
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After completing this chapter, you should be able to demonstrate mastery of the following learning outcomes:

1. Discuss the functions relationships serve, 
identifying the characteristics that distinguish 
one relationship from another.

2. Use Rawlins’s friendship model and 
Sternberg’s triangle of love to explain the 
relationship spectrum, distinguishing among 
acquaintanceships, friendships, and romantic 
relationships.

3. Use Knapp and Vangelisti’s relationship 
model to describe the stages a romantic 
relationship may pass through.

4. Describe the factors that influence 
interpersonal attraction.

5. Identify how culture, gender, the media, 
and technology influence relationship 
development.

6. Identify specific techniques that can facilitate 
our mastery of relationship dynamics.

To suggest that one simply 
starts a friendship, courtship, 
romantic partnership or 
marriage and “off it goes” 
is simple-minded. It is like 
believing that one can drive 
down the street merely by 
turning the ignition key, sitting 
back, and letting the car take 
care of itself.

—Steve Duck
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Each program 
presents a case 
study focused 
on evolving 
relationship 

dynamics. We  
are privy  

to weddings, 
breakups, and 

family and friend 
squabbles.

Relationships fascinate us! The success of the Real 
Housewives franchise on the Bravo cable television 
network—including The Real Housewives of New 

York, The Real Housewives of New Jersey, The Real 
Housewives of Beverly Hills, The Real 
Housewives of Atlanta, and The Real 
Housewives of Orange County, just 
to name some of the Real Housewives 
genre offerings—attests to this; these 
shows are among the most highly rated 
programs on television. We avidly watch 
as the women featured on these shows 
and their spouses or significant others, 
assorted friends, and family members 
develop their relationships, experiencing 
relationship highs and lows. We observe 
as the characters figure out the ground 
rules for each relationship and make 
decisions whether to take a particular 
relationship to another level, to work 
through the relationship’s challenges, or 
to terminate it.

In the second season of The Real Housewives of Beverly 
Hills, for example, one cast member, Taylor Armstrong, 
had to confront the unexpected death of her estranged 
husband, Russell. Prior to his apparent suicide, the marital 

troubles Russell and Taylor experienced provided much of 
the drama in the series’ first season, as did the impending 
divorce of Camille Grammer from her now former husband, 
actor Kelsey Grammer.

Relationship dramas—both the ups and the 
downs—are at the heart of all the offerings 
in the Real Housewives franchise. Each 
program presents a case study focused on 
evolving relationship dynamics. We are 
privy to weddings, breakups, and squabbles 
among family members and friends. Some 
featured relationships fall apart quickly, 
others experience significant alternations, 
and a number are shown as just beginning. 
While some of the story lines are likely 
manufactured, they still afford us the 
chance to compare the dynamics of the 
relationships featured in them with our 
own—past and present. And as we revise our 
feelings toward the people in our lives with 
whom we share real relationships, how we 
feel about the characters on these shows also 

changes over time. And sometimes, as Andy Cohen, Bravo’s 
senior vice president in charge of original programming and 
development notes, our greatest satisfaction comes when we 
think, “I would never do that!”1

Before continuing your reading of this chapter, which of the following five statements do you believe 
to be true and which do you believe to be false?

WHAT DO YOU KNOW?

ANSWERS: 1. T; 2. F; 3. T; 4. F; 5. F

1. Happy people tend to live longer  
 than unhappy people.  T F

2. As time passes, passionate love  
 increases.  T F

3. “What’s up?” is a question that  
 opens a communication channel  
 between two people.  T F

4. By talking about my friends instead  
 of our friends, partners are able  
 to bond more easily.  T F

5. Less talk about fewer topics increases 
 a relationship’s strength.  T F

 

Read the chapter to discover if you’re right or if you’ve made any erroneous assumptions.

Chapter 12: Relationship Dynamics 327



328 Part IV: Relationships in Context

Relationships are the fabric of our lives. In fact, how 
happy we are depends on how satisfied we are with our 
relationships.2 Whether we are friends or family, linked 
romantically or through our careers, relationships matter. 
As a foundation for a better understanding of the impacts of 
relationships, let us begin by clarifying what constitutes a 
relationship.

WHY DO WE NEED RELATIONSHIPS?

The term relationship refers to a wide array of social 
connections that to varying degrees meet your interpersonal 
needs. When we speak of interpersonal relationships we 
are concerned with the relationships we share with our 
parents, significant other, siblings, friends, employer or 
employees, physician, and instructors, among others. The 
kind of interpersonal communication you use when relating 
with another person reflects the nature, importance, and 
effectiveness of that particular relationship in your life.

The expectations we have for a relationship depend on its 
nature as well as on the specific needs we want it to fulfill. For example, we likely have 
different relational expectations for a doctor, a coworker, a friend, a lover, and a family 
member. As a result, we probably use different rules to guide our behavior in relating to 
each of them, and we measure each relationship’s effectiveness according to somewhat 
different criteria that we establish based on our goals for the particular relationship.

Your goals for a relationship reflect the kind of interaction you expect to share. When 
interacting with a physician, for example, your goals are more than likely different from 
those you have when interacting with a friend. Your expectations for a work relationship are 
probably different from those for a romantic relationship. Despite this, however, you might 
see certain commonalities in the way you approach others and communicate during your 
interactions.

Relationships help meet personal needs and goals. Perhaps we are lonely and seek an 
outlet from our isolation. Maybe we feel a need to release pent-up tensions, discuss our 
interests, or share concerns and feelings. Perhaps we want to change another’s beliefs 
or attitudes. Or maybe we aspire to learn more about ourselves. Whatever our personal 
reasons for reaching out to another human being, the desire to interact with and develop 
meaningful relationships lives in us all, helping to define our humanness. We need 
interpersonal contact to survive. Table 12.1 summarizes the key functions relationships 
serve.

RELATIONSHIPS PRESERVE HAPPINESS AND HEALTH

There is a correlation between happiness and relationship effectiveness. There is also a 
correlation between happiness and how long we live, with those who report feeling happy 
living up to 35 percent longer.3 Unhappiness, which can be caused by problems such as 
depression, marital conflict, family violence, and job dissatisfaction, sometimes results from 
a lack of relational attention and poorly handled relationship problems.4 Family, friends, and 
associates, however, can function as social support and help us get through the stresses and 
challenges of life events.

Our happiness depends on our satisfaction with our 
relationships.

Relationships: Social 
connections, of many 
different kinds, that, to 
varying degrees, meet 
our interpersonal needs.
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Not only do relationships help preserve our mental well-being, but they also affect us 
physically.5 People involved in problematic relationships experience more medical problems 
than do those with better-functioning relationships.6 The incidence of heart attacks and 
traffic accident injuries is higher among people whose relationships are failing than it is 
among those whose relationships are thriving.7 Mortality rates, in fact, are higher for those 
whose social support systems are lacking, who do not feel part of a group or a family, or do 
not feel that they “fit in” somewhere.8 Persons with terminal illnesses tend to die sooner 
if they have only a small group of friends rather than a large array of family members and 
friends on whom they can rely for support. Widowed men 
who do not remarry have higher mortality rates than 
those who do. The resilience of women also declines after 
a spouse’s death. The immune systems of widows are 
weaker than those of their married counterparts. Lonely 
people die sooner and younger. This is more of a problem 
for men than for women because men usually have fewer 
close friendships.9

RELATIONSHIPS PREVENT ISOLATION

All of us need person-to-person contact. When cut 
off from others, we suffer. Even our dreams reflect 
our desire to end loneliness and feelings of isolation 
or estrangement. For example, hermits are prone to 
hallucinating that other people are present and speaking 
to them, the bereaved are apt to imagine their dead 
loved ones are there with them, and those who are 
incarcerated dream about meeting their family members, 
friends, and other people on the outside.10 When our 
social surroundings fail to reflect our wishes, we try to 
manufacture situations that do reflect them, even if only 
subconsciously. Humans have the need to belong.11

RELATIONSHIPS MEET INTERPERSONAL NEEDS

A number of researchers have addressed the notion of interpersonal needs, among them 
William Schutz, the formulator of a three-dimensional theory of interpersonal behavior 
known as fundamental interpersonal relations orientation (FIRO), and Abraham Maslow, 
the creator of a well-known hierarchy of human needs.

WHAT DO YOU KNOW?

True or False
1. Happy people tend 
to live longer than 
unhappy people.
True. Happy people 
live up to 35 percent 
longer than those who 
report being unhappy.

Relationships . . .

Preserve our happiness and health.

Prevent our isolation.

Meet our needs for inclusion, control, and affection.

Offer a point of reference we use in checking whether our behavior and emotional responses 
are culturally acceptable.

Function as a communication pipeline.

Maintain our sense of worth.

TABLE 12.1  Relationships Function to Help Us Meet Our Personal Goals

We all need person-to-person contact. Without it, we feel lonely 
and isolated.

Fundamental 
interpersonal 
relations orientation: 
A three-dimensional 
theory of interpersonal 
behavior highlighting 
the needs for inclusion, 
control, and affection.



