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This paper will examine the impact of individual and family life
transitions on marital relationships from a social exchange
perspective. The original impetus for this paper evolved out of our
fascination with why some relationships endure over time, at times in
spite of low levels of relationship satisfaction, while others do
not. To address this issue, we originally focused on the mediating
effects of transitional stresses on relationship quality and
stability, but were unable to adequately link the concepts of stress
and transition to the question of why some relationships endure while
others do not. It was clear to us that in order to examine these
issues more thorcughly some thecoretical means of understanding the
issues of stability and change in relationships over time was needed.
To this end, the social exchange paradigm was explored as to the
degree that it met these criteria. Hence, the first part of this
paper deals with a review, critique, and reformulation of the
exchange model as applied to mar1ta1 relationships. In the process
of doing this, the social exchange cqnstructs of relational {
interdependence and commitment will be highlighted. The latter part
of this papen_deals with the potential 1mpa:t5 of individual and
family life transitions qn relationship 1nterdependence, commi tment,
and stability or cohesion.

y

» Social Exchange and the Formation, Maintenance,

' and Breakdown of Intimate Relationships
The major thrust of this section will be the examination and
integration of several social exchange perspectives into a
comprehensive model of dyadic cohesion. Cohesion is defined as a
property of a group that refers to its capacity to resist
dissolution. As such, cohesion can’'be formally defined as- the
resultant of forces acting on members of a group {(or dyad) to remain
in, or exit from, the group. It was chosen here as a central
construct because, as the definition implies, there are a multitude
of factors that contribute to the population of a group remaining
stable over time. .
In order to theoretically examine the variables, contributing to dyadic
cohesion, several social exchange perspectives, derived from- both
sociological and social psychological traditions'will be reviewed and
integrated. In particular, the works of Thibaut and Kelley (1939,
Levinger and Huesmann (1980), Scanzoni (1979), and Altman and Taylor
(1973), among others are considered of central importance in that
they all stress the developmental nature of. relationships while
specxfyxng a variety of factors that contributé to relatlonShlps
being perceived as rewardxng arjd/or stable. Essentially, the paper
w111 develop the view that dyadic cohesion, as derived‘'from these
perspectxves, results from thé& members of the dyad experiencing a
sufficiently hxgh level of relationship interdependence and i
commitment. The paper will further seek to define these component \
aspects by reviewing and integrating the exchange literature.
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Social Exchange and "Inter'p-rsonall Attraction

Exchange theories are a specific case of theories of individual and
collective choice (March, 1970). ~ In. other words, exchange theories
are concerned with the process by which groups or individuals decide
to pursue a particuldr course of  action. For the most part, exchange
principles have been applxed to the xnterpersonal attraction process
(for example, see Walster, Berschied, &% Walster, 1976; Huesmann &
Levinger, 1976; Levinger & Huesmann, 1980). Applied to.the iptimate
interpersonal realm, the basic’ tenets of exchange theory suggest that
people choose one person over another if the one offers more
profitable outcomes. It is important to note, however, that what
constitutes a rewarding interaction is not based exclusively on the
characteristics of the interacting other, but has to’'do with other
factors such as the frequency of reward, the value of the rewardxng
activity, satiation, scarcity, and fatigue. To this end, Levinger
and Huesmann (1980) suggest that in the course of social 1nteractxon
specific behavioral rewards d relational rewards (i.e., rewards’
that are derxved from the nature and quality of the interaction
rather than from the specific behaviors of the interacting other)
help interactants to predict potentxal future,rewards. When the
potential for future rewards isxjudged sufficiently high, -the

. relationship continues to develop. Altman and Taylor’s (1973) Social_

Penetration Theory accounts for ,developing intimacy in relatxonshxps
. usxng a similar exchange model .

*( In addition, Homans (1964) suggests that rewarding interactions are

- qnes in which rewards are distributed judiciously. In this regard,

distributive justice refers to the supposition that people believe .
thak the rewards to participants in interaction should be
proportional tp their investments. Distributive justice, then, refers
+to an individual’s subjective impressions of the amount of rewards
that ought to result from a given amount of investment in a

* relationship. The norm of distributive justice serves as the basis

e for the developmgnt of' the. equaty theor1es of interpersonal

~

5%&5' functioning (see Aﬁgms;'igés' Nilster et al., 1976). .

mw Adams (1965) developed distributive justice into an early version.of
' Equity Theory by proposing that one’s ratios of outcomes to inputs
needs to be equal for interactants to perceive their relationship as
rewarding. Walster et al. (1976) furthered this view by suggesting
that inequity in relationships creates stress for both interactants.
Interactadts in inequitable relationships will attempt to eliminate
their distress by taking actions to restore equity if possible. In
_other words, dating partners form beliefs about the amount of
intimacy that should be derived from a relationship for the amount

invested in that relationghip. When the rule of distributive jﬁgtice‘

or equity is violated,'-stress results and the persorn in the
disadvantageous position is likely to experience anger, complain
about the relationship and, perbaps, ultimately, leave the
relatiaonship. y ’

. - w

To their credit, Hatfield and her colleagues (Hatfield, Utne, %
Traupmann, 1979) have attempted to operationalize Equity Theory by
developing measures to assess the balance of inputs and outcomes in
relationships. Th}s approach, however, seems to suggest that

[c ’
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fairness or equ1ty is of utmost importance in determ1n1ng the degree
of satisfaction a person has with their intimate relatxonshxps. Tt
is suggested here, following the exchange paradigm, that fairness is
simply one ¥actor that goes into. peoples’ assessments of their
relationships. It may be that in some areas of an interpersonal
relationship stress results from inequities while in other areas of
dyadic concern inequities are expected. In addition, viewing equity
or distributive justice as a quantifiable, objective fact seens to
overlook the emphasis that Homins placed on the subjective assessment
of the distribution of rewards ; \ .

In other words, the notion of distributive justice as introduced\by
Homans, offers insight into an important dimension of the exchang
process; that is, the exchange process, ‘to a largé extent, is guided
by the subjective impressions an individual has of both self’s and
other’s rewards and costs in the relationship., This subjective’
component, of the exchange process is further elaborated by Thibaut
and Kelley (1959) and Kelley and Thibaut (l978) in their Theory of
Interdependence.

-

!
The most 1ntere5t1ng aspect of the Theory of. Interdependence stems

from Thifaut and Kelley s analysis of how relationships are evaluated
and thus continued or terminated. They make the shrong assumpton
that the reward——punishment value of an outcome must always be
calculated with reference-to anr interactant’s expectations (Thibaut &
Kelley, 1959). They go ‘on to propose two alternatlve bases for
deriving outcome values. .

L -
The first of these processes is the individual’s Compar1son fevel
(CL),. which they define as the average value of all the outcomes
known to a person, each .outcome weighted '‘by its salience. Each . .
individual comes to a relationship with a backlog of experiences in
other relationships and knowledge cancerning other relationships
based upon observations. All of this information forms a standard
against which the present relationship is judged. All .
characteristics of a given relationship are not wexghted equally,
however, as some will be more salient than others.

Thus, a CL is the standard by which people evaluate the level of
satisfaction with their gutcomes. Outcomes above CL are felt to be
pleasant; outcomes below CL unpleasant. An individual’s CL is based
upon their observations of others in similar situations and prior
experiences. However, the construct of CL by itself does not explain
why people form or maintain, relat1on5h1ps. To this end, Thibaut and
Kelley introduce the construct of Comparison Level for Alternatives
(CL alt).'

