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Interdependence Theory

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Relationship Science, Communication Studies
Proponents: John Thibaut, Harold Kelley

1. Core Principles

Interdependence Theory provides a foundational framework for understanding the dynamics of
human relationships, positing that the nature of these connections is fundamentally rooted in a
social exchange process. At its heart, the theory asserts that individuals within a relationship
implicitly or explicitly engage in a cost-benefit analysis, striving to maximize their personal rewards
while simultaneously minimizing the costs incurred. This perspective views relationships not merely
as emotional bonds but as ongoing interactions where partners exert influence over each other's
outcomes, leading to a complex interplay of reciprocal dependencies. The success and longevity of
any relationship, from this vantage point, are largely determined by the perceived balance between
the positive experiences and contributions (rewards) and the negative experiences and sacrifices
(costs) that each individual associates with the relationship.

Central to the theory is the premise that individuals are inherently motivated to seek out and
maintain relationships that offer a favorable ratio of rewards to costs. This motivational drive
underlies various relationship behaviors, from initial attraction and formation to ongoing
maintenance and, ultimately, dissolution. Rewards are conceptualized broadly to include any
positive consequence, resource, or gratifying experience derived from the interaction, such as
emotional support, shared activities, or instrumental assistance. Conversely, costs encompass any
negative consequence, effort, sacrifice, or undesirable experience associated with the relationship,
including conflict, compromise, or the depletion of personal resources. The theory suggests that
individuals continually evaluate these outcomes, often unconsciously, against their expectations
and perceived alternatives, shaping their satisfaction with and commitment to the partnership.

Furthermore, Interdependence Theory emphasizes that the outcomes experienced by one
partner are intricately linked to the actions and outcomes of the other, creating a state of mutual
dependence. This interconnectedness means that a decision or behavior by one individual can
significantly impact the rewards and costs experienced by their partner, highlighting the dynamic
and reciprocal nature of relationships. The theory goes beyond simply tallying rewards and costs; it
introduces the critical concepts of the Comparison Level (CL) and the Comparison Level for
Alternatives (CLalt). The CL represents an individual's expectations about the level of rewards
and costs they deserve from a relationship, based on past experiences and observations. The
CLalt, on the other hand, refers to the perceived quality of the best available alternative
relationship or the benefits of being single. These comparison levels serve as crucial benchmarks
against which current relationship outcomes are judged, influencing both satisfaction and stability
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within the relationship (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).

2. Historical Development

Interdependence Theory emerged from the broader tradition of social exchange theories in the
mid-20th century, drawing significant inspiration from economic models and behavioral psychology.
Its foundational concepts were largely developed by social psychologists John Thibaut and
Harold Kelley. Their seminal work, "The Social Psychology of Groups," published in 1959, laid the
groundwork for understanding social interactions as a series of exchanges where individuals seek
to maximize their outcomes. This initial formulation highlighted how individuals' choices and
behaviors are influenced by the expected rewards and costs of their interactions within a group
context. It marked a crucial shift towards viewing social behavior as rational and goal-oriented,
even in the realm of interpersonal relationships.

Building upon this foundation, Thibaut and Kelley further refined and elaborated their ideas
specifically for close relationships in their 1978 book, "Interpersonal Relations: A Theory of
Interdependence.” This work specifically articulated the nuanced ways in which partners' outcomes
are contingent upon each other's actions, introducing the concept of a "matrix of interdependence"
to represent the various patterns of reward and cost exchange. The theory's development was also
influenced by earlier thinkers such as George Homans, who in 1961 published "Social Behavior: Its
Elementary Forms," providing a more general framework for social exchange rooted in
behaviorism. While Homans's work focused on elementary forms of social behavior, Thibaut and
Kelley's contribution was to specifically apply and expand these principles to the complex domain
of intimate relationships, providing a more systematic and detailed model for analyzing relational
dynamics.