330 Part IV: Relationships in Context

According to Schutz, we meet three of our basic 
interpersonal needs through our relationships: 
inclusion, control, and affection. To various degrees, 
we have a need to include others and be included, to 
control others and be controlled, and to love others and 
be loved.12 Thus, inclusion is about our perception of 
whether we are “in” or “out,” control is concerned with 
whether we are “on the top” or “on the bottom,” and 
affection measures how “close” we are to or how “far” 
we remain from another.13 Let us see how these needs 
play out in our lives.

Inclusion relates to the extent to which we feel the need 
to establish and maintain a feeling of mutual interest 
with others—how much we take an interest in others, 
and vice versa. Most of us want to be included. We want 
others to acknowledge us and want to learn more about 
us. Some of us know what it feels like to be excluded—

to be the last asked to join a team or work on a project, to 
be the last asked out, or to have to eat alone in the cafeteria 

because no one asks us to sit with him or her. When our inclusion needs goes unmet, we feel 
isolated and lonely; our health may even deteriorate. In contrast, when our inclusion needs 
are satisfied, we develop a sense of enhanced self-worth and feel fulfilled.

Control relates to our need to establish and maintain relationships that facilitate our 
experiencing satisfactory levels of influence and power. To varying degrees, we need to feel 
capable of having someone else in charge. We differ in how necessary it is for us to be a 
controlling or supporting player. When our control needs go unmet, we may conclude that 
others fail to value or respect our abilities and that, consequently, we are unable to make 
sound decisions, direct our future, or influence another’s.

Affection relates to our need to give and receive love and to experience emotionally close 
(intimate) relationships. Should our affection needs go unfulfilled, we may feel 
unlovable and long for meaningful relationships that will keep us from being emotionally 
detached. In contrast, when our affection needs are met, we are comfortable sharing 
intimate and friendly relationships. Not every relationship develops into one based on love.

Typically, the need for inclusion impels us to build relationships. Once we do, these 
relationships also meet our control and affection needs. The extent to which we feel and are 
able to realize these needs varies. In fact, we can classify people according to their specific 
“need levels.” If, for example, individuals rarely attempt to satisfy a specific need, we say 
their need level is deficient. On the other hand, if they are consumed with satisfying a 
specific need, we say their need level is excessive. People with a deficient need for inclusion 
are referred to as undersocial, those with a deficient need for affection are underpersonal, 
and persons with little need to control others are known as abdicrats. Those in whom these 
needs are excessive are referred to, respectively, as oversocial, overpersonal, and autocrats.

Individuals who are undersocial, for example, try to avoid interacting with others, 
preferring their privacy and alone time. Oversocial people, in contrast, continually seek to 
be with others. However, people in both sets, the undersocial and the oversocial, experience 
a similar fear of isolation. Equally afraid of being ignored or left out, they compensate for 
their fear using opposite strategies. The same holds true for individuals with deficient and 
excessive control needs. Abdicrats fear not being able to exert control, so they readily cede 
it; autocrats fear not having control, so they grab the reins of power. Finally, individuals 

How much interest do you take in others? How would you 
describe your needs for inclusion?

Inclusion need: The 
social need to feel a 
sense of belonging 
or mutual interest in 
relationship to others.
Control need: The need 
to establish and maintain 
relationships that allow 
one to experience 
satisfactory levels of 
influence and power.
Affection need: 
The need to give and 
receive love and to 
experience emotionally 
close relationships.
Undersocial: Having 
little need for inclusion.
Underpersonal: Having 
little need for affection.
Abdicrat: One who 
has little need to control 
another.
Overpersonal: Having 
an overriding need for 
affection.
Oversocial: Having 
an overriding need for 
inclusion.
Autocrat: One with a 
great need to control 
and dominate others. 
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who are underpersonal do their best to keep relationships superficial, while those who are 
overpersonal exhibit the opposite behavior—consistently trying to increase their closeness 
to others. Both sets of people, however, are motivated by the need for affection and a fear of 
being rejected.

Unlike people in the groups just described, many of us are quite satisfied with our 
relationships; we find our need levels fulfilled and express our needs comfortably and 
naturally. People in this group are described as social (comfortable with people or alone), 
democratic (willing to give or take orders depending on the situation), and personal (at ease 
sharing both close and distant relationships).

In contrast to Schutz, Abraham Maslow conceived of human needs as forming a 
pyramidal hierarchy, now known as Maslow’s needs hierarchy, with our most basic 
needs located at or near the base and our higher-order needs closer to or at the apex (see 
Figure 12.1).14 Viewed from a relational perspective, communication with others helps 
us meet our needs at each need level. Once our physiological and safety needs are met—
the basic necessities of life (shelter, food, water, and safety), provided for us by family 
members or caregivers—we can move on to meeting our needs for belonging. These 
needs are usually satisfied through the attainment of a certain level of success in work, 
friendship, and love relationships and self-esteem. Ultimately, if we are fortunate, we 
find another who cares enough for us to help us in pursuit of realizing our full potential.

Esteem

Belongingness

Security

Physiological

Self-
actualizationn

Self-
actualizat

B

Figure 12.1 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

SOURCE: Abraham Maslow, Toward a Psychology of Being, New York: John Wiley, 1962.

Maslow’s needs 
hierarchy: A five-level 
pyramidal hierarchy 
of human needs 
developed by Abraham 
Maslow.
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RELATIONSHIPS SERVE AS BEHAVIORAL ANCHORS

In addition to meeting our inclusion, control, and affection needs, relationships serve 
as points of reference for appropriate behavioral and emotional responses. They help us 
express grief, happiness, and a host of other feelings in culturally acceptable ways. By 
comparing how we react with how friends and family members react, and noting the 
common threads in our reactions, we become more comfortable and gain a greater sense 
of emotional stability. Thus, our contacts enable us to see how we stand in relationship to 
others and let us know whether or not we are in or out of sync with accepted norms.

RELATIONSHIPS FUNCTION AS COMMUNICATION CONDUITS

Relationships are a kind of communication pipeline; they are the places where 
communication about anything can occur. They give us the opportunity to talk about the 

ANALYZE THIS: By Yourself

What follows describes the “silencing” or isolation experienced by a 
cadet at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. Consider how you 
would have responded if you were placed in a similar situation.

Upon hearing his name called, James J. Pelosi prepared himself 
for one last humiliating moment. As he approached the podium to 
accept his diploma, he expected to hear a chorus of boos. There 
were no boos, only silence. Upon returning to his seat, however, he 
was surprised by the handshakes he received from those around him. 
And this is how one of the strangest episodes in the history of the corps ended.

Why had James Pelosi expected to be booed by his peers? While a West Point cadet, Pelosi had been accused 
of cheating. Despite maintaining his innocence, he was convicted by the Honor Committee. Though his conviction 
was thrown out on appeal, Pelosi’s punishment was not expunged. Even in the face of insufficient evidence to 
convict a person who stands accused of violating the Honor Code, the academy reserves the right to subject those 
it nonetheless believes guilty of a code violation to “the silencing.” Thus, for his last two years at West Point, Pelosi 
was ostracized—virtually no one spoke a word to him. Most cadets are unable to withstand the pressure of such 
treatment and resign, but not James Pelosi. Steadfast in asserting his innocence and unwilling to bend under the 
punishment of having to live alone and eat every meal alone, of being repeatedly insulted and treated as if he didn’t 
matter, and even though he lost twenty-six pounds, Pelosi persisted in continuing as a cadet.

Pelosi was among a handful of cadets who graduated after undergoing the silencing. When interviewed about 
the experience, he observed: “I’ve taken a psychology course and I know what isolation does to animals. No one at 
the Academy asks how it affects a person. Doesn’t that seem strange?”

Answer these questions:

1.  Would you have survived the treatment James Pelosi 
received? Why or why not?

2.  How does Pelosi’s experience compare with that of an 
individual bullied and/or taunted on the Internet by 
persons who urge others to ignore and ostracize her 
or him?

3.  What role does resilience play in each of the 
preceding instances?

4.  What steps would you advise others to take to cope 
with feelings of isolation?

SOURCES: For more detail, see “The Silencing,” Newsweek, June 18, 1973, p. 42.
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TRY THIS: How Do You Feel about Being In/Out, Up/Down, or Close/Far?

We frequently assume that others share with us the same needs for inclusion, control, and affection, but that may 
not necessarily be the case. First, answer the following questions. Then ask three men and three women from three 
different cultures to respond to the same questions.

1.  How important is it to you to feel included as a part of 
a group?

_______ Extremely important

_______ Very important

_______ Neither important nor unimportant

_______ Very unimportnt

_______ Extremely unimportant

2.  To what extent is your need to be included currently 
fulfilled?

_______ Totally fulfilled

_______ Very fulfilled

_______ Somewhat fulfilled

_______ Very unfulfilled

_______ Extremely unfulfilled

3.  How important is it to you to be able to exert power 
and control in a relationship?

_______ Extremely important

_______ Very important

_______ Neither important nor unimportant

_______ Very unimportant

_______ Extremely unimportant

4.  To what extent is your need to exert influence and 
power currently fulfilled?

_______ Totally fulfilled

_______ Very fulfilled

_______ Somewhat fulfilled

_______ Very unfulfilled

_______ Extremely unfulfilled

5.  How important is it to you to be involved in a close or 
an intimate relationship—one based on love?

_______ Extremely important

_______ Very important

_______ Neither important nor unimportant

_______ Very unimportant

_______ Extremely unimportant

6.  To what extent is your need for love fulfilled  
currently?

_______ Totally fulfilled

_______ Very fulfilled

_______ Somewhat fulfilled

_______ Very unfulfilled

_______ Extremely unfulfilled

important and the trivial, the meaningful and the seemingly insignificant. They provide an 
audience for our self-disclosures. They provide the “someone” for us to talk to as we attempt 
to make sense of our life and experiences.

