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are therefore less common, less stable over time, and often less intimate than intraeth-
nic friendships (Aboud, Mendelson, & Purdy, 2003; Jugert, Noack, & Rutland, 2012). 
Further, some groups, such as Muslim immigrants in Europe, experience a high level of 
stigmatisation and discrimination, both by members of the national majority and other 
minority groups (Güngör, Fleischmann, Phalet, & Maliepaard, 2013). Early adolescence 
marks a particularly sensitive period in terms of the development of interethnic relations 
(Killen & Rutland, 2011). Studying early adolescents’ friendship preferences in multi-
ethnic schools is therefore an important step in order to understand the mechanisms that 
should be targeted to create sustainable multicultural societies. Most previous research 
on interethnic friendships included only a few large groups, often focussing on friend-
ships between mainstream and immigrant children. Research including many different 
groups and also studying interethnic friendships between children representing different 
immigrant groups is still scarce. Against the background of Social Identity Theory (Ta-
jfel & Turner, 1986) and the concept of  perceived cultural distance (Galchenko & Van 
de Vijver, 2007; Hagendoorn, 1995), the aim of this study is to explore the specific pat-
terns of friendships between different ethnic groups in multiethnic schools and the rela-
tive likeability of children from these different groups. 
Interethnic Relations as a Function of Similarity and Status

Similarity is one of the core principles underlying the formation of social relation-
ships (McPherson et al., 2001). This has also been found for children’s friendships 
(Aboud et al., 2003). Children’s first preference is to have friends from their own ethnic 
group. A higher number of in-group members in the classroom has therefore been as-
sociated with higher levels of friendship homophily (Bellmore, Nishina, Witkow, Gra-
ham, & Juvonen, 2007; Titzmann, Brenick, & Silbereisen, 2014). When relationships 
are formed across ethnic boundaries, the degree of cultural similarity – or the opposite, 
perceived cultural distance (i.e. perceived differences in values, attitudes and beliefs) –
plays an important role.  For immigrants, a higher perceived cultural distance between 
the culture of origin and the host country makes it more difficult to adapt to a new coun-
try and establish relationships with members of the mainstream society. This has been 
shown for adult (Galchenko & Van de Vijver, 2007) and adolescent immigrants (Pha-
let & Hagendoorn, 1996). Baerveldt and colleagues found that in a classroom context 
with a higher share of immigrants from countries which are culturally more similar, the 
likelihood of friendships between immigrant and non-immigrant children was higher 
than in a context with a high share of immigrants from culturally more distant back-
grounds (Baerveldt, Zijlstra, De Wolf, Van Rossem, & Van Duijn, 2007). Schachner 
and colleagues found that perceived cultural distance significantly predicted early ado-
lescent immigrants’ and non-immigrants’ intention to befriend each other as well as ac-
tual friendships between these groups (Schachner, Brenick, Noack, Van de Vijver, & 
Heizmann, 2014).
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Abstract
Multiethnic schools provide opportunities for interethnic contact and the development of positive interethnic 
relations. Yet, some children develop such relations more easily than others. In the present study, we were in-
terested in patterns of inter- and intraethnic friendships and the relative likeability of certain ethnic groups in 
ethnically heterogeneous schools. The sample comprised 842 early adolescents (Mage = 11.50 years, SDage = .71; 
53% male) from 64 countries of origin who attend multiethnic schools in Southwest Germany. In line with our 
expectations, interethnic friendships are to a large extent formed on the basis of cultural distance, with more 
friendships occurring between groups that are culturally more similar. Further, the likeability of children from 
different ethnic groups follows the so-called ethnic hierarchy, a rank order of different ethnic groups, which is 
based on perceived similarity with the mainstream group. Interventions to improve early adolescents’ interethnic 
friendships should aim to reduce perceptions of cultural distance and ethnic hierarchies in intergroup settings.