Over the decades, Interdependence Theory has continued to evolve and integrate with other
theoretical perspectives within social psychology and relationship science. It has informed and
been informed by theories such as Equity Theory, which adds a component of fairness to the
reward-cost calculus, and various models of commitment and attachment. Modern applications
often incorporate cognitive and emotional factors, moving beyond a purely rationalistic view to
acknowledge the complexities of human psychology in relationships. The theory's enduring legacy
lies in its robust framework for analyzing the structural properties of interdependence, providing a
language and conceptual tools for researchers and practitioners to understand why relationships
form, persist, and sometimes dissolve. Its historical trajectory reflects a progressive refinement
from general social exchange principles to a specialized, comprehensive theory of interpersonal
relationships, maintaining its relevance across various sub-disciplines (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978).

3. Key Concepts and Components
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The operationalization of Interdependence Theory hinges on several interconnected concepts,
each contributing to a comprehensive understanding of relationship dynamics. Foremost among
these are the notions of rewards and costs, which represent the fundamental currency of
relational exchange. Rewards are defined as anything in the relationship that is gratifying,
desirable, or fulfills a need. This can range from tangible benefits like financial support or shared
resources to intangible gains such as emotional warmth, companionship, validation, or the
enjoyment derived from shared activities. Costs, conversely, are the undesirable experiences,
sacrifices, or efforts incurred within the relationship. These might include emotional distress from
conflict, time commitment, financial burden, compromises of personal freedom, or the effort
required to manage disagreements. The theory posits that individuals continuously, though often
implicitly, weigh these rewards against costs to gauge the overall favorability of their relational
outcomes.

The source material specifically delineates four distinct categories of rewards and costs, enriching
the theory's explanatory power: emotional, instrumental, opportunity, and social. Emotional
costs/rewards refer to the positive or negative feelings directly stemming from the relationship.
For instance, receiving genuine affection and support would be an emotional reward, while
experiencing frequent anxiety or sadness due to relational conflicts would be an emotional cost.
Instrumental costs/rewards pertain to the practical help or effort involved. An instrumental reward
might be a partner consistently assisting with household chores, thereby reducing one's workload.
Conversely, an instrumental cost could involve consistently having to perform additional tasks,
such as cleaning up after a partner's mess, which would not be necessary outside the relationship.
These categories highlight the tangible and day-to-day impacts relationships have on individuals'
lives.

Beyond the practical, opportunity costs/rewards address the gains or losses associated with
foregoing alternative opportunities due to the relationship. An opportunity cost occurs when an
individual must give up something desirable, such as a dream job in a distant city, to maintain the
relationship in its current location. Conversely, an opportunity reward might be realizing a
previously unattainable goal, like acquiring a dream home, made possible by a partner's resources
or willingness to relocate to a more desirable city. Finally, social costs and rewards are
determined by the social standing, reputation, and perceived proficiency of the partner. Being
associated with a partner who is highly respected or brings social advantages can be a significant
social reward, enhancing one's own status or opportunities. Conversely, a partner whose actions
or status lead to social embarrassment or disapproval could impose a social cost. The interplay of
these various categories of rewards and costs ultimately informs an individual's overall assessment
of their relationship's profitability and sustainability, influencing their satisfaction and commitment
(Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003).
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4. Applications and Examples

Interdependence Theory offers a versatile analytical lens that can be applied to a wide array of
interpersonal relationships, extending beyond romantic partnerships to encompass friendships,
family dynamics, and even professional interactions. In romantic relationships, for instance, the
theory helps explain why individuals might stay in a relationship despite significant challenges if the
perceived rewards (e.g., emotional intimacy, shared future, social validation) outweigh the costs
(e.g., arguments, compromises) and if alternatives are seen as less appealing. Conversely, it can
illuminate the decision to dissolve a relationship when costs begin to consistently exceed rewards,
or when a more attractive alternative (CLalt) emerges, even if the current relationship is moderately
satisfying. A classic example is a person enduring a difficult long-distance relationship, with the
costs of separation and effort being high, but remaining committed due to the strong emotional
rewards and the belief that no better local alternative exists.