WHEN GOOD, RELATIONSHIPS HELP MAINTAIN OUR SENSE OF WORTH

To be sure, there are qualitative differences among our relationships. When healthy and 
functional, relationships enhance our sense of self. By supporting us, attending to us, and 
providing us with a sense of community, those with whom we share relationships help us 
preserve our self-esteem and opinions of our self-worth.

To what degree do men and women from different cultures feel each need is important or unimportant, fulfilled or 
unfulfilled? Compare and contrast the need assessments of those whom you interviewed with your assessment of your own 
needs. What conclusions, if any, are you able to draw?
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RELATIONSHIP CHARACTERISTICS

Various characteristics differentiate one relationship from another. We choose to spend 
more time with some people, perhaps because we have ties to them or they support our 
goals and are there for us when we need them. We distance ourselves from others, believing 
they may be threats to our well-being.

DURATION

How long did your longest relationship to date last? What about your shortest relationship 
to date? Why did one thrive while the other withered? Relational duration differs by 

relationship type. For example, you have known your mother from birth 
or since you were adopted. You may have known your best friend since you 
were five. Meaningful relationships require significant attention if they are 
to endure. In general, the stronger a relationship, the more time it has to 
develop and the longer it lasts.

CONTACT FREQUENCY

Duration and contact often go hand in hand. We are likely to engage in 
more frequent interaction with people to whom we are personally tied.  
The more frequent our contact, the greater our opportunity to 
understand one another and develop the ability to predict one another’s 
behavior. Compare, for example, your ability to predict the behavior of a 
close friend with your ability to predict the behavior of an acquaintance. 
Probably because you and the close friend interact more frequently, you 
know that person better and thus are more accurate in predicting his or 
her behavior.

SHARING

The longer a relationship lasts, and the more frequent our contacts, the 
more information we are likely to share about ourselves. Usually this 
sharing of our innermost thoughts and feelings does not occur early in a 
relationship, but gradually, over a significant time.

SUPPORT

When we think about another person’s needs and act to help meet those 
needs, we provide support. For instance, we may try to decrease the stress 
felt by another by helping him or her cope with problems or handle 
anxieties. We may also provide support for someone by alleviating his or 
her sense of isolation or loneliness and by being available to that person 
physically or emotionally whenever we are needed.

INTERACTION VARIABILITY

When the kinds of contacts we have with a single person vary, our 
relationship with him or her can be described as having greater breadth. For 

example, your authors work together writing books, socialize together, and live together. 
Thus, our interactions are characterized by greater variability than they would be if we were 
merely coauthors.

Heavy-metal rocker Ozzy Osbourne has been 
married to music manager and television 
personality Sharon Osbourne for more than 
thirty years. How does that compare with 
your longest relationship to date?
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GOALS

We bring expectations and goals to our relationships. Often, for example, we expect 
those with whom we share relationships to be interested in us and in our welfare. We 
expect them to support us rather than to frustrate us, to help alleviate our fears rather 
than add to them. We expect significant others to be attentive and honest and to help us 
develop and understand ourselves. We also expect them to feel affection for us, to want 
to be with us, to enjoy our company, and, as we get closer, to want to share themselves 
with us.

FORMING FRIENDSHIPS

We come into contact with many different people daily. Some of them we will never see 
again. Relationships with these people will never progress beyond the superficial; for all 
practical purposes, they will remain strangers to us.

Others we decide to get to know better. Some of these will become acquaintances; we 
will connect briefly when opportunities arise, but our interactions with them usually will 
be limited in quality and quantity. Typically, we simply drift away from each other. With 
others, however, we will develop long-lasting, meaningful friendships and/or romantic 
relationships. What are the forces that draw us toward some people and keep us together? 
What prevents us from developing relationships with others or ultimately pushes us apart?

It is impossible to have close relationships with everyone. We can characterize each 
of our relationships according to the amount and kind of closeness that we share. By 
exploring our different types of relationships, we can enrich our understanding of 
the nature of intimacy and the balance we strike between intimacy and distance with 
different people.15

THE NATURE OF INTIMACY

Intimacy is a measure of closeness.16 Intimate closeness may involve physical contact, 
shared ideas and value principles, disclosure of emotional feelings, and participation in 
shared activities. While some intimate relationships exhibit all four qualities, others exhibit 
only one or two. The account of intimacy shared with acquaintances differs from the 
amount of intimacy shared with friends, which, in turn, differs from the amount of intimacy 
shared in romantic relationships.

Communication expectations for each type of relationship also differ. For example, we 
expect close friends and romantic partners to make more of an emotional investment 
toward understanding who we are than we would expect colleagues at work to exhibit. We 
count on the former group of people more and are more influenced by them, and we believe 
that others cannot easily replace their roles in our lives. (We discuss intimacy in greater 
detail in Chapter 13.)

THE NATURE OF ACQUAINTANCESHIP

Acquaintances are people we know, usually by name, with whom we converse when given 
the opportunity but with whom our interaction is typically limited in scope and quality. 
Unless we harbor a desire for more than acquaintanceship, rarely do we go out of our way to 
see an acquaintance, preferring to leave our meetings to chance.

Intimacy: A measure 
of closeness; sustained 
feelings of closeness 
and connection.

Intimate 
relationship: A 
relationship that 
involves a high degree 
of personal closeness or 
sharing.

Acquaintances: 
People one may know 
and converse with, 
but with whom one’s 
interaction is typically 
limited in scope and 
quality.

WATCH THIS 12.1
For a video on supportive 
communication visit the 
student study site.

GO
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THE NATURE OF FRIENDSHIP

Over time, some acquaintanceships develop into friendships. Unlike acquaintances, 
friends voluntarily seek each other out, enjoy each other’s company, and display a strong 
mutual regard. Friends accept each other, confide in each other, trust one another to keep 
confidences undisclosed, understand and provide emotional support to each other, share 
significant interests, and expect the relationship to endure.17

We are closer to some friends than we are to others. Our closest friends are those to whom 
we confide our innermost feelings and thoughts. We share a greater degree of intimacy with 
them, as evidenced by our willingness to become emotionally close to them. We also have 
the desire to continue learning more about them and sharing personal aspects of ourselves 
with them.

Friendships develop over time. Individuals who were once strangers can become intimate 
friends. As we progress from the initial stages of contact into a more planned but still casual 
friendship, we begin to increase our knowledge of and trust in each other, and both the 
depth and the breadth of the relationship increase. As our friendship intensifies, we are 
likely to become more “other-oriented,” a quality we demonstrate by going out of our way 
for the other person, becoming more open and expressive toward and more accepting of 
one another.

TRY THIS: Measuring Intimacy

Think of five friends. Then locate each friend on the following relationship continuum according to the level of 
intimacy you share.

Names: _________

  _________

 _________

 _________

 _________

(High) 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 (Low)

Fill in each blank with as many of the five names as are applicable:

 1. _______  and I reveal our deepest feelings and 
thoughts to each other.

 2. _______ and I understand each other.

 3. _______  and I rely on each other for help and support.

 4. _______ and I trust each other.

 5. _______ and I accept each other as we are.

  6. _______  and I expect our relationship to last a  
long time.

  7. _______ and I have a lot in common.

  8. _______ and I enjoy doing things together.

  9. _______ and I meet each other’s needs.

10. _______ and I enjoy each other’s company.

Based on your responses, with which person do you believe you share the most and the least intimacy? In most cases, the 
greater your interdependence with another, the more important and significant this person is in your life.

Friendship: A 
relationship between 
two people that involves 
the voluntary seeking 
out of one another and 
the displaying of a 
strong emotional regard 
for one another.
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Friendships are not only one-to-one experiences, however. 
Couples, not just individuals, also have friendships. In 
their book Two Plus Two: Couples and Their Couple 
Friendships, Geoffrey L. Greif and Kathleen Holtz Deal 
assert that couple relations are more complicated than 
one-to-one friendships. With a couple friendship, not only 
is there the couple-to-couple relationship involving all 
four people, but there are also the friendships that develop 
between the persons of the same and different genders. 
When you are part of a couple, being close with another 
couple and watching how they navigate their ups and 
downs can function as a model for how you might manage 
your relationship with your partner. When you see a 
partner interacting in ways another couple appreciates, 
you may also come to appreciate him or her more.18

Communication researcher and friendship expert 
W. K. Rawlins developed a six-stage model of friendship 
that provides a useful explanation of how this kind of 
relationship develops (see Table 12.2).19 We discuss each of 
the six stages next.