A CL alt is dE?ined as the best currently available alternative to
the present relationship. This is to suggest that the CL alt refers
to the lowest level of outcomes that' is equal or superior to those a
person could obtain from some available social relationship or
situation. The less the averag odtcomes in the present relationship
exceed the average available ine&ne best alternative relatlonshxp
(EAe smaller it is relative to CL ‘alt); the dore the person will be |,
tempted to disrupt or leave the preseny relat1onsh1p. It 1s
important to note here, as well, thq{'e person may dtay in a
relationship with outcomes below CL if fhere are not better’
alternatives. This type of relationship is termed a nonvoluntary

—~ i
0 ’ i
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relationship by Thibaut and Kelley.
i Consequently, Thibaut and Kelley suggest that the level.of outcomes

( received relative to CL define the individual’s degree of attraction

to the relationship. Concommitantly, the level of outcomes relative

ta CL alt define the level of dependence on the relatipnship. Thus,
~  according to Thibaut and Kelley, relationships vary in.the degree to
which a person is both attracted to and dependent upon the
relétxonshxp. In other words, by comparing the outcomes derived from
a regatxonshxp (the relative amount of rewards minus costs) to a
person®s CL and CL alt, we get some insight into the degree of
satisfaction and dependence experienced in the relationship and,
thus, some insight into the stability of the relationship. Figure i,
adapted from Roloff/ (1981), contains the six possible combinations of

cutcomes and comparison levels. ‘7‘;
tionship Beatwasn Outcomes, Comparisan Leval,

and Comparison Level for Alternatives g
and Satisfaction and Stability

The Rel

FIGURE 1

7/

Relationshig 1: 0 > CL > CL alt” = Satisfying & Stable )

C Relationship 2: O > Clealt > CL = Satisfying & Stable |
Relationship 3: CL. > 0 > CL alt = Unsatisfying & Stable i
Relationship 4: CL > CL alt > 0 = Unsatisfying & Unstable “r
Relationship S: CL alt > CL > 0 = Unsatisfying % Unstable

~ e "

Relationship 6: CL alt > 0 > CL = .Satisfying & Unstable"

W . -
\ ' ' .
0 = Qutcomes . . ’ )
. CL = Comparison Level
CL alt = Comparisdmn Level for Alternatives '
. . > = GBreater Than o . v

>

»

We see in Relationship 1 that the outcomes are greater than the
comparison level resulting in satisfaction with the-relationship. "To
some degree, the person is also dependent upon the relationship
because the outcomes available are also greater than those availabrle
in an alternative relationship thus. making the relationshipv stable.

- The degree of. dependency on the relatxbnshxp is what differentiates
Relationship 2 from Relatxonsth 1 in that alternatxve relationships
offer greater rewards than is ordinarily expected. If this | oo
relationship is ended, in other words, other acceptable relatxonshxps L o

. exist whergas this is not the case in Relationship 1. *

VatnN
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In Relationship 3, the person’s expectations about relatgonal
outcomes are higher than the outcomes experienced making” the .
relationship unsatis vying. Yet, the person is nonethéless dependent
upon the relationship because the person perceives that aoutcomes are
better than those from alternative relationships. Thus, the
‘relationship is stable and termed nonvoluntary, by Thibaut and

KeJley, because of the high degree of'depegdency and dissatisfactionf

contrast, Relationship 4 involves a person who is also™ .
dissatisfied, but because the person is not dependent upon the
relationship, better than expected outcomes are available in . .
alternative relationships, the relationship is unstable instead of
stable.

Relatxonshxps S and & are the equivalent of no relationship in that
in each casa ‘rewards from alternatives are greater than current
outcomes and expected outcomes. In ‘both instances, the level of
dependence on the relatxonshxp is low, making the relationships
unstable. They differ only in that in Relationship S the person.is
also dissatisfied with the relationship while in Relatxonsh1p 6 the
person is satigfied with tﬁé relational outcomes because they are
greater than expected. . -~

In.- addition to their highlighting the importance of comparative
processes, Kelley and Thibaut (1978), in their latest work, provide a
datailed analysis of the process of relational development. They
suggest that initial exchanges are .evaluated both in terms of tHe
immediate rewards they provide and the potential’ for future rewards
as well. When the potential for future rewards is judged to be
sufficiently high, individuals. seek to negotiate or evolve a more
stable exchange patter'n based upon developinhg their interdependence.
This interdependency is sought in order, to guarantee the continuation
of both high levels of rewards and fairness in the distribution of
rewards to both interactants over time. These latter stages of
relational devalopmeqﬁ, according to Kelley and Thibaut, are outlined
as follows: f’ .. . - ,

I. After initial exchanges, a person may decide to move further -
“into the relationship if there exists the belief that the
rel ationship will be rewarding, nonexploitive, and'continuing.
The exchange partner is thought to be dependent upon the
relatxonshxp, to have a similar interest in the relationship,
and thus is expeqted to act to provide mutual benefits.
- [ ( ,

II. At the next level of involvement, the person feels compelled to
assure the other that rewards will be provided and the other
will not be exploited or abandoned. Such assurances often
involve statements which indicate that one is also dependent
upon the rdlationship, has a similar interest in it, and will
act for their. mutual bemefit,

he well, Step 111 involves a commitment ‘to the

‘ -~ exchang relationship. ' The interactants agree ‘to expand the

exchanges and publically commit themselves tc the relationship.
As a result of publxc commltment, alternative or competin
relationships are d;scouraged and society becomes obligated to
help the relationship. It is at this stage.that .the intention
. to marry is often proclaimed. ‘ +

-~
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IVv. Thxs last stage of relatxonal development is the poxnt at which
couples solidify their 1nterdependence by mutually agreeing
( that future exchanges will be ‘equitable and dependable.

In other words, exchanges proceed from those with a strict interest 1n
immediate gratifications to those concerned: with maintaining a
sufficiently high level of rewards over the long run. In order to do
this, various bargains are struck that are 1ntended to convey the
information that the relationship w111 be nonexploltatxve, equitable,
dependable, as well as rewarding. Nonexploxtat1ve, equitable,
"dependable, and rewarding relationships are characterized as
interdependent.- Interdependent relationships are thought t
. stable because the outcomes available, are above what is erpEtted and
N_e_».a\venlal:)le in alternatives. A reduction in the. level of
xnterdependence experienced, due to changes in the satisfaction thh,
the equity 1n, and/or the nonexploitativeness of the relationship may
result in the relationship becomxng,unstable if better alternatives
are available.

{

. ¢
Scanzoni (1979), - Al tman and TayYor (1973),-and Levinger (1974, 1977,
1979) propose similar models where the overall .process of relational
development is guided by experiencing immediate rewards above one’s
CL and CL alt while concommiténtly forecasting the continuation of
these rewards into the future. In these models, as'xs true with , the
model proposed by Kelley and Thibaut, a point is'reached in a '
relationship where the focus shifts from a,strict emphasis on )
personal gains and rewards to an interest{én extending,the payotffs Y-
()~ over txme in an equitable and dependable ashion. In order to do °
thlS, some bargains are .struck, Scanzoni (1979) refers to this as a
‘ process of negotiation, whereby exchange partners seek to enhance
their interdependence. ° N .
Levinger* (1979), in addition, calls attention to the fact that
relationships dé not necessarily continue to grow. He argues,
instead, that -once having reached an 1nt\rdependent level of:
ret atedness, most relationships detline rather than expand. He has
suggested that declining attraftxons for one’s relat1ona1 partner,
;, rising alternative attractions, and dec11n1ng barriers ‘to relatianal
dissglution (i.e., the .codts of ending a relatichship) are processes

which tontribute to the decline of intimate relationships. A

]

