

Utilizing love commitment, measured one week later, as
an indicator of romantic relationship quality, as shown
in Table 4, the interaction between need fulfillment given
by opposite-sex friends and need fulfillment given by
romantic partners has a significantly predictive influence
on perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships
0.032). This sug-
gests that need fulfillment given by romantic partners

one week later (8 = —0.06, p

acts as a moderator in the initial stages of the media-
tion model, supporting H3. Furthermore, the interaction
between need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and
need fulfillment given by romantic partners significantly
predicts love commitment one week later (8 = 0.12,
p < 0.001), highlighting the moderating role of need
fulfillment given by romantic partners in the relationship
between need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and
love commitment. In addition, the interaction term involv-
ing perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships
one week later and romantic desire towards opposite-sex
friends significantly predicts love commitment (8 =—0.12,
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Table 4. Regression results

Regression equation (N = 98)

Overall fit index

Significance of regression coefficient

Result variable Predictive variables R R? F B SE t 95%CI
PQOF, 0.56 0.32 22.01
NFOF;_) 035 0.06 6.23*%**  [0.24,0.46]
NFRP_1, —0.41 0.06 —6.79%** [-0.53,-0.29]
NFOF_1) x NFRP(_1, —0.06 0.03 —2.16%* [-0.12,-0.01]
Love commitment 0.85 0.72 82.39
NFOF;_,, —0.09 0.03 —2.87** [-0.16,-0.03]
NFRP_1 0.28 0.04 7.85%** [0.21,0.35]
NFOF;_1) x NFRP(_y, 0.12 0.02 7.24*%**  [0.08,0.15]
PQOF, —0.25 0.04 —6.39*%** [-0.33,-0.17]
RDOF;, —-0.21 0.10 —2.16%* [-0.40, —0.02]
PQOF;) x RDOEF, —0.12 0.03 —3.58*** [-0.18,-0.05]
Breakup consideration 0.78 0.61 49.40
NFOF ;) 0.18 0.05 3.68*** [0.08,0.28]
NFRP_1 —0.39 0.05 —7.24*%** [-0.49,-0.28]
NFOF;_;) x NFRP(_y, —0.05 0.02 —2.15% [-0.10,-0.01]
PQOEF, 0.18 0.06 3.09%* [0.07, 0.30]
RDOF, 028 0.14 195 [-0.00, 0.57]
PQOF;) x RDOF, 023 0.05 4.51***  [0.13,0.32]

Note. N = 98; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; NFRP (need fulfillment given by romantic partners); NFOF
(need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends); PQOF (perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships);

RDOF (romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends).

p < 0.001), indicating that romantic desire towards
opposite-sex friends plays a moderating role in the latter
stages of the mediation model, supporting H4.

In order to elucidate this moderating effect, we
categorized need fulfillment given by romantic partners
and romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends into
high and low groups based on one standard deviation
above and below the mean, and then conducted a
simple slope analysis. Figures 2 and 3 illustrate that
when need fulfillment given by romantic partners
was low, need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
friends significantly positively predicted perceived
quality of opposite-sex friend relationships one week
later (B = 0.46, p < 0.001), and also significantly
negatively predicted love commitment one week later
(8 = 030, p < 0.001). On the other hand,
when need fulfillment given by romantic partners
was high, need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
friends still positively predicted perceived quality
of opposite-sex friend relationships one week
later, but with a smaller effect size (8 = 0.24,
p < 0.001), and also positively predicted love commitment
one week later (8 = 0.11, p < 0.01). This suggests that
as the level of need fulfillment given by romantic partners
increases, the predictive impact of need fulfillment given
by opposite-sex friends on perceived quality of opposite-
sex friend relationships and love commitment one
week later gradually diminishes. Additionally, Figure 4
demonstrates that when romantic desire towards opposite-
sex friends was low, perceived quality of opposite-sex
friend relationships significantly negatively predicted
love commitment (8 = —0.14, p < 0.01). Conversely,
when romantic desire was high, perceived quality of

0.2

0.0 —
_-High NFOF

Low NFOF
-0.2 e

-0.4 S
P --¢- Low NFRP

PQOF

-0.6 ¢

08 High NFRP

-1.0

-1.2

Figure 2. Moderating effect of NFRP on the link between NFOF
and PQOF. Note. NFRP (need fulfillment given by romantic
partners); NFOF (need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends);
PQOF (perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships).

opposite-sex friend relationships exhibited a stronger
negative predictive effect on love commitment (8 = —0.37,
p < 0.001). This implies that as romantic desire levels
increase, the adverse predictive effect of perceived quality
of opposite-sex friend relationships on love commitment
gradually intensifies.