Role-Limited Interaction. Friendships usually start with 
two people making limited initial contact in some context. 
For example, we might meet another at a sporting event, 
at work, in a restaurant, on a train, or in class. This initial 
meeting, or role-limited interaction, represents the first 
stage of friendship. During this stage, because we are unsure of how or if a relationship will 
develop, we relate somewhat tentatively. We possess little personal knowledge about each 
other, and we are reluctant to reveal personal information. We rely on polite exchanges, 
stereotypes of social roles, and standard scripts in our initial conversations.

The Big Bang Theory centers on the friendships and 
romances of physicists Sheldon Cooper (Jim Parsons, lower 
center) and Leonard Hofstadter (Johnny Galecki, top center). 
In one episode, Sheldon tries to overcome his poor social 
skills by employing a scientific approach to making friends: 
the “Friendship Algorithm.”

Rawlins’s Six-Stage Model of 
Friendship

Knapp and Vangelisti’s Ten-Stage 
Model of Relationships

Role-limited interaction Initiating

Friendly relations

Moving toward friendship

Experimenting

Nascent friendship Intensifying

Stabilized friendship Integrating

Bonding

Waning friendship Differentiating

Circumscribing

Stagnating

Avoiding

Terminating

TABLE 12.2  Models of Friendship and Relationships

Role-limited 
interaction: An early 
stage of friendship 
characterized by a 
reliance on polite 
exchanges and 
standard scripts.
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Friendly Relations. During the next stage, we progress 
to friendly relations, in which we continue the effort 
to determine whether we have enough in common 
to continue building a relationship. We increase the 
amount of small talk as we test the waters to see whether 
interest in interacting is reciprocated. We become 
somewhat less guarded, a bit more openly expressive, 
and more interested in having the other respond to our 
overtures.

Moving toward Friendship. As our desire to be moving 
toward friendship increases, we cautiously step beyond 
conventional social rules and role playing, making 
small disclosures to demonstrate that we would like to 
expand our friendship. We invite the other to spend time 
voluntarily with us in a context outside the naturally 
occurring one we have shared to this point. We might, 
for example, ask a classmate if she would like to study 
with us, or ask someone we work with if he would like to 
stop at a coffee shop with us on the way home; we might 

even ask the person to join us at a party or to see a movie. 
Once we have the opportunity to interact more personally, 

naturally, and in a more relaxed setting, we may also reveal our attitudes, beliefs, and values 
to each other.

Nascent Friendship. As our moves toward friendship are reciprocated, we begin to 
consider ourselves friends. At this point, nascent friendship, significant changes in how we 
communicate with one another occur. We augment the social stereotypes and standards 
that once regulated our interactions and begin working out our own rules. We may, for 
instance, opt to get together to play tennis every Thursday afternoon, go to a movie Friday 
night, or have dinner together some Sundays. We select the activities we will do together, 
and our interactions become more regularized or patterned.

Stabilized Friendship. Once it is apparent that friendship will continue and we can count 
on each other to be there, we enter into a stage of stabilized friendship. We trust each other 
and respond to each other in ways that confirm our trustworthiness. We interact more 
frequently and across a greater number of settings; we give each other emotional support, 
share more intimate information, and reveal fears or vulnerabilities we keep secret from 
most others. We expect our friendship to continue.

Waning Friendship. Friendships do not maintain themselves. We need to work at them. 
Once we take a friendship for granted, or make less of a personal effort or investment to 
keep it going, we may find ourselves in the waning friendship stage. Why do once good 
friends drift apart? Sometimes, life circumstances, including interests, careers, or personal 
or family obligations, change. Such changes can alter friendship needs as individuals begin 
to participate in new activities and find new interests. In other cases, trust is violated or 
unspoken rules are broken, causing individuals to become less willing to disclose or to be 
more protective of personal information. Such feelings may also arise because one person 
habitually misbehaves by criticizing the other person, engages in binge drinking, is not 
forthcoming with support, or actively dislikes the other person’s other friends or romantic 
partners. Sometimes friendships wane because people simply tire of or become bored with 

In a stable friendship, we trust each other and act in ways that 
confirm our trustworthiness.

Friendly relations: 
A phase of friendship 
during which an effort to 
preserve and strengthen 
the friendship is made if 
the parties have enough 
in common to build a 
relationship.
Moving toward 
friendship: The point 
in friendship formation 
when the parties make 
small disclosures in an 
effort to expand their 
relationship.
Nascent friendship: 
The stage in the 
development of friendship 
during which rules for 
regulating interaction are 
worked out.
Stabilized friendship: 
A stage in friendship 
development during 
which the parties 
behave as if they expect 
their friendship to 
continue for a long time.
Waning friendship: 
The stage in friendship 
development during 
with the parties drift 
apart.
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each other; when this happens the friendship is likely to dissolve. Having run its course, it 
simply ends.20

But how do you end a friendship? How do you ultimately tell a once good friend that it’s 
over? Some people just stop calling or are always too busy to get together, hoping their 
friend will eventually get the hint. Others fail to return texts. Facebook has normalized the 
practice of defriending, which allows you to remove a friend as you would a wrong word—
with the click of a mouse. Not only is the person then out of your life, but so are all of his or 
her photos and status updates. Ending a friendship shares some similarities with divorce—
some endings leave lasting resentments, but other friendships terminate without ill will, 
leaving open the possibility that at some point in the future you just might “friend” one 
another again—if only on Facebook.21

A little later in this chapter we will use Mark Knapp and Anita Vangelisti’s ten-stage model 
of relationship formation (see Figure 12.3) to help us understand romantic relationships. 
Like friendships, romantic relationships develop in stages based on each party’s perception 
of the amount of self-disclosing occurring and the kind of intimacy shared. For now, notice 
in Table 12.2 how the six friendship stages in Rawlins’s friendship model correspond to the 
steps in Knapp and Vangelisti’s ten-stage model.

ROMANCE: COMING TOGETHER 
AND BREAKING APART

The love we feel for the person we have a romantic relationship with is different from our 
love for friends or family. Even though approximately 50 percent of all marriages in the 
United States end in divorce, when we enter into marriage, typically we expect it to be 
permanent, and that expectation of permanence, at least in part, distinguishes a romantic 
relationship from others.

LOVE’S DIMENSIONS

Love has different dimensions. We can, for example, view it as passionate or as 
companionate. What’s the difference? Passionate love is what we feel when we first fall 
in love; it signals our attraction for and focus on a single person. While some manage 
to sustain passionate love over a lifetime, it often decreases in intensity over time.22 In 
contrast, companionate love increases over time. As a couple’s feelings of trust and caring 
for one another grow, they engage themselves in one another’s lives and mutually respond 
to one another’s needs.

An alternative means of looking at types of love is attributed to sociologist John Alan Lee, 
who differentiated romantic relationships from nonromantic ones by describing them 
according to whether they are based primarily on eros, ludis, storge, mania, pragma, or 
agape.23 The type of love experienced reveals the nature of the relationship shared. Eros 
(erotic love) is sexual love that brings couples together. Ludis is more like the game of love; 
partners seek affection and immediate gratification, but they don’t see their relationship 
as lasting. They simply enjoy the idea of being in love. Storge, in contrast, is the kind of 
love we have for good friends and family members. It does not involve sex at all, though 
at one time or another we may find ourselves feeling sexual attraction. Mania is more like 
obsessive love, with a partner experiencing frequent relationship highs and lows because 
of his or her unyielding need for attention and/or low self-esteem. Pragma derives from 
the word pragmatic; arranged marriages, for example, are often planned for pragmatic 

WHAT DO YOU KNOW?

True or False
2. As time passes, 
passionate love 
increases.
False. Partners in 
developed relationships 
express passion in 
“sparks and spurts.”

Romantic 
relationship: A love-
based relationship 
built on commitment, 
passion, and intimacy.

Passionate love: The 
type of love that one 
feels when first falling 
in love.

Companionate love: 
Love that increases 
over time; love that 
engages a couple in 
one another’s lives.
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reasons. Agape love has a spiritual quality, often being described as a love that is pure. One 
person devotes him- or herself to another but expects nothing in return. A minister and a 
congregation or a parent and a child are said to experience such love. Differentiating one 
type of love from another in this way makes love’s many aspects clear.

THE TRIANGLE OF LOVE

What other characteristics differentiate romantic relationships? Researchers have 
concluded that the ingredients necessary for building a romantic love-based relationship 
are commitment, or an intention to remain in the relationship even if trouble occurs; 
passion, or intensely positive feelings of attraction that motivate each partner to 
want to be with the other person; and intimacy, or sustained feelings of closeness 
and connection.24 According to Robert Sternberg’s triangular theory of love, varying 
combinations of intimacy, passion, and commitment create different types of love (see 
Figure 12.2).25 Every love relationship, says Sternberg, has these three elements in 
various amounts. For some couples intimacy dominates, with commitment and passion 
playing supporting roles. For others, little commitment to the relationship exists, but 
there is an abundance of passion and intimacy.