It is clearsthat social psychologists concerned with the formation,
maintenance, and breakdown of- intimate relationships ‘have moved the
exchange paradigm beyond the strict emphasis on rewards and costs. -
It is clear, as well, based upon these penspectives, that rewards and
costs fuhction as a factor in the attraction to\a relationship both
initially and throughout its duration, but that in€§;dependence is
the essential construct that differentiates less committed
relat1onsh1ps from those characterized by greater cohesion. Indeed
Kelley (1967), in hi$ presidential address to APA over 15 years ago,
emphasxted when'referfing to the Thibaut and Kelley framework, that
1nterdependence is the central concept in this approach, not rewards
-and cdsts." Kelley goes on to @ssert: ’

) Rewards and costs, or some Slydlar conCepts of outcomes,
payoff, or reinfor ~3ement, are necessary for the analysis of
interdependence, t'f do not regard .it as the task af the’

~ -~ .
.
. > .
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social psychologist to solve the conceptual and measurement
problems associated with this component of the analysis. If
he does so concéern himself, the social psychologist will not 4
be likely to be able, in the foreseeable future, to get on (
with his analysis of the 1ntr1ns1ca11y social. psycholog1ca1
aspects of . . & "interdependence" . . . o .
. 3
However, .as we turn our attention to the attempts to apply the social
exchange paradigm.to marriage relat1onsh1ps, Kelley’s advice has
often gone unheeded. It will be our contention, as we examine the
attempts at applying exchange principles to marriage relationships,
that thes&e perspectives have not kept pace with current devel opments
in exchange theory. For the mast part, these approaches faogus tob
heavily on the reward/cost constructs wnxle-agnorxng the censtructs
of interdependence and commitment.

A)

\

\

quial Exchang- and Marital Relationships . \
. e -

For the mdst part, the applications of the social eychanée paradigm
to marital relationships has focused on the issues of marital
satisfaction or quality and'stability (Nye, 1982; Lewis & Spanier,
1982, 1Q79). Utilizing the social exchange paradigm of Thibaut and
Kelley (195%9) and drawing on the works of Levinger (1979) on marital
cohesion, Nye suggests that the degree of marital satisfaction’
experienced in a dyad is reflected in the evaluative outcomes
available to the 'interactants, which are the result of the rewards
minus costs in the marriage ‘weighed against uﬁat 1nd1vxduais feel they
deserve. Concomitantly, marital stability is determined by the (
degree of positive affect toward spouses (satisfaction), the
unattractiveness of alternatives to marriage, and the constraints
against the dissolution of the marriage. . '

¢ 0 . ; , .
Lewis and Spanier (1982) further formalize this view and suggest the
following social exchange propositons in their Theory of Marital

-

Quality and Stability: . . ‘ ’ o
1. The greater the dyadic rewards (costs being equal), the greater T
the marital quality. ~ . . . RN

2. The greater the dyadic costs (rewards being equal), the 'less the
marital quality. .

3. The greater the external rewards (outside, alternative
attractions), the less the marital stability. -
b
4. The greater the external "costs of breaking up (normative
constraints to remain married), the greater the marital
stability. R

s

S. The greater the marxtal quality, the Yreater the marxtal

- qtabxlxty. )

. ) ¢
In other words, according to Lewis and Spanier, marital quality is (.
positively influenced by intradyadic rewards (attractions and bonds),

but influenced negatxvely by intradyadic costs (tensions and
conflicts). With reg%rdg to marital stabxlxty, the two persons are

EKC | s L
o o £ . , - . 9
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. kept together. as a marital dyad in part by external costs (the social
, ‘prESSures to remain married) and are tempted by external rewards
a (alternative attractions). In a way, similar to Kelley and Thibaut*®
( (1978), Lewis and Spanxe# suggest that, af!any one point in time, a
\ marxtal relatxonshxp may be characterlzed as more or less, being of:

’ N ’
¢

‘1. High quality and high stability = R v
. IXI. High quality and low stability :
IXI. Low quality and low stability
Iv. Low quallty and high stabxlxty .
, .
In addxtlon, Lewis and Spanier call attentxon ‘to the fact that
coupfbs, over time, may move from one quadrant to another point in
the same quadrant or even into another quadrant, ‘"degendxhg upon” the
+ balance between the rewards and costs on the intradyadic dimehsion -
~and the balance between the costs and rewards extended to’ the dyad."

'y . .
.

Critique of the Social Exchange Views of‘Marriag- Ralationships

. In reviewing these attempts to apply.social exchange pninciples'to
marital quality and stability, we have begfome aware of severai
important limitations. To bedin with, theXconstrdct of comparison
level, central to Thibaut and Kelley s work on.interpersonal

*attractkcm, does not seem to be adequately utxlxzed and developed .in
the works of Nye and Lewis and Spanier.

Essent1a11y, all of these authors make the assertion that rewards and
costs are evalda&ed against some internalized standard of what one
believes one expects or deserves. This is to suggest that what makes
an interaction rewarding is as much some function of one’s
expectatlons as well as the rewarding properties of one’s partner.
Th15 subjectiveness is noted by .Lewis and Spanier when they refer to .
the fact that people may distort the- réwards and costs perceived by
actual*partners when compared to more objective observations. This
leads them to .suggest the need to include the CL in the process of
theorizing about the qualxty of relatxonshlps as an "essential
constant . . . since it is a vital phenomenclogical element for
evaluating the quality aof particular marriages (Lewxs & Spanxer,
1982) . " .- »

‘ R

They go on to suggest that the factbrs' contributing to marital
gquality can be expressed in the following mathematical form:

R .

- MQ = (IR x CL) -~ ({C X CL) {

In this view, marital quality equals fhe intradyadic rewards (IR) in a

marriage times the comparison levels of reéwards for spouses (cL)

minus the 1ntradyad?c costs (IC)wtlmes the comparxson levels of costs

for spouse (CL). .

. It is in the'use of the CL construct in their mathematical equation,
however, that Lewis and Spanier seem to make a conceptual error, by -

( suggesting that the rewards and costs experienced in a relatxonsh1p
are multiplied by some constant, the cl.. It would seem to be more
parsimoniocus with the exchange paradigm, as suggested by Sabatell1
(19812, ¢to deplct marital quality as some functxon of the outtomes

EKC - 1o
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one feels one deserves (CL) subtracted from the outcomes experienced
(Outcomes = Rewards - Costs). .In this way, -as suggested by Thihbaut
and Kelley, if the outcomes one experiences fall above the CL (O >
Qy) the relat1onsh1p is perceived as basically sat1sfactory.
Conversely, if the outcomes fall below the CL (O < CL), the _ '
relat1onsh1p is exper1enced ‘as unsatisfactory. v
) * . &

Though th1s may seem like. unnecassary quibbling about the “correct”

. wa¥ of incorporating the CL construct. into the process of evaluatlng

el t1onsh1ps, tﬁ}s criticism of the Lewis and Spanier equation is

. saen as necessary in that it is essential to a social exchange view-

of relationships to have.a clear conceptualxzatlon of the role of "the
. CL in the process of evaluating relatlonshlps. The CL is the .

standard against which the rewards and costs of participating in a
relationship are judged. JIn the Lewis and Spanier formulation, one
is left uncertain as to how the CL is being used as this comparative
referent when the rewards and costs experienced are multiplied by the-
standard against which the rewards and costs are judged. This has the
consequerice of suggesting that rewards and costs are experienced
'independent of the CL, which is a serious departure from the social
exchange paradigm.