In the context of friendships, the theory explains how shared activities, mutual support, and
enjoyable interactions serve as rewards, while disagreements, unmet expectations, or excessive
demands act as costs. A friendship might thrive because both individuals feel the rewards of
companionship and shared experiences far outweigh the occasional costs of minor conflicts. If one
friend consistently feels exploited or unsupported, perceiving their costs to be high and their
rewards low, and also recognizes that other potential friendships could offer a better balance, the
friendship is likely to weaken or dissolve. Similarly, in family relationships, the theory can clarify
why family members maintain contact despite historical grievances or personality clashes; the
enduring rewards of familial connection, shared history, and unconditional support often outweigh
the costs of navigating difficult personalities or occasional conflicts, especially when the CLalt for
family ties is practically non-existent.

Furthermore, Interdependence Theory has practical applications in fields such as relationship
counseling and negotiation. Therapists can use its principles to help couples identify the specific
rewards and costs in their relationship, challenging them to articulate their comparison levels and
explore perceived alternatives. By consciously examining these components, partners can gain
insight into their own and their partner's motivations, leading to more constructive communication
and problem-solving. For example, a couple struggling with division of labor might use the
framework to identify instrumental costs and rewards, negotiating a more equitable distribution that
increases rewards and decreases costs for both, thereby enhancing overall satisfaction and
commitment. The theory's structured approach provides a robust framework for diagnosing
relationship issues and designing interventions aimed at improving the reward-to-cost ratio for both
individuals (Berscheid & Regan, 2005).

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=31237
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

Interdependence Theory

5. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its widespread acceptance and utility, Interdependence Theory has faced several
significant criticisms, primarily concerning its underlying assumptions and practical applicability.
One of the most prominent critiques revolves around its implicit assumption of rationality in human
behavior. Critics argue that the theory sometimes portrays individuals as overly rational calculators,
constantly weighing rewards against costs in a precise, almost economic fashion. However, human
relationships are often driven by complex emotions, irrational impulses, and unconscious desires
that may not fit neatly into a logical cost-benefit ledger. Love, passion, altruism, and attachment
can lead individuals to make choices that appear economically irrational, such as staying in highly
costly relationships or making significant sacrifices without an expectation of immediate reward.
This overemphasis on rationality may thus oversimplify the profound psychological and emotional
dimensions of human connection.

Another limitation pertains to the inherent difficulty in quantifying rewards and costs. Many
relational outcomes, especially emotional ones, are subjective, abstract, and challenging to
measure empirically. What constitutes a "reward" or a "cost" can vary dramatically between
individuals and across different cultural contexts. For example, a demanding job might be a "cost"
to one partner's free time but a "reward" to the other for the financial stability it provides. This
subjective nature makes it difficult for researchers to objectively assess and compare the reward-
cost ratios, potentially undermining the theory's predictive power. Furthermore, the theory may not
fully account for the dynamic and evolving nature of these values; what is considered a reward at
the beginning of a relationship might become less significant over time, and new costs may
emerge.

Finally, critics also point to the theory's potential for being overly focused on individual self-
interest, sometimes at the expense of communal orientations and shared identity within
relationships. While the theory acknowledges mutual dependence, its emphasis on maximizing
individual outcomes can neglect the aspects of relationships where partners prioritize collective
well-being, engage in self-sacrifice for the other, or develop a strong sense of "we-ness." In such
relationships, decisions might be driven by a desire to benefit the partner or the relationship as a
whole, rather than solely by personal reward maximization. Moreover, the theory's mechanistic
view can sometimes reduce the richness of human interaction to a transactional process,
potentially overlooking the deeper psychological needs, moral obligations, and developmental
aspects that contribute to long-term relational commitment and satisfaction, independent of a strict
reward-cost accounting (Miller, 2015).

Further Reading
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