Sternberg asserts that intimacy, often the most central component within a love 
relationship, is the variable providing the foundation for love’s development. 
It remains relatively stable over a relationship’s course—or at least until the 
relationship partners no longer find the relationship satisfying and no longer feel 
emotionally close. Think of the warm and affectionate feelings you get when hugging 
someone you love. You feel close and connected. This is manifest intimacy. But we can 
also experience feelings of intimacy or connection that are not directly apparent to 
others; this is latent intimacy.

Passion, according to Sternberg, is love’s “hot” component. Included in passion are sexual 
attraction and arousal, as well as motivation. Passion is the variable most important at 
the beginning of a love relationship, since it functions as an initial attractor. This does not 
mean that long-term relationships lack passion; rather, in developed relationships passion 
tends to occur in “sparks and spurts” rather than at a sustained high level.

The third component in Sternberg’s love triangle is the “cooler” variable of commitment. 
A decision to love someone requires a commitment to maintain and sustain that love. 
Because commitment is based on decision making, it is the most stable component in 
the triangle and is the strongest predictor of relational satisfaction. Although any one 
element can exist without the others, all three are necessary for a romantic relationship and 
consummate love to exist.

LOVE’S STAGES

Knapp and Vangelisti’s ten-stage model of relationships suggests that we perceive 
our relationships, including our romantic relationships, as escalating/intensifying, 
stabilizing, or deteriorating/atrophying over time as we grow closer and more intimate, 
become exceedingly comfortable with our relational culture—the rules or routines we 
have worked out for our relationship—or grow more distant or apart from each other. 
According to Knapp and Vangelisti, our relationships are in a constant state of flux: 
they grow either stronger or weaker with time. As they strengthen or weaken, they pass 
through some or all of the ten relationship stages they identify in their model and that 
we can use to characterize the nature of a relationship at any particular moment in its 
evolution (see Figure 12.3).26 As you read about these stages, consider how, without 

Commitment: The 
intention to remain in 
a relationship even if 
trouble occurs.
Passion: Intensely 
positive feelings of 
attraction that motivate 
one person to want to 
be with another.
Triangular theory 
of love: A theory 
developed by Robert 
Sternberg that 
states that varying 
combinations of 
intimacy, passion, and 
commitment create 
different types of love.
Manifest intimacy: 
Feelings of closeness 
and connection that are 
apparent to others.
Latent intimacy: 
Feelings of intimacy or 
connection not directly 
apparent to others.
Knapp and 
Vangelisti’s ten-
stage model of 
relationships: A 
model of relational 
development and 
deterioration created 
by Mark L. Knapp and 
Anita L. Vangelisti.
Relational culture: 
The ways in which the 
parties to a relationship 
work out the rules 
or routines of the 
relationship.
Relationship 
stages: Points used to 
characterize the nature 
of a relationship at any 
particular moment in its 
evolution.

Passion Commitment

Intimacy

Figure 12.2 The Triangle of Love
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labeling it either good or bad, you would describe a romantic relationship you are in 
currently.

Stage 1: Initiating. During the initiating stage of a relationship, we ask ourselves whether 
someone is appealing enough for us to initiate interaction with him or her. If the answer is 
yes, we display our interest in making contact and attempt to show why this person would, 
in turn, enjoy interacting with us. In other words, we do what we can to make the person 
perceive us as likable and friendly.

While in the past most love connections began with potential partners face-to-face, in 
increasing numbers, romantic relationships are initiating online—with many individuals 
relying on couple-matching websites to select their dating partners.

Communication during this phase is typically brief and formularized or ritualistic. We 
greet one another with a handshake, engage in phatic communication—superficial, casual 
interaction designed simply to open the channel between us, using such greetings as “How 
are you doing?” or “What’s up?”—and search for an appropriate conversation opener, often 
opting to talk about an insignificant topic such as the weather, just so that contact will 
continue. Our goal is to make establishing a relationship possible. At the same time, we 
begin forming judgments about one another.

Stage 2: Experimenting. Once contact is initiated, we enter the experimenting stage. In 
this stage the objective is to determine if the relationship is worth pursuing. We want to 
reduce our uncertainty about each other. Researchers even call the theory that describes 
our thirst for acquiring information about another person uncertainty reduction.27 As 
this theory explains, our goal during this phase is to learn enough about one another so 
that communication between us becomes predictable and understandable. As uncertainty 
dissipates we are better able to consider continuing a relationship.

At this stage, we keep our interaction casual—engaging in casual dating—as we probe the 
unknown in the effort to find out more. During our search for common ground, we use 
cultural, sociological, and psychological information to decide whether or not to continue 
interacting. We also are likely to engage in small talk about a wide variety of subjects, such 
as movies and television shows, books we are reading, courses we are taking, where we live, 
and our hobbies. In effect, we “audition for friendship.”28 During this process we may also 
discover possible areas for more meaningful conversation.

Bonding

Integrating

Intensifying

Experimenting

Initiating

5

4

3

2

1

Differentiating

Circumscribing

Stagnating

Avoiding

6

7

8

9

Terminating10

Figure 12.3 Relationship Stages

WHAT DO YOU KNOW?

True or False
3. “What’s up?” is a 
question that opens a 
communication channel 
between two people.
True. Asking a 
question such as 
“What’s up?” functions 
as a conversation 
opener.

Initiating stage: The 
first phase in relational 
development, during 
which two individuals 
express interest in each 
other.

Experimenting stage: 
An early relational 
development phase 
during which the parties 
search for common 
ground.

Intensifying stage: 
A phase of relational 
development during 
which the amount 
of contact and self-
disclosure the parties 
have increases.
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Stage 3: Intensifying. As we become closer, our relationship enters the intensifying 
stage, with the amount of information we disclose to each other increasing. We talk about 
more serious ideas, share secrets, become better at predicting each other’s behavior, use 
nicknames or affectionate expressions when conversing, and adopt similar postures or 
clothing styles. As our relationship increases in intimacy, we disclose much more personal 
information, increasing our personal vulnerability. Also during this stage, we begin to 
transform from individual “I”s into a “we.”

Stage 4: Integrating. During the integrating stage, we become a couple; others 
perceive us as a “pair,” a “package,” or a “social unit,” as the fusion of one “I” and 
another “I” is more fully realized. Our interpersonal synchrony also increases as we 
exhibit similar preferences for modes of dress; we act, speak, and think more alike; and 
we accelerate our level of sharing—of relaxation time, a car, even a bank account. As 
a result of the relationship’s strengthening, we develop an even greater understanding 
and knowledge of each other, expect more from one another, and interact together in a 
wider array of settings.29

Stage 5: Bonding. In the bonding stage, we announce our commitment to each other 
in a public ritual that also lets the world in on the exclusiveness of our relationship. 
Our relationship is now formally recognized by such means as a wedding license or a 
prenuptial agreement. It begins to take on a new character, now guided by specific rules 
and regulations established by custom or law. Sometimes such a change causes us initial 
discomfort or feelings of rebellion as we adjust to it. The public ritual represented by 
marriage has taken on added significance in recent years across the United States as 
individual states have taken stances for or against same-sex marriage; individuals who 
support marriage equality for LGBT Americans argue that the civil unions available to them 
do not represent a formal bond equal in status to that of a marriage license.

Stage 6: Differentiating. The differentiating stage finds one of more partners attempting 
to reestablish or regain a sense of unique identity. Instead of continuing as a “we,” we ask, 
“How do I differ from you?” In this way, we try to reassert an “I” orientation; individual 
differences, not similarities, become our focus.

As we differentiate ourselves, we may find ourselves experiencing more relational fights 
or conflicts.30 We reindividualize joint possessions; “our friends” reverts to “my friends,” 
“our bedroom” becomes “my bedroom,” and “our children” become “your children” or “my 
children,” depending on whether they have been bad or good.

Recognizing that differences exist between people who have bonded is not unusual as 
partners strive to regain some privacy or determine how to preserve commitment while 
allowing for independence. If we can’t resolve our differences, however, and stresses persist, 
it may signal that the process of uncoupling is under way.

Stage 7: Circumscribing. The circumscribing stage finds the relationship continuing 
its deterioration; as a result, the parties constrict their communication, both in amount 
(they talk less about fewer topics) and in quality (they reveal less about feelings). They 
consciously try to limit subjects of discussion to those considered “safe.” Questionable or 
sensitive areas are considered taboo and avoided. Phrases such as “Let’s not talk about that,” 
“That’s not your concern,” and “Let’s just focus on . . .” are typical during this stage. As a 
result, interaction becomes more superficial; conversations have little if any depth, since 

Marriage is a public 
ritual that confirms 
a relationship’s 
exclusiveness.

Integrating stage: 
A phase of relational 
development in which 
the identities of the 
parties begin to merge.
Interpersonal 
synchrony: The 
exhibition of similarities; 
the interpersonal fusion 
of two individuals.
Bonding stage: A 
stage of relational 
development during 
which the parties 
symbolically demonstrate 
for others that their 
relationship exists.
Differentiating stage: 
A phase of relational 
development in which 
the parties reestablish 
their individual personal 
identities.
Circumscribing stage: 
A phase of relational 
development during 
which the partners start 
to lessen their degree of 
contact with each other 
and commitment to each 
other.
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exchanging meaningful information and revealing intimate disclosures is absent. In effect, 
the parties are withdrawing both physically and mentally from the relationship.31 They talk 
to each other only when they have to, no longer because they want to. The relationship 
suffers from fatigue; it exhausts them.