In addxtlon, the robust nature of the CL construct, when fully
developed and utilized, helps the exchange theorist to deal with an
important criticism of the exchange model. Specifically, it is:often
suggested that marriages evidence asymmetrical exchanges and
different levels of rewards and costs. In other words, if one of the
assumptions of the Theory of Interdependence is that rewards are
distributed equitably, thkn how are the apparedt asymmetries that are
often observed in marriages accounted for? o

Cne way of accountlng for this 15, as Lewis and Spanier su

., well as present or past ones. This is to suggest that when/ future
- forecasted rewards are perce1ved to be sufflc1ent1y h1gh,
often willing to’ forega immediate reuards. “In ad
suggest that a further elaboration of the CL construct elps to
% account for -apparent relationship 1nequ1t1es. . .
Specifically, it is our contention that “observed” inequities are.not
necessarily “experienced” inequities if one takes into account the
- importance of the. CL in the process of evaluating a relationship.
(Note, the converse is also true, i.e., observed equity is not
necessarily experienced .as equity.) Observed differences in the
rewards- available to interactants may nonetheless be perceived by the
interactants as fair if they have disparate CL’s. For example, a-
wife stayimg at home with the children all the time while hei husband-
has the freedom to ocxalize and recreate with friends several times a
© week maQiappaar toiEg an 1nequ1ty. The couple, however, may perceive
this as fair if thgtbehavior ,is consonant with their expectations.
It would seem, here agazn, that the social. exchange views of marriage
relationships would beneflt from a further elaboration and focus.on
the importance of the CL. . w

K

-

+
To their credit, Lewis and Spanier polnt out that individual levels of .
satisfactidn and dyadic stab111ty are_capable of change over time.
In their view, the degrre of change 1n’qua11ty and stability is
dependent upon chlanges occurr1ng in the balance between the rewards

.

[KC - o . B ‘ .
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and costs on the intradyadic dimension, and the balance betweeh the
rewards and costs external to the dyad, respectively. This
assertion, along with the proposition that higher - 'marital gquality is
associated with greater marital stability leéads to the conclusxon
that the lowering of the balance between the rewards and COSts on the
intradyadic dimension leads to an increase in the balance betwﬂen
rewards and costs external to the dyad. Two questions thus arise:
MWhat factors account for changes in the balance between the rewards
and costs on the intradyadic dimension? and How do changes in
marital qualxty, or the balance between the rewards and costs on tge
intradyadic dimension, lead to changes in marxtal stability? It >
would seem that a social exchange view of marital reélationships would
have to address these issues if exchange theory is to have relevance
to the understanding of stability and change- in relationships over
the family life cycle.

- [ &

Addressing the factors that potentially account for changes in the
balance,of rewards and costs on the 1ntradyad1c dimension fxrst, the
CL construct is seen agdin as central in importance. Consistent with
the exchange paradigm, changes in satisfaction or outcomes over time
may result from changes in the rewards and costs of participaeting in
a relationship (holding constant gne’s CL), or by changes occurring
in one’s CL, i.e., changes in what one feels one deserves (holding -
constant the rewards and costs), or By changes occuring
simultaneously in both rewards/costs and the CL. This is a necessary
addition to an exchange model of marital relationships in that it
allows for some way of understanding changes in perceivdd
satisfactions derived from a relationship and the compléxities
involved in the process. In addition, this is an important aspéct of
any attempt to understand changes in perceptions of rélationships
over the course of the family life cycle, an. area of concern we will
deal with later. '
As for the issue of how changes in marital quality lead to changes in
stability,’ Lewis, and Spanxer seem to suggest that qualxty i's only
tseful in understanding the decision to leave a relatxonshxp in that
quality, ‘when sufficiently high, makes it more_dxffxcplt to find a
more rewarding alternative. Implicit insthis view is a héavy
emphasis on rewards and costs, the assumption that one is constantly
evaluating alternatives and that the avaxlabxlxty/unavaxlabxlxty of.
alternatives determines one’s commitment to the relat1onsh3p.
It would seem that a view of the.interrelationship between . )
satisfaction or qualxty and stability more parsimonicus with erchange
theories by neCesxty must go beyond the focus on rewards/costs in
relationships and alternatives to a focus on the evolution of marital
interdependence and commitment. Essentially, the stapce taken here ig
that ,a heavy émphasxs on the balance between rewards and costs
ignores a central characteristic of more. invol ved relatxonshxps,
i.e., they also seek to guarafitee the continuance of rewa(ds in a
fair and equitable way by developing” a sufficiently high Ievel of
'relatxonal interdependence. For example, the presence of altruistic
behévxors, which are often thought to be unxnterpretable from an
exchange perspective (Nye, 1979), are understandable in an
interdependent relatxonshxp in that they are-a means of communicating
a concern thh one’s partner’s rewards and a desire to have
relational rewards be. fairly distributed-in the fature. In addxtxpn.
the heavy focus on relational rewards and costs rather than relational

s
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interdependence, sees relatiqnai commi tment, i.é., the predisposition
to continue or discontinue a relationship, as some functibn of the
rewards available in alternative relationships which are continuously
monitored over the-course of a relationship. Thisg rikes us as a
rather limited view of commitment whicl leads us to explore the
relationships between interdependenceé and commitigent. The next
section will examine these constructs from a social exchange
perspective.

Interdepandence and Commitment in Marriage

As noted above, the central focus of an exchange perspective of
ongoing relationships is the construct of interdependence. This
section examines this construct more closely. It will be our
contention that future research and theory on social exchange and
marital relationships will need to expand their focus from an
emphasis on marital quality and stability to a focus on marital
interdependence and stability. In addition, it will become clear
that in order to more fully understand the relationships between
marital interdependence and stability that the role of relat1ona1
commi tment needs to be further developed.

Sdcial Exchange Views of Interdependence. Interdependence subsumes °
the presence of at least two individuals who have some investment in
.relating with each other. Kelley and Thibaut (1978), Leik and Leik
(1977), and Scanzoni (1979) all suggest that with increased exposure
and behavioral interactions there builds a sense of interdependece
between the members of the dyadic relationship. With increased
frequency and duration of relating there develops a sense of ..
confidence and trust as demonstrated one to the other. Furthermore,
with time, there develops a sense of consistency of relating so that
one actor’s behavior might appear to be predictable to the other.
This predictability arises from relationship trust and actors’
confidence in their "knowledge" of each other. With interdependence
comes a sense of mutuality whereby decisions heretofore affecting the
individual are now viewed as having dyadic impact. Their framework
of day to day functxonxng is changed from individual to dyadic
consideration and thh Lthis comes a focus upan the other and away
from alternate rela nship possxbxlxtxes. With increased
interdependence and mutuality there is an increased concentration on
what each member can provide and obtain from his/her partner. :
Sources of satisfactiof- are perceived to be first within the
relationship context and only when not fulfilled there, then outsxde
of the relationship.:

More specifically, what are the characteristics of interdependent
relationships? 1In examining the social exchange literature, several
relational characteristics were found relevant to the construct of
interdependence. A brief outline of these follows:

1. Attractions or Satisfaction. Kelley and Thibaut (1978) and
Scanzoni (1979) asserg that in order for a relationship to move
toward an interdependent exchange pattern, the rewards, both
present and forecasted, need to be sufficiently high. How high
is sufficiently high would seemingly be dependent upon a person’s

CL which would account for differences in what individuals find
—~ 7 .
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rewd?ding and in the degree of rewards necessary for relational
development. In terms of marital relationships, the assumption

may be made -that at some point in time,. there was a sufficiently . :
high level of attraction to justify the decision: to marry. In !
addi tiorr,' it would appear that a sufficiently high level of

continued satisfaction is one of the factors that fosters

continued interdependence.