Introduction

Even in culturally diverse societies, members of different ethnic groups often do not 
mix a lot, leading separate lives in different residential areas. In this context, schools 
provide valuable opportunities for interethnic contact and the formation of friend-
ships across cultural and ethnic boundaries. Yet, despite the opportunity for intereth-
nic contact, the preference for friends who are similar is strong. This phenomenon is 
called homophily (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). Interethnic friendships 
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different processes, which have to be considered when interpreting patterns of inter- and 
intraethnic friendships. 
The present study

Our aim was to provide a more detailed picture of intra- and interethnic friendship 
patterns and the relative likeability of different ethnic groups in multiethnic schools. Al-
though there has been an increasing interest in cross-ethnic friendships in recent years, 
the majority of studies differentiates only between a single majority and minority group 
and there are still very few studies looking into networks between a range of specific 
ethnic groups (see Windzio & Wingens, 2014, for a recent exception). 

Against the theoretical background presented above, we can formulate specific hy-
potheses about the friendship patterns that we expect to see:

Hypothesis 1: More friendships will be observed between groups that are culturally 
closer to one another.

Hypothesis 2: The overall likeability of different ethnic groups will follow the order 
of the ethnic hierarchy. Following from this, we also expect that children from higher 
status groups will show higher levels of friendship homophily (hypothesis 2a) and that 
there will be more friendship nominations going from immigrant to German children 
than the other way round (hypothesis 2b).

Method
Participants

Our sample includes 842 students, of whom 490 have an immigrant background 
(Mage = 11.59 years, SD = .74; 52% male) and 352 are ethnically German (Mage = 11.38 
years, SD = .65; 54% male). The majority of children with an immigrant background (N 
= 425) were either born in Germany or migrated when they were very young (M = 4.39 
years, SD = 3.55). Altogether they represent 64 different countries of origin. 
Procedure

Children were surveyed as part of a larger study on acculturation and intergroup re-
lations in the school context. We targeted culturally diverse schools that represented the 
three main secondary school tracks in Germany (low and medium vocational tracks and 
high academic track). Participation was voluntary and subject to permission from school 
authorities and active parental consent. Participation rates were high, with 90% of the 
immigrant students and 89% of the non-immigrant students completing the survey in 
the participating classrooms. 
Measures

Measures used in this study included basic demographic information (sex, age, re-
ligion, and ethnicity) as well as measures of socioeconomic status, perceived cultural 
distance, and questions about children’s friendships within the classroom. Only the mea-

Taking an intergroup perspective on social relationships, individual and group status 
have been identified as additional principles driving relationships between members of 
different groups. Social Identity Theory is based on the assumption that individuals gain 
self-esteem and personal status from being a member of a social group (Tajfel & Turn-
er, 1986). One’s personal status is therefore also dependent on the status of one’s group. 
Thus, giving preference to members of one’s own group over members of other groups 
can also be motivated by a desire to maintain or even enhance the status of one’s group. 
According to Social Identity Theory, intergroup behaviour can be explained as a func-
tion of relative group status, the stability and legitimacy of status differences between 
groups and the permeability of intergroup boundaries (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). In or-
der to enhance their personal status and gain self-esteem, individuals belonging to lower 
status groups can choose from a range of strategies. If group boundaries are permeable, 
they may decide to become part of a higher status group. If these boundaries are not 
permeable, they may try to enhance the status of their own group. Especially if status 
differences are perceived to be illegitimate and the lower status group is being discrim-
inated against, this can enhance identification with the lower status group (Branscombe, 
Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999). At the same time, members of higher status groups may be 
reluctant to engage with members of lower-status groups in order to preserve their sta-
tus. 