Stage 8: Stagnating. Relationships in the stagnating stage do not continue developing. 
Instead, they are virtually motionless—they stagnate. Communication between the parties 
is at a virtual standstill. Although the two may still share a common space, they no longer 
share each other. They feel that since there is no reason to talk with each other, they might 
as well say nothing. They close themselves off. In sum, their enthusiasm for maintaining 
the relationship is lost. The relationship is a shell of its former self. Exchanges feel strange 
and awkward. Conversation becomes stilted. The parties stiffen in each other’s presence. 
The former partners perceive one another as strangers.

Stage 9: Avoiding. The avoiding stage has the partners closing communication channels. 
Because of the desire to stay away from each other, the parties take whatever steps are 

ANALYZE THIS: Status Updates

In the following poem, a newly single—in more ways than one—female uses Facebook to 
transition from one status to another:

He left me.

Status: Single

I won’t take him back.

He didn’t ask. Be strong.

You’re a great friend.

Status: BFF

Did he really ask her out?

Not only that, she said “yes.”

They belong together.

Status: Moving On

When Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg and his longtime girlfriend, Priscilla Chan, married, they both updated their 
relationship status on Facebook to “married,” announcing their newly created union by making it “Facebook official.” 
Many responded with surprise, since they had succeeded in keeping their plans and wedding ceremony a secret.

1.  Have you used Facebook to announce similar status 
changes? If so, how have others responded to your 
status alterations?

2.  What in your mind justifies a status change?

3.  Were you ever taken aback by a status change 
announced by a friend or romantic partner? How did 
you respond?

Stagnating stage: 
A stage of relational 
development 
characterized by one 
person’s decreasing 
interest in the other.

Avoiding stage: The 
stage of a relationship 
during which channels 
are closed as the 
parties attempt to 
refrain from contact 
with one another.
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necessary to ensure they will not have to relate in any way. They do what they can to avoid 
coming together, since they know that getting together will be unpleasant and antagonistic. 
The running theme of this stage is “I don’t want to see you anymore; I don’t want to speak 
to you anymore; I don’t want to continue the relationship.” The relationship’s end is in 
sight.

Stage 10: Terminating. The terminating stage finds the ties that once held the 
relationship together in shreds. The relationship is over. Depending on how both parties 
feel about the ending, this stage can be short-lived or prolonged, cordial or bitter. It 
may occur soon after the relationship’s start or years later. Of course, both parties in a 
relationship may not necessarily move through all ten relationship stages at the same 
pace, and hence a partner who wants out often finds that the other person doesn’t—at 
least not yet.

While there is an emotional component to ending a relationship, people say good-bye in 
different ways depending on how strong the emotional connection still is. If the emotional 
connection has been severed, for example, some do it with a note or a Facebook post, others 
with a text or over the phone, and still others in person or with a legal notice. While some 
couples who end a relationship remain friends, others expect—and want—never to speak to 
or see each other gain. While some are grateful for the good times they had together, others 
resent being replaced by another person. All relationships are terminated eventually by 
death; that does not mean, however, that saying good-bye comes easily or is pleasant. (We 
discuss death and grieving in Chapter 13.)

Not every relationship goes through each of these ten stages. Many never move beyond 
the experimenting stage, while others stabilize or are maintained at the intensifying stage, 
the bonding stage, or another stage. Stabilization occurs at the level both parties agree 
is satisfying and meets their needs. It is also possible not to proceed through the stages 
sequentially, but to skip one or more, jumping ahead toward greater intimacy or backward 
toward less. It is when partners are at odds regarding the optimum point for relationship 
stabilization that difficulties may develop.

Relationships often progress and retreat through the ten stages. We may advance in 
a relationship only to discover that we were more comfortable interacting at a more 
superficial level. Our relationships also grow and ebb at different rates. While some take a 
long time to deepen, others, especially those in which we perceive that we have little time to 
get to know one another, develop at a faster pace. The rate at which we grow toward or away 
from another depends on our individual needs and desires.

As we see, love relationships evolve. Typical romances today may involve such phases 
as “going out” when a teenager, “hooking up” or having a “friend with benefits” when 
a college student, seriously dating but delaying commitment when in your twenties, 
and marrying somewhere around thirty. Many people spend significant periods of their 
adult lives in committed relationships, but not necessarily married. Thus, we now also 
have different love relationship categories, such as the following: stay-over relationships, 
which are committed, monogamous partnerships, common among college students, 
that the parties find comfortable and convenient but do not call upon them to give up 
their independence; LAT (living apart together) relationships, which are committed 
relationships in which the parties maintain separate residences, common among those 
who are divorced and don’t want to uproot their children or themselves; and LTA (living 
together apart) relationships, in which the parties have children together and continue 

WHAT DO YOU KNOW?

True or False
4. By talking about 
my friends instead of 
our friends, partners 
are able to bond more 
easily.
False. By talking 
about my friends 
instead of our friends, 
partners enter the 
differentiating stage of 
their relationship.

Terminating stage: 
The stage of relational 
development during 
which the parties 
decide the relationship 
is over.
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to cohabit even though their love connection is over, so that they can share parenting 
responsibilities and resources.32

Whatever the nature or status of a love relationship, romantic attraction probably played a 
role initially. We had to decide whether to pursue a relationship and came to a preliminary 
conclusion that our choice was acceptable—there was something about the other person 
that attracted us.

RELATIONSHIP ATTRACTORS

How do we decide whom we would like to meet or get to know better? Until we actually 
establish contact with someone, we cannot have a relationship. To be sure, typically we 
will not start a relationship with someone who turns us off. So, what is it that makes us 
want to keep our distance from some of the people we meet? What causes us to decide not 
to try to get closer? According to a survey of singles in America conducted for the dating 
website Match.com, the top five relationship turnoffs are having a disheveled or unclean 
appearance, appearing lazy, being too needy, lacking a sense of humor, and distance—that 
is, living more than three hours apart.33

That said, how do we identify those forces that do make us want to get to know some of 
the “strangers” we meet a lot better? When it comes to choosing the people with whom we 
will develop relationships, interpersonal attraction plays a key role. In fact, interpersonal 
attraction is the main reason we initiate contacts that we hope will develop into more 
meaningful relationships.

As you read about attraction, however, keep these points is mind: (1) Attraction is not 
necessarily mutual; we may find ourselves drawn to someone who does not reciprocate 
our feelings. (2) Attraction is not necessarily long-lived; we may discover that we were 
wrong about the qualities we thought another person possessed, or we may discover that 
the qualities that drew us toward him or her were unable to sustain our relationship. As 
interpersonal theorist Steve Duck notes, “When the attraction stage goes badly, then the 
rest of the potential relationship never materializes.”34

TRY THIS: Looking at Your Relationships

Focus on three key relationships you have shared or currently share, at least one of which involved terminating the 
relationship. For each,

1.  Identify whether your relationship passed through all 
ten stages or whether it skipped stages or stabilized at 
a specific one.

2.  Explain if and how you and each partner were 
able to agree on the optimum stage for relationship 
stabilization.

3.  Describe how you and your partner handled 
relationship termination.

4.  Were you given the opportunity, explain whether  
and how you would replay any of the three 
relationships.

WHAT DO YOU KNOW?

True or False
5. Less talk about 
fewer topics increases 
a relationship’s 
strength.
False. Less talk about 
fewer topics is a sign 
of a deteriorating 
relationship.
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The amount of attraction we feel for another depends on the nature of our relationship. We 
feel differently about our casual friends and our best friends, as we do about someone we 
hardly know and someone with whom we would like to be or have been intimate. Intimacy 
and attraction correlate positively. We are likely to be highly attracted to someone with 
whom we have become extremely close. As our relationship changes, so do our feelings of 
attraction.

Researchers identify a number of variables that influence how attracted or drawn we feel 
to another. Included among these are physical attractiveness, social attractiveness, task 
attractiveness, proximity, reinforcement, similarity, and complementarity (see Table 12.3).

Physical 
attractiveness: 
Appeal based on 
physical qualities, 
which may lead to 
the initiation of a 
relationship.

Social attractiveness: 
Appeal based on an 
engaging personality 
and demeanor.

Physical attractiveness Physical appeal can lead to the initiation of a relationship.

Social attractiveness Personality and demeanor can be engaging.

Task attractiveness When we enjoy working together, we seek more interpersonal 
contact.

Proximity We are apt to enjoy interacting with people who work or live 
near us.

Reinforcement We tend to persist in interacting with people whose company 
we find personally rewarding.

Similarity We are apt to like people whose way of thinking resembles 
our own.

Complementarity We find ourselves attracted to people who are different from 
us but whose personalities complement ours in some way.