Utilizing breakup considerations, measured one
week later, as an indicator of romantic relationship
quality, the moderating effect of need fulfillment given by
romantic partners on the first half path of the mediation
model remained consistent, as shown in Table 4. The
interaction between need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
friends and need fulfillment given by romantic partners
negatively predicted breakup considerations one week later
(B = -0.05, p < 0.05), indicating that need
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Figure 3. Moderating effect of NFRP on the link between NFOF
and love commitment. Note. NFRP (need fulfillment given by
romantic partners); NFOF (need fulfillment given by opposite-
sex friends).
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Figure 4. Moderating effect of RDOF on the link between PQOF
and love commitment. Note. RDOF (romantic desire towards
opposite-sex friends); PQOF (perceived quality of opposite-sex
friend relationships).

fulfillment given by romantic partners moderated
the relationship between need fulfillment given by
opposite-sex friends and breakup considerations,
supporting H3. Additionally, the interaction terms
involving perceived quality of opposite-sex friend
relationships and romantic desire towards opposite-sex
friends positively predicted breakup considerations
(B = 0.23, p < 0.001), showing that romantic desire
towards opposite-sex friends played a moderating role in
the latter half of the mediation model, supporting H4.

In order to elucidate this moderating effect, we cate-
gorized need fulfillment given by romantic partners and
romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends into high
and low groups based on one standard deviation above
and below the mean, and then conducted a simple slope
analysis. Figure 5 illustrate that when need fulfillment
given by romantic partners was low, need fulfillment
given by opposite-sex friends significantly positively pre-
dicted breakup considerations one week later (8 = 0.27,
p < 0.001). When need fulfillment given by romantic
partners was high, need fulfillment given by opposite-
sex friends was not significant in predicting breakup
considerations one week later (8 = 0.09, p = 0.11).
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Figure 5. Moderating effect of NFRP on the link between NFOF
and breakup consideration. Note. NFRP (need fulfillment given
by romantic partners); NFOF (needfulfillment given by opposite-
sex friends).

This suggests that as the level of need fulfillment given
by romantic partners increases, the predictive impact of
need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends on breakup
considerations one week later gradually diminishes. Addi-
tionally, Figure 6 demonstrates that when romantic desire
towards opposite-sex friends was low, perceived quality
of opposite-sex friend relationships did not significantly
predict breakup considerations (8 = —0.02, p = 0.753).
Conversely, when romantic desire towards opposite-sex
friends was high, perceived quality of opposite-sex friend
relationships exhibited a stronger positive predictive effect
on breakup considerations (8 = 0.40, p < 0.001).
This implies that as romantic desire towards opposite-
sex friends increases, the positive predictive effect of
perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships on
breakup considerations gradually intensifies. Meanwhile,
the mediating effect of perceived quality of opposite-
sex friend relationships is moderated by romantic desire
towards opposite-sex friends. Specifically, individuals with
high romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends show
a significant mediating effect of perceived quality of
opposite-sex friend relationships, whereas individuals with
low romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends do
not exhibit a significant mediating effect. Need fulfill-
ment given by opposite-sex friends directly influences
breakup considerations.