Perceived cultural distance from the mainstream culture can also be a source of sta-
tus differences between different ethnic groups in a society (Hagendoorn, 1995). In a 
so-called ethnic hierarchy, different ethnic minority groups can be ranked in terms of 
their status in the mainstream society, which corresponds to their degree of perceived 
cultural distance from the mainstream culture. This order appears to be agreed upon 
by members of different ethnic groups. Groups at the bottom of the status hierarchy 
tend to be most rejected (Verkuyten, Hagendoorn, & Masson, 1996). Previous studies 
revealed that early adolescents and even children are already aware of this hierarchy, 
with those from lower ranking groups reporting to be more discriminated against by 
peers (Verkuyten, 2002; Verkuyten et al., 1996).  In Germany and many other Europe-
an countries, Muslim immigrants are highly stigmatised and rank at the bottom of the 
ethnic hierarchy (Hagendoorn, 1995; Jäckle, 2008). Accordingly, adolescents with a 
Muslim background experience high levels of ethnic discrimination and social exclusion 
(Güngör et al., 2013). Immigrants from Eastern Europe on the other hand are consid-
ered a high status immigrant group. In Germany, many Eastern European immigrants 
are actually the descendants of German families who settled in the area of the former 
Soviet Union in the 19th century- an ancestral connection that warrants special rights in 
the naturalisation process but also implies some cultural and physical similarities with 
members of the German mainstream society. 

Taken together, similarity and status are both relevant in the study of interethnic re-
lations. Although these factors cannot be studied independently, they might elicit slightly 
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questionnaires. This procedure has also been used in other recent studies (e.g., Hamm, 
Brown, & Heck, 2005; Vervoort, Scholte, & Scheepers, 2011) and is less prone to prob-
lems like social desirability or children not knowing the ethnicity of their friends. 

Results
Data Preparation and Sample Descriptives 

As some of the 64 countries of origin are only represented by very few children and 
in order to make the number of cultural groups more accessible for statistical analysis, 
we grouped children into 10 different regions. Regions were formed on the basis of cul-
tural and religious aspects (e.g., Islam in Middle East and North Africa, Catholicism in 
Southern Europe; Central Intelligence Agency, 2012) as well as the immigration his-
tory (e.g., guest workers from Southern Europe, refugees from the former Yugoslavian 
countries on the Balkan; OECD, 2006). Germany and Turkey were the only countries 
making up a region on their own due to the large number of participants from both 
countries. Descriptive statistics by region, including a combined index for the family’s 
socioeconomic standing (affluence and education), religious composition as well as the 
average level of perceived cultural distance, are displayed in Table 1.

sures of children’s friendships and the information about children’s own as well as their 
friends’ ethnicity were used in the analyses of friendship patterns, whereas the other 
variables were used for descriptive statistics of the overall sample and the different eth-
nic groups. 

Socioeconomic status. Children’s socioeconomic status (SES) was measured by the 
number of books in the household, from (1) none or very few to (5) more than 200 
books, as a measure of the educational background of the family (e.g., Bos et al., 2003), 
and the Family Affluence Scale (FAS; Boyce, Torsheim, Currie, & Zambon, 2006; Ger-
man version by Richter & Leppin, 2007). The FAS comprises three items, asking about 
the number of cars in the household – (0) none, (1) one, or (2) two or more, whether 
the child has his or her own room – (0) no or (1) yes, and how many times the family 
has been on holiday during the past year – (0) not at all, (1) once, (2) twice, or (3) three 
times or more. Both measures are frequently used in this age group. As recommended 
for such indices (Vyas & Kumaranayake, 2006), a single factor was extracted in a prin-
cipal component analysis, which explained 36% of the total variance (individual item 
loadings between .45 and .79).

Perceived cultural distance. Different scales were used for immigrant and non-immi-
grant children. Immigrant children rated the perceived distance of their culture of origin 
compared to the German culture. Six items were adapted from Galchenko and Van de 
Vijver (2007) and tapped into private and public life domains (Arends-Tóth & Van de 
Vijver, 2007), such as general way of life, family life, parenting styles and dress (e.g., 
“How similarly or differently do people dress in Germany and your other country?”). 
Responses on a 5-point Likert scale ranged from (1) very similar to (5) very different. A 
single factor structure with good reliability (α = .86) was confirmed. German children 
were asked about the perceived cultural similarity between the German culture and the 
culture of the largest immigrant groups in Germany (later reverse coded as a measure of 
distance) using items adapted from Te Lindert and Van de Vijver (2010). Children rated 
how much they have in common with children from Turkey, Southern Europe, former 
USSR, former Yugoslavia, Eastern Europe, Asia, and other Western Countries, listing 
the most well-known exemplary countries in parentheses where applicable (e.g., “How 
much do you have in common with children from Southern Europe (e.g., Italy, Portu-
gal, Greece)?”)1. Responses on a 5-point Likert scale ranged from (1) almost nothing to 
(5) a lot. A single factor with good reliability (α = .81) could be extracted and the (re-
versed) mean score was used as a general measure of perceived distance between Ger-
man and immigrant children.