TABLE 12.3  Relationship Attractors

PHYSICAL ATTRACTIVENESS

Physical attractiveness serves as one of the main components we use to determine whom 
we want to interact with. How someone looks—whether it’s the person’s eyes, clothing, 
body shape, or some other aspect of appearance—determines whether or not we will find 
ourselves drawn to that person. For the most part, we prefer to initiate relationships with 
those we find physically appealing. Of course, there is no one universal standard of what 
an “attractive person” looks like. Cultural norms determine physical attractiveness factors. 
In many cultures, men judge physical attractiveness as more important in a partner than 
do women. In Japan, for example, diminutive females are judged to be the most attractive, 
whereas American males tend to prefer tall, slender women.35 Of course, the mainstream 
media, via images in advertising, television programs, and films, convey standards and 
expectations of physical attractiveness as well.

SOCIAL ATTRACTIVENESS

We also consider a person’s social attractiveness. Why do we desire to have a relationship 
with someone we judge to be socially attractive? From our vantage point, such a person 
possesses the kind of personality or interpersonal demeanor we admire. We simply feel 
comfortable interacting with him or her. Again, what is considered socially attractive 
varies among cultures. Asian men, for example, are said to find themselves attracted 
to women who appear introverted, gentle, or acquiescent.36 Perceptions of physical 
attractiveness correlate with favorable personality attributions such as kindness, warmth, 
and intelligence.37
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REFLECT ON THIS:  The Romantic  
Attraction Factor 

Even the most charming person may not inspire romantic desire in 
us. So, what is that causes us to come to think romantically about 
someone? While it is likely that the characteristics important to each 
of us in a romantic partner differ, research suggests that there is match 
between our ideal partner preferences and the process of initiating 
and maintaining a romantic relationship. In general, whether we have 
not yet met the person face-to-face or actually are in a relationship 
with a partner, if there is a match between our ideals and the traits we 
perceive that potential partner to have, a positive outcome for the relationship is likely.
What characteristics are most important to you in a romantic partner? With these traits in mind, how does either your 
current or a prospective partner measure up? For instance, how important to you are a partner’s physical attractiveness, 
earning prospects, and warm characteristics?
Researchers have also used the nine-point agreement scales below to help in gauging romantic interest. You can 
use them now to express your romantic interest in either a current or a desired partner. Score your response to each 
statement with the number that represents your agreement level.

Agree ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ Disagree

   1  2  3  4  5  6  7   8      9 
Passion

1.  I feel a great deal of sexual desire for __________________.

2.  _______________ is the only person I want to be romantically involved with.

3. _______________ always seems to be on my mind.

Bondedness

1.  It is important to me to see or talk to _______________ regularly.

2.  _______________ is the first person I’d turn to if I had a problem.
3.  If I achieved something good, __________________ is the person I would tell first.
4.  When I am away from __________________, I feel down.

Desirability Alternatives

1.  The people other than _______________ with whom I might become involved are very appealing.

2.  If I weren’t dating ______________ I would do fine; I would find another appealing person to date.

Relationship Satisfaction

1.  I feel satisfied with my relationship with _________________.

2.  My relationship with _________________ is close to ideal.
3.  I want my relationship with __________________ to last a very long time.
4.  _________________ is exactly the kind of person I would like to marry.
5. I intend to marry ___________________.
6.  If _______________ were to ask me to marry him/her tomorrow, I would say yes.

The lower your score, the greater your romantic interest.

SOURCE: Paul W. Eastwick, Eli J. Finkel, and Alice H. Eagly, “When and Why Do Ideal Partner Preferences Affect the Process of 
Initiating and Maintaining Romantic Relationships?,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 101, 2011, p. 1012–1032; and 
Ellen Berscheid and Pamela Regan, The Psychology of Interpersonal Relationships, Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2005.
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TASK ATTRACTIVENESS

Task attractiveness is another factor in whether or not 
we seek another’s company. If we enjoy working with 
someone, we are apt to want to have more contact with 
him or her. We value the person’s presence not just 
because he or she is adept at doing a job or enhances 
our productivity, but also because we find him or her 
engaging and want to sustain the interaction. As a result, 
what starts off solely as a business relationship may in 
time develop into a friendship.

PROXIMITY

If you think about those people with whom you enjoy 
interacting, you may find that for the most part they 
are individuals who work or live near you. Proximity, or 
physical nearness, influences attraction. Simply living 
or working in the same area increases opportunities 
to interact, share experiences, and form attachments. 
Common sense tells us that we are more apt to 
interact with people we see frequently. The more we 
interact, the more familiar we become, and the greater 

our chances of discovering other areas of common interest that could further increase a 
person’s attractiveness in our eyes. Thus, the closer two people are geographically, 
the more likely it is they will be attracted to each other and develop an intimate 
relationship.

This is not to say that familiarity cannot also breed contempt. In fact, sometimes it does. 
According to researchers Ellen Berscheid and Elaine Hatfield Walster, the more closely 
people live, the greater the likelihood that they can come to dislike each other. Berscheid 
and Walster note, “While propinquity (or nearness) may be a necessary condition for 
attraction, it probably is also a necessary condition for hatred.”38 To what extent, if any, have 
your experiences revealed the truth of this claim?

REINFORCEMENT

Another factor influencing interpersonal attraction is reinforcement. We enjoy sustaining 
contacts that are rewarding, and we refrain from maintaining those we judge punishing. 
Consequently, all things being equal, we enjoy being in personally rewarding relationships. 
We like people who praise us more than those who criticize us. We are more attracted to 
individuals who like us than we are to those who dislike us. We seek to be in the company 
of people who cooperate with us more than we want to be among those who compete 
with or oppose us. But as is so often the case, too much of a good thing can backfire. Too 
much reinforcement can make us question another’s sincerity or motivation. If someone 
becomes overzealous in praising us or disingenuously fawns over us, we begin to wonder 
what he or she really wants. As psychologist Elliot Aronson cautions, “We like people whose 
behavior provides us with maximum reward at minimum cost.”39 In other words, we are 
attracted to those with whom we can share a relationship that has few negative aspects or 
costs yet yields numerous incentives. When the opposite is true—that is, when the costs 
of a relationship outweigh its positive aspects or rewards—we tend to find the relationship 
unattractive.40

Interpersonal attraction plays a key role in relationship 
development.

Task attractiveness: 
Appeal based in 
pleasure in working 
with another, which 
may lead one party 
to seek increased 
interpersonal contact 
with the other.

Proximity: Physical 
nearness.

Reinforcement: 
Behavior that is 
personally rewarding.
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SIMILARITY

In general, we find ourselves attracted to people whose 
appearance, behavior, values, attitudes, experiences, 
beliefs, ideas, and interests are similar to ours, and who 
like and dislike the same things we do. Typically, we like 
people whose way of thinking resembles our own, more 
than we like those who disagree with us, especially 
when the issue under consideration is important to us. 
In fact, the more salient the issue, the more important 
being similar becomes. Similarity presents us with 
“social validation”: it provides us with the input we 
need to confirm the “correctness” of a stance we have 
taken.

We also expect people with attitudes similar to ours 
to like us more than would those whose attitudes 
differ substantially from ours. By associating with and 
establishing relationships with people we perceive to 
be most like us, we play it safe. In fact, according to the 
matching hypothesis developed by Elaine Hatfield Walster 
and her colleagues, although you may be attracted to the 
most physically attractive people, you will most likely date 
and enter into a long-term relationship with someone 
similar to yourself in physical attractiveness.41 The same 
holds true for those who hold ideas similar to ours; our 
attraction for each other tends to grow. We become “peas 
in a pod.”

COMPLEMENTARITY

Not all research suggests that we develop relationships only with those who are like us. The 
variable of complementarity suggests that opposites attract. At times, instead of falling for 
someone who is our replica, we find ourselves attracted to someone very different. It may be 
because he or she exhibits one or more characteristics we admire but do not possess. Thus, 
an introverted person might be attracted to someone who is extroverted, or a submissive 
person might be interested in finding a dominant partner. You may enjoy conversing with 
someone whose position on an issue is diametrically opposed to yours. Interacting with our 
“opposites” can help us learn different ways of thinking. Opposites can be attracted to each 
other—just not as commonly or as easily as people who are more alike.

While each of the characteristics described above plays its part in our choice of a romantic 
partner, what we find attractive in a potential partner leads us to desire that person in 
particular. Which characteristic(s) drew you to your partner?

Recently, some airlines began allowing passengers to select their seatmates based on the 
perusal of information uploaded from fellow travelers’ Facebook or LinkedIn profiles.42 
That way they can try to sit next to someone who seems interesting to them. The airlines 
call this “social seating.” What would you look for in a potential seatmate? Do you think 
having such profiles available would improve your chances of meeting someone with 
whom you would not only like to begin a relationship but also continue to interact after 
landing? Why or why not?

Similarity influences attraction. Do you date someone similar to 
you in attractiveness?

Similarity: A like way 
of thinking between 
two people that results 
in attraction or social 
validation.

Matching hypothesis: 
The theory that we 
enter into a long-
term relationship with 
someone similar to 
ourselves in physical 
attractiveness.