L} ; ‘ ,

Equi ty. Interdependence is fostered by the attraction or rewards
participants derive from the relationship. But there is also an
implication of distributive justice at work, and the concept of
equity in relationships addresses the issue of justice. Equity

here is defined by Adams (1965) as the perception that one’s .
ratio of outcomes to inputs (rewards to costs) equals the ~ ,
outcome/input ratio of some other person with whom one has an
exchange. rel ationship. Inequity then is when the twaq sets of

ratiocs are unequal and with inequity comes a feeling of injustice

by one member ‘towards the other.

. <

Equity theory has its research roots in studies by Walster,
Berscheid, and Walster (1974). They state that individuals are
selfish and tend to act according to their own self interests.
If, however, they can gain through being equitable they will do
so, although there is a constant drive towards maximizing -
rewards. In an interdependent relationship, however, the mavement .
towards maximizing individual rewards is suppressed in that the
greatest long term gains are obtained through maxntaxnxng equxty._‘
Inequity results in an unpleasant emotional state which may be
alleviated by changing the level or perception of the

input-outcome ratio, changing the perception of the other®s
1nput-outcome ratio, or searching for alternatives and, perhaps,
leaving the relationship. It is clear, then, that concomitant .

with attempts to resolve inequity is often a weakening of the

bonds of .interdepéendence.

It .should be noted, as well, that consistent with the concept of
equity in interpersonal relatidnships is the idea of perceived
power residing in each member. In other words, while there is a
commitment to the maintenance of equity in the interdependent
relationship, there is also an implicit contract that power in
the relationship will be shared or at least judiciously
distributed across the dyad. In a balanced power relationship
one could expect equal dyadic input in major decidion makxng
processes. There would be no feelings gf one partner befﬁg
manipulated or overwhelmed by the others Power equity should
allow for a sense of security, strength, and competency for each
member of the relationship and hence foster relational
interdependence.

Negotiationf Scanzoni (1979) calls attention to the importance

of the process of negotiation in the expansion -of relational
interdependehce. It is through the process of negotiation that

the dyad reaches some consensus on the degree of their network of
intermeshed or interdependent interests. Hence, it would

seemingly follow that the formative stages of a relatiopship are -
characterized by excessive negotxatxons. Once a level of
interdependence is agreed upon, the process of active relational
negotiation would gradually diminish to the point. where, with a

4
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- high degree of interdependencey negot1at1ons would only be called
into play when behaviors devi ate considerably from those of
routine living. Hence, in marital dyads, increases in- the level
of negotiations is seen as one factor calling into question the .
degree of relational interdependence.

, >
4. Indebtedneey. Indebtedness is similar to the €oncern with,
equity, yat it covers a unique aspect of a relationship.
Specifically, indebtedness is concerned with an individual’s
motivation to act because of feelings of obligation. This
obligated state rests on the assumption that there exists a "norm
of reciprocity” which guides exchanges (Greenberg, 1980). Hence,
in an interdependent relationship the experience of indebtedness
by one partner results in efforts to remove the discomfort with
this state which results in the other partner eventually becoming
indebted in turn. As long as the norm of reciprocity is honored,
1ndabtedness fosters interdependence by expanding participants?®
obligations to one another {(Scanzoni, 197?2). Changes in this
reciprocal indebtedness, i.e., a skewing of this pattern, may
subsequently signal a 10wer1ng of the level of relational
interdependence. ‘

S. Constraints/Barriers. Following the works of Levinger (1976) it
would seem that an interdependent relationship is one in which
there are sufficiently strong barriers to the dissolution of the
relationship. Levinger’s theoretidal approach was drawn
originally from Lewin’s Field Theéory of driving and restraining
forces. Driving forces impel a person toward objects of positive
valence and away from objects of negative valance. Working in
conjunction with these are restraining forces which discourage an
individual from leaving a situation. Levinger’s theory suggests
the existence of two types of "barriers", internal and éxternal
barriers, that work to foster interdependence, even if attraction
is negative. Types of internal barriers are obligations to the
marital bond and dependent children and moral presc™iptions which
encourage the view that marr1age should be forever.tlxternal

. sources of constraint are prxmary group affiliations, community
pressures, legal pressures, and material/economic considerations
that foster interdependence by making the termination of a .
relationship too costly, socially or economically. It would seem
that a weakening in either of these barriers to the dissolution
.of the relationship .could possibly be accompanied by a lowerlng
of the relational interdependence. . e

To summarize, dyadic interdependence is the central éonstruct in a

social exchange view of intimate relationships. Ongoing, intimate

rel ationships are characterized by high levels of interdependence.

High levels of relational interdependence are characterized, as

outlined above, by high levels of relationship satisfadtion,

. rel ationship equity, a negotiated and agreed upon definition of a

O

rel ationship, reciprocal indebtedness, and the presence of internal
and externdl barriers to the dissolution of the relationship. It is
our- contention that changes in these various indices of
interdependence potentially create relationship stress. However, it
is important to note that a change in one of these indices by no

means necessarily lowers relational interdependence. For example,
over time attractions may decline in a relationship, but individuals
may ‘still experience a satisfactory level of interdependence ~
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resulting from the equity that exists, er the experience of

i ndebtedness, and/or the barriers to the relationship dissolving .
being too great. Conversely, a large enough change in any one of
these relational indicators may be sufficient to create stress for
individuals in the dyad. It would seem, however, that the lowering
of the level of interdependence experienced would have to go beyond
some acceptable margin befare the stress generated actually threbtens
the commitment one experiences to the relationship and ultimately the
stability of the dyad.: Attention is now directed to a social
exchange view of relational commitment.

Social Exéhange and Relational Commitment. In the precedxng sectxons
we have reviewed the sacial exchange literature on 1nterpersona1
attraction, marital quality and' stability, and relational
1ntérdependenCE- This was done in an attempt to begxn the process o
building a social exchange model of relational stability and chande
applxcable to an understandxng of the changes that occur in marrlage
over the family life’ cycle. Throughout’this review, the R
stability/instability of a giyen relationship was repeatedly thought
to be accounted for by the degréee of relational interdependence or
quality experienced and the avaxlabxlxty of alternatives perceived as
more or less rewarding than the relationship. Another way of stating
this is that relational quality or interdependence has only an
indirect, rather than a direct, impact on relational stability in
that people constantly look for alternatives and it is only for .the.
fact that better alternatives are relatxvely difficult to locate that
relatxonshxps remain stable. \

The assertions tha® people continuously search for alternatives and

that relational interdependence only indirectly impacts on stability
strikys us as too simplistic for two reasons. First of all, people
often appear tp be uninterested in searching for alternative
relationships. In addition, it only makes sense that there exists
some relationship between the quality and/or interdependence of a
relationship and the stability of the relationship other than to
suggest that if these are satisfactorily high, the location of a
better alternative is more difficult. In other words, what mediates
between the interdependence of a relationship and the stability of |
the relationship? Is stability simply based upon the unavailability
of alternatives? Do people always monitor alternatives and if not
what activates this monitoring? To address these questions, we found
ourselves examining the construct of relational commitment. It will
be our contention that when fully developed thecretically, commitment
will serve as an important construct linking relational
1nterdependence and stability.