Children’s friendships within the classroom. Children were asked to list their five best 
friends in the classroom. We could then match participants’ own demographic infor-
mation (sex, ethnicity) with the information self-reported by the friends on their own 
1Items are based on the largest immigrant groups in Germany according to national statistics (Statis-
tisches Bundesamt, 2013). These groups do not correspond with the regional groups, which were later 
formed to categorise our participant
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Figure 1 
Dendrogram showing hierarchical clustering of regions by the occur-
rence of interethnic friendships between them. 
Black dotted line marks cut-off point for clustering. GE = Germany, TK = Turkey, BA = Balkan coun-
tries, EE = Eastern Europe and former USSR, SE = Southern Europe, ME = Middle East and North 
Africa, WE = Western Europe and North America, AS = Asia, AF = Sub Saharan Africa, LA = Latin 
America and Caribbean.

The dendrogram suggested a five-cluster solution. The first cluster comprised South-
ern Europe, the Balkan countries, Asia, Eastern Europe and former USSR, and Latin 
America and the Caribbean. The second cluster comprised Germany and Western Eu-
rope and North America. The Middle East and North Africa, Sub Saharan Africa, and 
Turkey each formed distinct clusters. As expected, clustering seemed to reflect cultural 
similarity to some extent, with the Southern European regions (Southern Europe and the 
Balkan) and the Western European regions (Germany and Western Europe and North 
America) joining most quickly and regions expected to be culturally most distant from 
Europe joining much later (with the exception of Asia, which forms part of the first 
cluster). The fact that Turkey and the Middle East and North Africa as the two predom-
inantly Muslim regions as well as Sub-Saharan Africa form distinct clusters suggests that 
children from these regions are quite isolated from the other groups. 

In the next step, we assessed the likeability of regional groups amongst children from 
all other groups and how this reflects the ethnic hierarchy (hypothesis 2). We conducted 
loglinear analyses to examine the specific friendship preferences of individuals within 
the ten regions (region of sender and region of receiver were the independent variables) 
and to detect preference and non-preference patterns. We first calculated a main effects 
model by estimating frequencies for every possible combination in the matrix based on 

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics Individual Level by Region of Origin

Note: SES = combined socio-economic status of the family, PCD = perceived cultural distance. Groups or-
dered by group size. a For the German children, the score for perceived cultural distance is the average 
of their perceived distance from the seven biggest immigrant groups in Germany.

 

Analyses of Friendship Networks

To obtain an overall picture of which groups are more or less frequently engaging in 
interethnic friendships between individual group members and to what extent friendship 
clusters reflect cultural similarity between regional groups (hypothesis 1), hierarchical 
cluster analyses were employed by clustering the ten regions. We first computed a 10 × 
10 matrix containing the frequencies of friendship nominations made by individuals of 
each regional group (sender) towards individuals of each regional group, including their 
own (receiver). Based on nominations made by each regional group and controlling for 
regional group size, regional groups were then clustered, using squared Euclidean dis-
tances as the association measure. Individual clusters represent regional groups with the 
highest number of friendship nominations between them (Figure 1).
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which friendship nominations from members of different groups were reciprocated. 
The means of the standardized residuals of the total out-group nominations made and 
received were calculated for every group. The former mean was then subtracted from 
the latter to assess the reciprocation rates of interethnic friendships by region. Negative 
values indicate that a group received more nominations than they actually made, values 
around zero show a balance between nominations made and received, and positive val-
ues indicate that the group made more nominations than it received (see last three rows 
in Table 2). Children from the Middle East and North Africa showed the highest level 
of unreciprocated interethnic friendships, followed by children from Sub-Saharan Afri-
ca and Asia. Children from the Balkan countries were most often nominated as a friend 
by children from other regions without reciprocating it, followed by children from Latin 
America and Caribbean. This pattern partly disconfirmed our expectation that German 
children would be most preferred in terms of the ratio between friendship nominations 
made and received (hypothesis 2b).