Discussion

This study found that need fulfillment given by opposite-
sex friends significantly and negatively impacts romantic
relationship quality. Specifically, individuals who receive
more need satisfaction from their opposite-sex friends
tend to have lower romantic relationship quality. Previous
studies have found that when individuals receive greater
emotional support, intimacy, or value recognition from
sources outside the romantic relationship (e.g., family or
friends), the perceived irreplaceability of their romantic
partner and the functional uniqueness of the romantic
relationship are directly eroded, thereby reducing their
satisfaction and commitment to the existing romantic rela-
tionship (VanderDrift et al., 2012). Furthermore, previous
studies also found that an individual’s need satisfaction
from alternative choices, such as family and friends, can
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influence their romantic relationship quality and even lead
to the belief that their original romantic relationship is
replaceable (Tran et al., 2019). These thoughts not only
diminish the individual’s initial expectations of the roman-
tic relationship and decrease satisfaction, but also decrease
dependence on the romantic relationship and undermine
its quality (Machia & Proulx, 2020; Tran et al., 2019).
According to the interdependence theory, when individuals
have their important needs met by opposite-sex friends,
their satisfaction with these friends and their perception
of alternatives to their current romantic partner increase,
resulting in decreased romantic relationship quality (Van
Lange & Balliet, 2015). This study confirms and elaborates
on the idea that high-quality opposite-sex friendships can
pose a threat to stable and lasting romantic relationships,
with need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends playing
a crucial role in reducing romantic relationship quality.

This study found that perceived quality of opposite-
sex friend relationships mediated the relationship between
need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and roman-
tic relationship quality. In other words, higher need
fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends was associated
with a higher perceived quality of opposite-sex friend
relationships, which in turn played a key role in reduc-
ing the level of love commitment and fostering breakup
considerations (Yang et al., 2023). The interdependence
theory highlights the interconnected nature of relation-
ships, suggesting that an individual’s dependence on their
current romantic relationship is closely linked to relation-
ship satisfaction and potential alternative choices (Sels
et al., 2021; Van Lange & Balliet, 2015). The more need
fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends, the lower satis-
faction with the current romantic relationship, while the
perceived quality of an opposite-sex friend as a potential
alternative increases, ultimately leading to greater breakup
considerations and reduced love commitment (Brady &
Baker, 2022). A higher level of need fulfillment given
by opposite-sex friends is associated with lower com-
mitment to the current romantic relationship, and lower
love commitment levels are often linked to a decline in
romantic relationship quality and breakup considerations
(Yang et al., 2023).

This study found that when an individual’s roman-
tic partner fails to meet their needs adequately, the
cognitive biases (motivation bias and perception bias)
towards opposite-sex friends identified in prior research
may become ineffective (Lydon et al., 2024; Johnson &
Rusbult, 1989), and this loss of cognitive bias leads the
individual to show greater interest in alternative choices;
they may also potentially re-evaluate their opposite-sex
friendships. Moreover, the study found that under these
conditions of low need fulfillment given by romantic
partners, need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends
had a significant negative impact on love commitment
after a week. Conversely, when need fulfillment given by
romantic partners was high, the negative impact on love
commitment was weakened (eventually becoming non-
significant). In fact, need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
friends actually exerted a significant positive influence on
love commitment a week later. This finding aligns with
previous research (Machia & Proulx, 2020; Yang et al.,
2023), suggesting that when romantic partners adequately
fulfill each other’s needs, opposite-sex friendships can
benefit, rather than threaten, romantic relationships. Fur-
thermore, the study illuminated the role of spontaneous
romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends. Heightened
romantic desire towards these friends was found to dimin-
ish the negative predictive effect of perceived friendship
quality on romantic relationship quality, indicating that
individuals with strong romantic desire may be more prone
to consider leaving their partner for the friend (Lemay
& Wolf, 2016). Critically, however, low romantic desire
towards opposite-sex friends acts as a protective factor;
even if these friends meet many needs, the individual is
unlikely to seek a romantic transition, thereby helping to
preserve the quality of the primary romantic relationship.
In summary, these findings collectively offer a nuanced
and fresh perspective for individuals navigating opposite-
sex friendships within romantic relationships, highlighting
the critical moderating roles of both partner need ful-
fillment and self-directed romantic desire towards friends
in determining the impact of those friendships on the
romantic bond.