. L}
In examining the social psychological literature on the construct of
‘commitment, we find that it is often a term loosely used to account
for the stability of relationships. For example, several authors, in

‘writing about relational interdependence, assert that the expansion

of interdependence is associated with a higher commitment to the
relationship (e.g., Scanzoni, 1979; Levinger, 1982). This points out
the common sense tendency to think of commitment as either a mediator
or indicator of relationship stability. However, theoretically, what
commitment is or why and how it serves as an indicator of or variable
medi ating stability is seldom fully addressed. 7To this end, we"
examined the social exchange literature for some insight into the
construct of commitment, what it is and how it functions as a'’

\
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mediator of relationship stability. A brief review of some of the
major works that add to the diverse interpretations of commitment
will support the need for a more all—-inclusive approach to this
concept and'its role in dyadic relationships such as marriage.

In a model. of relationship development, Leik and Leik (1977) propose
that commitment is the greatest level of involvement that a dyad can
attain. They describe commitment as "an unwillingness to consider
any exchange partner-other than that of the current relationship
(1977, pp. 301-302)." Further, Leik and Leik see commitment as an

Mabsorbing state", whereby strict economic exchange principles are

foreswqrn in favor of a relationship where rewards may be
future~placed and not directly attributable to costs. For. these
authors, marrxage represents the highest level of commitment and is
considered to represent a time when monitoring of alternative .
relationships has for all intents, ceased. For Leik and Leik then,
commi tment represents an end stage of relationship development, with
the rélat1onsh1p maturing from strict exchange to increased
confidence in each other and finally to the trust or faith in each
otHer, which Leik and Leik say represents commitment. Another way of
viewing this would be to suggest that a necessary concomitant of
interdependence is commitment wh%ch involves the degision to cease

monitoring alternatives. =]
In a manner similar to Leik and Leik, Scanzoni (1979) depicts. \'
behavioral interdependence as follawing three stage levels of '

development, from exploration to expansion to commitment. Commitment
here is defined as the degree to ‘which a person feels solxdarxty with
or cohesion with an assocxat:on. When the level of 1nputs in a
relationship is high, the duration of inputs lengthy, and the level,
of inputs consistent, the degree of relational solidarity experienced
is also high and hence commitment is considered great. Commitment
and interdependence thus feed off of each other thereby helping to
maintain the relationship.

Scanzoni’s view of commitment differs from Leik and Leik’s, however,
in ‘that he sees marriage not as a time when alternatives are not
monitored, but rather sees commitment as an advanced form of
relational interdependence in vh1ch the dyad has successfully
negotiated and balanced their }long and short term goals and
interests. These goals and interests then become mutually beneficial
in that the relationship is enhanced through-‘dyadic commitment to
these concerns. Thus, commitment contributes to relational
interdependence, but neither commitment nor interdependence -alone
account for stability in that alternatives are always monitored,

al though at times nét actively "tested". This assertion that couples
continue to actively monitor their alternatives is in direct contrast
to Leik and Leik’s notion that, with commitment, comparisons of
alternatives is greatly diminished. ‘

Levinger (1974) proposes. that commitment is a transitional stage in
the formation of a relationship that mediates the decisions to form,
maintain, or discontinue a relationship. According to Levinger,
commitment is signified by a pledge or contract that one .will try to
enhance the other’s outcomes and that one is willing to decrease the
attractiveness of competing alternatives through nonattendance to
them. Thus, the decision to form or continue a relationship is based
upon th'presence of negotiated contracts,rhich signal the

v
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1nterdependepce of the dyad and the unwillingness to consider .
alternatives. Levinger and Snoek (1972) call these contracts "private
barriers" to relationship dissolution. Concomitant with these private
barriers are external Barriers that work against the,dissolution of
the relationship, such as the contractual commitment of an engagement
or marriage, which provide reinforcement for the pair to be seen as a
mutually interdependent unit, hence making -the -dissolution of the
dyad costly. Relatianships are typically maintained, in Levinger’s
view, through a balance in the sources of commitment to the
relationship, which are the internal and external barriers to the
dissolution of the relat1onsh1p. Hence commitment is a
characteristic of an interdependent relationship, but also serves as a
factor mediating the stability of the relationship by increasing the
costs of dissolution and encpuraging the mutual nonattendance to
alternatives.
]

Thus, a review of the social exchange views of commitment suggests’
that commitment functions as a mediator -of relationship stability.
However, how it mediates stability is seen differently by the authors
reviewed.' As suggested by Leik and Leik and by Levinger, commitment.
medi ates stability by curtailing the amount of monitoring o+
alternatives that occurs. In addition, Levinger’s work seems to
suggest that commitment also mediates stability.by covarying with the
evolution of internal and external barriers which function to ,
increase .the costs of dissolving a relationship. Hence, high
commitment positively covaries with high stab111ty by curtailing
moni toring of alternatlves and concom1tant1y 1ncrea§Lng the costs of«
dissolution.

Scanzoni also sees commitment as a mediator of relationship
stability. For Scanzoni, commitment is an affective state—one in
which an individual experiences feelings of solidarity and cohesion .
with their association. Commitment mediates stability by expanding ,
the degree of relational 1nterdependence that exists, thereby »
increasing the experience of relational cohesion. Scanzoni takes ﬁ
exception to the view that monitoring stops when high Yevels of
commitment are reached, however, calling attention to the
disadvantages and the potential for exploitation that could\result
from such a decision. Thus, he believes that the market of
alternatives is always available, or in people’s awareness.. Howaver,
Scanzoni adds that the market of alternatives.is not always tested.
The assertion by‘Bcansonx that monitoring never ceases, whlle the
active, or actual, testing of alternatives does, strikes us as an
attempt to compro#ise the position taken by Leik and Leik by .
maintaining that the degree of active monitoring or testing covaries -

.with commitment, though it never reaches the point of no attention to

alternatives. We tend to support this view and would suggest that a
social exchange definition of commitment by necessity must therefore
include two central components:

1. An affective cémponent comprised of feelings of solidarity and
cohesion which can vary from low solidarity and cohesion (low
copmitment) to high solidarity and cohesion (high commitment).

2. A process compaonent which refers to the degree of active
monitoring of alternatives which can vary from high active
monitoring and testing of alternatives (low commitment) to low

£
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active monitoring and no test1ng ot a1ternat1ves {high r
cpmmxtment). ‘

In addition, we would stress the apparent relatlonshxp ‘between both
,1nterdependence and the degree of commitment experxenced and the
degree of commxtment experienced and the stability of relationships.
This suggests ‘that ‘commitment potentially functions ‘as an important
dynamic mediator between relational interdependence and stability by
providing feedback to interactants about the level of cohesion and
sol1dar1ty experienced, the rewatrds potentially available in
allernative relationships and the costs of dissolving the
relationship. This view of commitment as a feedback mechanism
mediating interdependence and stability is the focus of the next

section. | -

Inter%ﬁpcgd-nc., Commitment, and Siaﬁility: A Fesdback Model '

S

-

Our intention in this section is to explo?e the role of commitment

as a dynamic mediator -of relational interdependence and stability.

It has been our coéntention throughout that social exchange theories

of ongoing relationships need to addrgss the 1nterrelatxonsh1p

between interdependence and stabxl}tylxnstabxlxty. For the most

part, exchange views propose what we would call an indirect

relationship between these variables, i.e., satisfactory rewards

derived from an ongoing relationship make it more difficult to find a

more satisfactory alternative. 1t is the view expressed here that the
. relationship between 1nterdependence and stability is morée complex.