Next, we wanted to get a more detailed picture of the patterning of friendship prefer-
ences and non-preferences between regions (see cells off the diagonal in the top part of 
Table 2). German children showed significant non-preferences to children from Turkey, 
the Balkan countries, Middle East and North Africa and Eastern Europe and former 
USSR. These non-preferences were reciprocated. Concerning preferences and non-pref-
erences between all other groups, with few exceptions the patterning was the same be-
tween listings made and listings received by children of every regional group. It seems 
that most of the unreciprocated preferences were going towards groups which are ei-
ther expected to be of higher status in the hierarchy or larger in terms of numeric size 
(which can be viewed as the more powerful groups in the school context).

Discussion
The aim of the present study was to explore early adolescents’ intra- and intereth-

nic friendship patterns and the relative likeability of different ethnic groups against the 
background of Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and research on per-
ceived cultural distance (Galchenko & Van de Vijver, 2007; Hagendoorn, 1995). We 
expected that these patterns would be following principles of similarity and status, with 
more friendships occurring between culturally similar groups (hypothesis 1) and a stron-
ger preference for children from cultural groups ranking higher in the ethnic hierarchy 
(hypothesis 2). These expectations were largely confirmed. In the following, we first dis-
cuss our findings in more detail, then we point out some limitations of our research, as 
well as implications for future research and application. 

In line with our expectation (hypothesis 1), we found that friendship clusters mostly 
emerged between groups that are culturally more similar (e.g., Germany and Western 
Europe and North America). Turkish children and children from Middle East and North 

the total number of listings received and made by every group, controlling for group 
size. This model revealed a poor fit (χ2(81, N = 842) = 529.72, p < .001), suggesting the 
presence of an interaction between senders and receivers. We then looked for deviances 
from this pattern (i.e., if the observed frequency in a particular cell was above or below 
the main effects) by checking the standardized residuals for every possible combination 
of sender and receiver. Positive values above 2 were taken as a significant preference by 
group A for group B, whereas negative values below -2 were classified as a significant 
non-preference by group A against group B (see Table 2). 

Table 2
Standardized Residuals Showing Preferences and Non-preferences by Region

Note: Cells with absolute values above 2 show significant preferences (positive values) or non-prefer-
ences (negative values) and are printed in bold.

Friendship preferences within regional groups are displayed on the diagonal, with 
values above 2 indicating significant levels of homophily. In line with our expectation 
(hypothesis 2a), German children showed by far the highest level of friendship homoph-
ily. This was followed by Turkish children, children from the Middle East and North 
Africa, and children from the Balkan countries. The other groups did not show a signifi-
cant tendency towards friendship homophily. 

We then examined the likeability of different groups by examining the extent to 
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to the high level of stigmatisation of Muslims in most Western societies (Zick & Küp-
per, 2009). This stigmatisation is also experienced by adolescent Muslim immigrants 
and has been associated with high levels of religious affirmation and ethnic maintenance 
(Güngör, Bornstein, & Phalet, 2012). 

In contradiction to hypothesis 2b, German children did not receive more friend-
ship nominations from members of other groups than they made to members of these 
groups. German children’s preference for homophily may still be the driving factor re-
garding interethnic friendships with immigrants; immigrant children simply may not 
nominate German children, as they know the friendship would not be reciprocated. Pre-
vious research has shown that a German orientation toward homophily can be interpret-
ed by immigrant youth as discriminatory, which might even elicit an aversive reaction 
(Brenick, Titzmann, Michel, & Silbereisen, 2012). 