Implications for research and practice
This study offers insightful theoretical direction and
actionable strategies for individuals within romantic
partnerships who harbor concerns that their partner’s
opposite-sex friends could potentially undermine the sta-
bility of their current relationship. There are a number
of surprising negative effects of romantic relationship
breakups due to reduced romantic relationship quality.
As an important part of need fulfillment, the impact of
need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends on romantic
relationships cannot be ignored. Based on the interdepen-
dence theory (Rusbult & Arriaga, 1997), this study reveals
the internal mechanisms and potential boundary condi-
tions under which need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
friends influences romantic relationship quality, and pro-
vides richer literature support and practical guidance for
the study of need fulfillment and romantic relationships.
This study’s findings suggest that closer relationships
between individuals in a romantic relationship and their
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opposite-sex friends can have a detrimental effect on
their romantic relationship. Perceived quality of opposite-
sex friend relationships serves as a key mechanism
through which need fulfillment given by opposite-sex
friends negatively impacts romantic relationship quality.
As individuals receive more need fulfillment given by
opposite-sex friends, their perceived quality of opposite-
sex friend relationships also increases, with high-quality
opposite-sex friendships being a significant factor in the
decrease of romantic relationship quality.

In addition, romantic desire towards opposite-sex
friends can be seen as a spontaneous perception. When an
individual experiences romantic desire towards opposite-
sex friends, they may mistakenly believe that their friends
reciprocate these desires, leading to increased efforts to
maintain the relationship, such as staying in touch. This
study revealed that as the level of romantic desire towards
opposite-sex friends, the negative predictive impact of
perceived quality of opposite-sex friend relationships on
romantic relationship quality also decreases gradually.
This suggests that individuals in romantic relationships
who have strong romantic desire towards opposite-sex
friends may be more likely to consider leaving their current
partners in favor of pursuing romantic relationships with
these friends (Lemay & Wolf, 2016). However, if an
individual has low romantic desire towards opposite-sex
friends, even if these opposite-sex friends can meet their
many needs, the individual may not be willing to tran-
sition their friendship into a romantic relationship. This
reluctance can help prevent the deterioration of romantic
relationship quality, thus acting as a protective factor in
romantic relationships.

Limitations of the study and future directions

This research also has the following limitations, which
need to be further improved in future studies. (1) This
study ruled out same-sex relationships; future research
could strengthen the design by including those cou-
ples, thereby increasing representativeness. (2) This study
focused solely on unmarried young men and women,
which limits its scope. Future studies could encompass
both unmarried and married individuals to provide a more
comprehensive analysis. (3) This study used convenience
sampling, which limits the generalizability of the find-
ings and may introduce reporting bias. Future research
should employ stratified random sampling across multiple
regions and age groups, and integrate multiple data sources
to improve sample representativeness and measurement
accuracy. (4) This study employs a short-term prospective
design, providing compelling evidence for the causal rela-
tionships among variables. However, it encounters several
challenges in contacting participants weekly over four
weeks, including time conflicts, participant fatigue, and
dropout rates. Future research should refine the study
design and allocate adequate resources and time for long-
term follow-ups to more clearly and reliably elucidate the
causal relationships among the variables.

Conclusion
The study’s results showed that: (1) Need fulfillment given
by opposite-sex friends had a significant negative effect

on romantic relationship quality. (2) Perceived quality of
opposite-sex friend relationships mediated the effect of
need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends on roman-
tic relationship quality. (3) Need fulfillment given by
romantic partners moderates the association between need
fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends and romantic
relationship quality and perceived quality of opposite-sex
friend relationships, the positive effect of Need fulfillment
given by opposite-sex friends on perceived quality of
opposite-sex friend relationships and the negative predic-
tive effect of need fulfillment given by opposite-sex friends
on romantic relationship quality, were diminished as
need fulfillment given by romantic partners increased. (4)
Romantic desire towards opposite-sex friends moderates
the association between perceived quality of opposite-
sex friend relationships and romantic relationship quality,
the negative effect of perceived quality of opposite-sex
friend relationships on romantic relationship quality, was
diminished as individuals’ romantic desire for opposite-
sex friends decreased.
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