To this end, the construct of relational commi tment, when fully

developed, seems to p01nt to a more dynamic' relatignship between

these variables. =

Before exploring this relationship further, however, a cauvtionary
note is needed. It is important to recognize that actual relationship
stabllxtylxnstabxlxty, from a social exchange perspective, is based
upon the presence of a better alternatxve accompanxed by the
relatively low cost of dissolving the existing relationship. The
view taken here is that the level of commithent experienced, i.e.,
the degree of relational cohesion experienced and the degree to which
alternatives are more or less actively monitered, at best is relate¢'
‘to the tendency toward instability. In other words, the experience
of low commitment is thought to be related to the tendehcy toward
rrelational instability in that alternatives are actively being .
monitored. Actual instability, however, is contingent upon the
results of the monitoring, i.e., on the presence of or location.of an
actual alternative. Hence, commitment ,serves as an important feedback
mechanism providing information about ‘the level .of relational
interdependence experienced and the potential for rewards that exxsts
in alternative relationships or states (e.g., being single can be
perceived as more rewarding than being married). such, low
commitment can only be related to the tendency toward 1n5tab111ty,
while actually leaving the relationships is contipgent upon the
presence ot more desirable alternatives. oo

In addition, for the ease of discussion, the assumption is made

throughout the remainder of this section that at the point of

marriage a couple has arrived at a negotiated and agreed upan level
. L«
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' of interdependence that is usually accompanied by a rglatively high
level of commitment. This is not meant to suggest that commitment or
interdependen does not vary at the point of marriage, for certainly v

( they do. Theealew expressed here is that -for some people—the - - -- .
decision to marry is based upon a relatxvely low level of
interdependence land commitment whereby the monitoring of alternatives
remains quite high. However, this, 6 is seen as more of an exception
wather than the rule. Thus) for the sake of simplicity, the
following discussion of stability and change makes the assumption N
that newly formed marital dyads, are hxghly interdependent and
commi tted and thus tend towards relat1ona1 stabxlrty.
[ - .
As can be seen from the above discussion, the metaphor used to
describe the role of commitment is that of a feedback mechanism.
Essentially, our thinking here has been guided by the systems _
literature addressing the role of feedback processes in fostering or
counteracting change (e.qg., Kantor & Lehr, 1975; Hoffman, 1980).
Systems theorists suggest that stability and change within systems
are accounted for by feedback mechanisms whtch are change promoting
(morphogenesis) or change’ resvst1ng (morphostasis).  The issue of
whether a system needs to change is activated by members’ deviatj
from prevxously agreed upon behavioral prescriptions and rules of
relating. These deviations-.activate.information processing which

) feeds back to members the feasibility and necessity of chagge //'
s chan

ﬁgrphostasis refers to the process whereby the system resi g
by maintaining the status quo. Morphogenesis refers to the process
whereby the information processed by the system resulfé\in the sysyé;
deviating from therrescribﬁg'gzrmé'of the past. When deviations $fom’
( - the norms are great and chahgés cannot be successfully neg t1ated,
systems are then apt to disdolve. Ny
The view of commitment expressed_ﬁére is that it serves gs a feedback
‘mechanism. Essentially, the mar#tal dyad once having rived at.a
negotiated and agreed uﬁﬁﬁ‘lele of interdependence can be viewed as
a stable system. Mutually negotiated levels ®f interdependence,
character1&ed by high levels of attraction, equity, reciprocal {
1ndebtedne$5, and the development of internal and lexternal barriers
¢ to the dissolution of the relationship, are accomphnied by a ¢

-n

- relatively high level of commitment. The lewvel of|commitment iif”* d
reflected in the members of the dyad experiencing lyigh levels ’
‘" cohesion and solidarity anfl engaging in relatively low levels of ‘.
alternativewmonitoring. The experience of relatively high levels of A
commi tment . thus, i furn, provides feedback or. information to the
dyvad about the le of their interdependerice.

The high levels of 1nterdqpendence and " commi tment would thus’
seem1ngly be rellated to a tendency toward relational stability in
that the level of monitoring of alternatives is low and the rewards
Herived from the relationship high. It is important to note,
however, that monitoring never complete{f ceases. Hence, it is
possible for a highly interdependent and committed relationship to
become unstable if a better alternative is located. 1t seems that the
actual dissolution of such relationships would rarely occur, however,
because of the high levels of rewards present in the relationship and

( the high cost of leaving it.

In addition, it is possibXe to diskuss the interrelationships betweed
interdependence, commitment, and stability whea changes occur jn

”
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levels of relational‘interdependence. The position expressed here is

that some agreed upon and satisfactory level of interdependence,
accompinied by an appropriate level of commi tment, usually precedes

the decision to marry. However, it is possible over the career of (
the relationships, for the level of interdependence experienced in a
relationship to vary. These variations may result from changes in

the satisfaction derived from the relat1onsh1p, changes in the equity
and/or indebtedness exper1enced,”from renewed attemgts to renegotiate

the relationship, and/or from a weakening of the internal and

external barriers to dissoclving the relat1onshxp. This is to suggest

that, changes in relational interdependence may result from many -
d1£¥é;;nt avenues. The issue explored here is, what is the

relationship ‘between cha ges in relational interdependence,

commitment, and stabilit : R
A . '

Central to this discussion is the premise that commitment serves as a
~feedback mechanism and that changes in the level of relational
interdependence, calling attention to the deviations from the
preexisting norms, result in a readjudstment in the level of
commitment. Changes in the level of commitment result in a lowering
of the level of dyadic cohesion experienced and) an increase in the
amount of alternative monitorfng. As such, this.change in the level
of commitment provides feedback to the dyad about the changes in the
level of interdependepce and provides more information than was
present before about alternatives available in that the mon1tor1ng of 4
al ternatives becomes more active. In other words, it is postulated

that changes in levels of relational interdependence, deviations from’
pre-existing norms, signal the need to obtaipn more informatiqn about

the relationship and its alterndtives. Thus 1nformat1on processing is (
activated by the 1@ ering of the feelings of relational’ cohesion, )
which are called in okqug5t1on by changes in relatiocnal L .
interdependence, which is accompan1ed by an increase in the level of . .
al ternative monitoring. It is important to note, however, that the
degree of change in the level 'of interdependence that results in &

cﬂBnge in. the level of commitment cannot be clearly specified. -In
particular, this is because all systems seem1ngly have a tolerance

for deviation and ambiguity, a marphostatic margin. Consequently,
deviation from the norms will need o be sufficiently large before

. change is contemplated.

Y

. . , '
Henﬁé, the contention above is that changes in relatiopal
interdependence signal a lowering of commitment which activates an
increase in alternative monitoring. It is suggested here that the
results of this monitoring have important implications for the types
of changes attempted by the dyad and consequently address the issue
of stability and change. . .

. » .
Essentially, it appears that ‘there are three different types of
information that can be gathered from the active monitoring of
alternatives. One consequence of high monitoring may be the
discovery that no better alternatives exist. This information,
however, may have different donsequences for the dyad. In one
instance, the members of the dyad may attempt a renegotiation of.
their relationship, hence adjusting or readjusting their level of ’

- interdependence in a mutually agreed upon way. This appgarently, if

successfully accogﬁlished would s%gnal'an end to the monitoring and

restab111‘e the dyad. However, if the renegotiation is unsusgessful,

nrr if no attempt is made to renegotiate the relationship, the level of .

~ 91 . |
M, |
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1nterdependence and commitment will remain low. As monitoring
remains high in this instance, the dyad may be ghought of as tending
toward instability in that the ‘Iocation of a better alternatxve could
( possibly:® result in the relationship dissolving.