Limitations and Future Directions
Although we could provide interesting insights into early adolescents’ inter- and in-

traethnic friendships, it needs to be emphasised that our study was mainly exploratory. 
There are several limitations, which should be mentioned in particular. Firstly, although 
we are not aware of a study looking at friendship networks in so many different ethnic 
groups, some of these groups in our sample were only comprised of very few partici-
pants. Findings concerning these groups therefore have to be taken with some caution 
and should be replicated with larger subsamples. Secondly, it would be interesting to 
replicate these findings with a network analysis program in order to conduct more so-
phisticated analyses and also include predictors for inter- and intraethnic friendships. 
Thirdly, deeper insights into the process of friendship formation between members of 
different groups would require longitudinal data. 

Conclusion and Implications
Overall, both similarity (in terms of low cultural distance) and status (in terms of a 

group’s position in the ethnic hierarchy) seem to play a role in the formation of early ad-
olescents’ inter- and intraethnic friendships. Since the two are often related, it is difficult 
to establish their unique associations with the patterns observed. Longitudinal and ex-
perimental research could help to get a clearer picture of these unique effects. Regard-
less of these unique effects, our findings suggest that perceptions of cultural distance, 
which also underlie the ethnic hierarchy, provide a suitable target for interventions to 
improve interethnic relations in early adolescence. On the one hand, learning about cul-
tural differences may make them less threatening and easier to bridge in social relation-
ships. Schools provide many opportunities here, both as part of the curriculum and the 
school culture and climate. On the other hand, experiencing different kinds of social 
groups and hierarchies may make ethnic groups and hierarchies less salient. Shifting 
roles and responsibilities as well as seating and working arrangements within the school 

Africa, seemingly similar culturally, were both isolated from the other groups as well 
as each other. There are several possible reasons for this. On the one hand, this may be 
rooted in the high levels of homophily amongst the Turkish children, who form by far 
the biggest and most homogeneous immigrant group. On the other hand, this may also 
reflect an interaction between the different proportion of males in the two groups and 
the high preference for same-sex friends in this age group (Aboud et al., 2003), which 
was also observed in our sample. Finally, there may also be more substantive reasons for 
why children from these two groups do not befriend each other a lot. Historically, there 
have been many conflicts between Turkey and the Middle East (Jung, 2005). These ten-
sions may also have affected the relationship between Turkish and Arab immigrant com-
munities in Germany. 

In line with hypothesis 2, the three groups that were most isolated, children from 
Middle East and North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Asia, were at the bottom of the 
ethnic hierarchy (Hagendoorn, 1995; Jäckle, 2008) and therefore least likely to be cho-
sen as friends by children from regions higher up in the hierarchy. Yet, it is surprising 
that the children who appeared to be most preferred as friends were not German, but 
instead were children from Latin America and the Caribbean and the Balkans. Chil-
dren from the Balkan countries are relatively well adapted compared to other immigrant 
groups (OECD, 2006) and form one of the biggest groups in our sample. They can 
therefore be expected to have a relatively high status as compared to other immigrant 
groups. Given German children’s high level of homophily, for other immigrant chil-
dren the Balkan group may provide the highest status and most accessible alternative to 
befriending German children. It appears that they are especially preferred by children 
from the Middle East and North Africa. As the Balkan region comprises a high pro-
portion of Muslims, the common religion may be the driving factor here. Indeed, reli-
gion has been identified as an important factor driving interethnic friendships in this age 
group (Windzio & Wingens, 2014). The high likeability of children from the Balkans 
also corresponds to findings from Austria, which has an immigrant population similar to 
Germany (Strohmeier & Spiel, 2003). 

Confirming hypothesis 2a, children from Germany showed the highest level of ho-
mophily when group size is controlled. Homophily is also high amongst children from 
Turkey, Middle East and North Africa and the Balkans. There are several possible ex-
planations for this. With regards to German children and children from the Balkans, 
this supports the idea derived from Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) that 
high-status groups are reluctant to engage with members of lower-status groups in order 
to maintain their status. Concerning the Turkish children, the high level of homophily 
may also reflect the homogeneity of the group compared to the other regional groups, 
which each include several countries of origin. Finally, following the rejection-identifi-
cation hypothesis (Branscombe et al., 1999), the preference to make friends within one’s 
own group may also be heightened in the predominantly Muslim groups as a reaction 
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