=

i - *

Alternatively, a possible result of acfiveymnngaﬁg%ag is the
discovery that a better alternative is available, t that the costs
of dissolving the relationship remain high.. In%such an instance,
individuals may again renegotiate the%; relationship and deactivate
their monitoring, or may continue monjtoring in the hopes of f1ndxng
. a relationship that is rewarding enough to justify the costs of
~ dissolving the marriage. I§ the renegotiation is successful, as
before, the dyad is restabilized. If the monitoring continues, the ‘
‘tendency téward instability remains high as only the costs of
dlssolv1ng the relationship keep it intact., :
N - ~
s Finally, active monitoring may result in the discovery of a better
alternative arld that the costs of dissolving the relationship are
relatively low. )In this instance, the tendency towards instability .
is greatest in that there is relatxvely little to be gained by
renegotlatlng the relatlonshlp. ) . !

Danummary, the view presented here is that commitment serves as an
important variable mediating between the degree of interdependence
" experienced within a relationship and the stability of the
relationship. A high level of relational commitment provxdes
in¥ormat§on to the dyad about their Level\of cohesion and sol1darity, ’
which is a necessary component of interdependence, and so minimizes
*the tendency towards instability in that the monitoring of
( = alternatxves is curtailed. Low levels of interdependence, or changes
in relational interdependence, sighal the need to reconsider dyadic ' :
par-ticipation whxcq~1s accompanied by lower feelings of dyadic
| cohesion and higher levels of alternative monitoring. In this way,
' the commitment construct is directly tied to the relational . :
interdepehdence construct. In addition, commitment is seen’SEAE\B
mediator of relational stability in that the information gathered
through the process of actively monitoring alternatiyes is essential

to the decision to restabilize or dissolve the relationship. “
»

»

>

Marital Cohesion and Fami ly Life Transitions ) (
;

Our interest in the relationship between family life/transitions and
marital cohesiveness began with us asking the question: Why do some
relationships endure over time, often in spite of low levels of
satisfaction, while others do not? By way of exploring this issue,
we became interested in the social exchange theories of marital
relationships. The position taken throughout this paper has been
that the social .exchange views of marital relationships have not
adequately dealt with the issues of stability and change in
relationships. It is suggested that only by focusing on the
construct of relational interdependence and by vieWing commitment as
} a feedback mechanism, can a more dynamic and comprehensive social

( exchange model of relational cohesion be develnped, The development

., » of such a model is seen as essential to any attempt to examine, from
a social exchange perspectlve, the. impact of famxly 11+e transitions
on marltal cohesion.

EKC . . w J2 : '
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Marital Interdependence and Fami.ly Life Transitions.

cycle has the potentia r changing the degree of relational
interdependence experienced within a marriage. This changevin the
level of interdependence may result from changes in-the established
exchange patterns of the relationship, shifts in the percegption of
the rewards derived from the relationship and/or shlfts in the
expectations for the relationship. Such changes, in other words,
possibly impact on relational interdepéndence by chariging the
satisfaction with the relationhsip, the equity and/or indebtedness
experienced in the relationship, by potentially requiring some
renegatiation of the relationship, or by changing the internal and -
external bd&rriers to the dissoclution of the relationship.’

_Essentially, any norm tiQe event that dccurs over the famil::fife

For example, the transition to parenfhood carrids with it many
or¥dinary difficulties that can potentially affect relational
. interdependente. The childbearing year e often been associated
r wi th decrease in marital satisfaction. They also may require some
ren go t1at10n of the relationship exchange patterns in order to
- “guarantee that the rewards and costs of parenthood be equitably
distributed. Theé transition to parenthood carries w1th it a change
~ in the parents i vestments in their relationship which also may
) impact on what in ividuals feel they deserve from the relationship.
In othéer words, there are a variety of ways in which, speculatively
" speaking, the transition to parenthood may 1mpact on relational
interdependence.

l

It is important to note, in‘addition,'that for some couples the
degree of interdependence experienced, though perhaps weakened
somewhat from the lower satisfaction derived from the marria per
se, may remain stable o} even be enhanced by the strengthening of the
barriers to dissolution of the relationship that m result from
the presence o children. At this point it is much t o simplistic to
suggest that a change in one factor affecting 1nterdependence
actually signals a shift in relatignal interdependence without  some
comsideration of the other factors that contribute to a relationship
being experienced as interdependent.  The failure to take these
~—\multitude of factors into consideration may be one of the factors
J that accounts faor the fa?lure to find a clear link between marital
satisfaction and marital stability.
Hence, the basic conclusion advanced here is that any normative, and
certainly non—-nbormative, family life eévent has the potential of
changing the level of relational interdependence esperienced. If
this shift in interdependence is sufficiently large, concomitant
shifts in the level of relational commitment and stability may occur.

"

‘V\

8

Commi tment, Stability, and the Family Life Cycle

In order for a family life transition to impact on marital cohesion,
a sufficiently large shlft in relational interdependence must occur

EKC ‘ . oy o7
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resulting in a concomitant shift in the degree of relational
commitment experienced. A lowering in, the experience of relational
commitment carries with it a decrease in the feelings of relational
cohesion and solidarity and an increase in the extent to which
alternatives are monitored. Consistent with the feedback model of
commi tment outlined above, commitment is hypothesized to serve as a
dynamic mediator of\both relational interdependence and cohesion. In
this way, the lowerilg of the level of relational 1nterdependence,
resulting from some shifts iy the exchange pattern of relating,
cobaries with a decrease in the commitment to the relationship
experienced. This lowering of commitment threatens the stability d{w
the dyad in that relationship alternative monitoring becomes more
active. However, the decision to actually leave the relatxonsh1p is
contingent upon a better alternative actually be1n% located and, in .
addition, the cost of dissolving the relationship being sufficientiy
‘1 ow. . )

\ . ‘
In this way, any family life transition may threaten the stability of
a marital relationship. In order for this to occur, however, the
degree of relational interdependence ahd commitment derived from the
relationship neads to be sufficiently altered to result in an
increase in the active monitoring of alternatives. WThe monitoring of
alternatives per se does not result in the disruption of the marriage
relationship, however, as a better alternative first needs to be
located and the costs of dissolving the relationship need to be
sufficiently low before the termination of the relationship carr
occur. As outlined above, wheh the costs of terminating a
relationship are found to be ;Fo costly, or if a better alternative
cannot be located, individualsg are faced with the option-of
renegotiating their exchange pattern,. thereby restoring relational
interdependence, or continuing their active monitoring of
alternatives. .

N——

. %
In conclusion, social exchange theories of attraction, marital

‘quality, and stability and relational commitment were examined as to
the insight they provided into the difficulties encountered by
marital theorists and researchers in accounting for marital cohesxon.
In exploring this literature, the conclusion was advanced that the
constructs of relational interdependernice and commitment have been
overlogked by the exchange theories of marital relationships in their
attempts to focus on the issues of marital rewards, quality, and
stability. An attempt has been made tg evolve a social exchange
perspective on relational cohesion focusing in particular on the |
theoretical interrelationships between interdependence, commitment.
and cohesion. - This exchange perspective focuses on the role of.

commi tment as -a feedback mechanism providing information about’ both
the level of relational interdependence and the potentxal for rewards
in alternatlve relationships.

In this regard, we realize that we have not spent a great deal of time
addreséing the impact of family life transitions on marital cohesion.
It was felt that in order to address this issue from a social

exchange perspective, we first needed to "come. to grips” with a

sacial exchange pérspective on relationship cohesion. It is our
contention that such an exchange perspective readily points to the
potential impacts that any normative or non—normative family life
event may have on relatxonal interdependence, commxtment, and
cohesion. .
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