Complementarity: 
Attraction to a person 
who is different from 
oneself.
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CULTURE AND CONNECTION

Culture influences how and with whom we form relationships. Although we all have a need 
to make contact and connect with others, culture leads us to do these things in different 
ways. Culture even guides us in deciding whether to speak to strangers. Similarly, it teaches 
us how to spend our time and what to value. For instance, whereas some cultures value 
work as an end (Japan, for example), other cultures perceive work as a means to an end 
(Mexico, for example).43

TRY THIS: Attractors

Whom are you attracted to? Use the rating scale below to identify why you find yourself attracted to a friend, a 
coworker, and a past or present romantic partner by placing one name in each blank and answering the questions 
with each of these persons in mind. Try to identify what dimensions your attraction for each of your chosen subjects 
is based on. For example, are you attracted because of physical, social, task, and/or other dimensions?

For each question, use this scale to make your ratings:

Agree    Disagree

1 2 3 4 5

 1.  I think _____________ is particularly pretty or handsome.

 2.  I find ______________’s looks appealing in whatever s/he wears.

 3.  I find spending time with _________ fun.

 4.  ____________ fits in well with my friends.

 5.  I have confidence in _____________’s ability to get a job done.

 6.  I believe ________________ is an asset in most work situations.

 7.  I find living near ________________ makes it easy for us to get together.

  8.  Living near __________________ has made me like him/her more.

  9.  ______________ makes me feel good about myself.

10. I really think that ________________ likes me.

11. I have a lot in common with ______________.

12.  ________________ and I have similar attitudes on important issues.

13.  ________________ and I are like night and day.

14.  ________________ helps me learn new ways of thinking.

To what extent, if any, is your attraction for each person based exclusively on one category? To what extent, if any, is it based 
on an amalgam of factors? How does the nature of your attraction for each of these persons influence the kind of relationship 
you share? Explain.

SOURCE: See C. H. Tardy, ed., A Handbook for the Study of Human Communication: Methods for Observing, Measuring, and Assessing 
Communication Processes, Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1988.
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Culture also guides us in understanding relationship 
customs and practices globally. For example, how we 
define who is a “stranger” reveals some of the challenges 
we face in interacting with persons from diverse cultures. 
In cultures that promote individualistic values, the 
concept of the stranger is easier to penetrate than it is in 
cultures that promote collectivistic values. Collectivistic 
culture members create strong in-group bonds to separate 
insiders from outsiders. For example, in Greek the 
word for “non-Greek” translates as “stranger”; in Korea, 
strangers are seen as “nonpersons.”44

In most cultures, only loose connections exist between 
acquaintances. Because acquaintances do not usually confide 
in one another, they limit their conversations to ritualistic 
small talk. Even the topics of small talk may be culturally 
regulated. For example, although it may be perfectly 
acceptable in the United States to inquire about another’s 
spouse, in some Arab countries it may be seen as a breach of 
etiquette to ask a male acquaintance about his wife.45

Intercultural conceptions of friendship may also vary. In 
some countries, such as Thailand, a person is accepted 
completely as a friend or not at all. For example, if you 
disapprove of any aspect of another’s behavior, that person cannot be your friend.46 In contrast, 
Americans typically simply choose not to discuss those aspects of their friends to which they 
take exception or with which they disagree, such as their political or religious beliefs.

Cultural expectations for friendships differ in other ways too. Whereas cultures with 
individualistic orientations refer to friends as “friends,” cultures with collectivistic 
orientations refer to friends with labels typically reserved for family members in 
individualistic cultures: brother, sister, or cousin. The latter labels suggest that the bonds of 
friendship are not transient, but lasting.

Cultural customs concerning romance and marriage also vary widely. For example, in 
countries such as India and Afghanistan, parents arrange the marriages of their children. 
As a result, dating prior to marriage in these countries is rare. The same is true in many 
Middle Eastern countries; in some, such as Iran, dating is even against the law. In Central 
and South America, most young people do not date until they are well into their teens, 
and in Japan and Korea, significant dating first begins during college. In many European 
countries, dating is a group activity rather than a couples’ activity.47

Because culture affects communication, it also affects our responses to those whose 
cultures differ from ours. By answering the following questions, you can remove barriers 
and improve your ability to communicate with others from different cultures.

DOES THE CULTURE PLACE MORE STRESS ON 
INDIVIDUALS OR ON SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS?

While some cultures emphasize social relationships, others stress individualism. To determine 
what your culture has taught you, ask yourself if you give preference to your own private 
interests or the interests of the collectivity when interacting. In other words, are you likely to 
feel emotionally independent or dependent in the company of others? According to researchers, 
individualism lies at the very heart of American culture, while for members of other cultural 
groups, such as those from East Asian countries, the social relationship is paramount.48

Culture guides us in understanding relationship customs and 
practices.



352 Part IV: Relationships in Context

DOES THE CULTURE PROMOTE THE DEVELOPMENT OF  
SHORT- OR LONG-TERM RELATIONSHIPS?

While Americans may find it easy to drop in and out of relationships and organizations, 
members of Far Eastern cultures believe that relationships ought to last and that 
individuals should show loyalty to others simply because they are obligated to each other. 
Because East Asian cultures share such a perspective, in these cultures business and 
personal relationships are mixed together, last longer, and are based on mutual expectations 
of reciprocity and congeniality. Thus, whereas Americans typically want to get right down 
to business, individuals from East Asian countries feel more comfortable if their business 
interactions occur on a more personal level, believing that for an effective business 
relationship to develop, a warm personal relationship must first exist.

DOES THE CULTURE VALUE RESULTS 
OR THE INTERACTIONAL PROCESS?

Americans are highly results-oriented, often wanting instant answers—even from a 
relationship. Compared with individuals from other cultures, they are more spontaneous in 
their interactions and more apt to reveal themselves to others. In contrast, in most Asian 
countries, people tend to be less revealing and more willing to devote significantly longer 
periods to getting to know each other.

By answering questions such as these, you can help to place a person’s communicative 
behavior in an appropriate cultural context.

GENDER AND RELATIONSHIP FORMATION

Gender affects how we are taught to communicate, influencing our roles, the parts we 
play when interacting, and the rules or behavioral norms guiding our interactions and 
relationships with one another.

We learn the roles we perform. We are not born knowing how to enact them. Our learning, 
however, starts early—virtually as soon as we are born. For example, studies reveal that 
nurses in U.S. hospital nurseries handle boy and girl babies differently, raising the pitch of 
their voices as much as a third higher when talking to girls and using larger gestures when 
interacting with boys.49

In part because of the ways many in U.S. society interact, we are apt to develop different 
expectations for males and females. As a result, we may expect the members of the two 
sexes to behave differently, dress differently, play differently, and perform different jobs. On 
the other hand, people who grow up in families that treat males and females as equals are 
likely to develop or acquire views of their prospective roles that differ from the long-held 
traditional expectations.

In general, U.S. culture has taught that males are to perform instrumental roles and 
females are to perform expressive roles. The expectation is for males to focus on getting 
things done and for females to focus on helping, supporting, nurturing, and being 
responsive to others’ needs. Consequently, male communication is primarily task-oriented 
and female communication is primarily relationship-oriented.

Over time, it has become possible and increasingly acceptable for males and females to be 
more androgynous in their roles—that is, to share both instrumental and expressive roles. 

Instrumental roles: 
Roles that are focused 
on getting things done; 
task-oriented roles.

Expressive roles: 
Roles focused on 
helping, supporting, 
nurturing, and being 
responsive to the needs 
of others; relationship-
oriented roles.

Androgynous: Having 
both masculine and 
feminine traits.
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As perceptions of men and women have changed, so have expectations for them. When we 
view male and female roles as androgynous, we make it feasible for men and women to 
be behaviorally flexible and to display an array of what were once more limited, sex-typed 
characteristics. Thus, men can be both nurturing and competitive, and females can be both 
assertive and submissive.

As Rachel Bertsche, author of MWF Seeking BFF: My Yearlong Search for a New Best 
Friend, observes, friendship is terribly important in our lives.50 Yet, too often it becomes 
a luxury, something we try to fit in after career and family. When compared with the 
friendships of men, women’s friendships are often de-emphasized by the media, which often 
trivialize them while treating men’s friendships with dignity and respect. Friends, however, 
are of vital importance to the members of both sexes, though not for the same reasons. 
When it comes to friendship, women choose women friends they can confide in.51 Female 
friendships tend to be expressive, centering on sharing disclosures and developing loyalty 
and trust. Women focus on relational matters and are sensitive to what happens to their 
friends. Males, in contrast, have “chumships.”52 Instead of basing their friendships around 
talk, men tend to befriend other males with whom they share hobbies, play sports, and so 
forth. Whereas women’s friendships emphasize face-to-face interaction, men’s emphasize 
side-to-side interaction. On the other hand, male-female friendships tend to be more active 
and less intense than female friendships and more emotionally fulfilling and expressive than 
male friendships.

When women and men date, the women typically want to talk more than the men. Men 
tend to approach conversation functionally, with the goal of sharing information or solving 
problems, whereas women are more likely to view conversation as an ingredient essential 
to the relationship’s development. Thus, it is often the woman who keeps the conversation 
going. Linguistic theorist Deborah Tannen explains that women use “rapport talk” while 
men use “report talk”: women talk to establish and negotiate relationships; men talk to 
preserve independence and negotiate status.53

When selecting a romantic relationship partner, American men tend to look for 
stereotypically feminine women (women who are attractive, slim, and sexy), and 
women are likely to look for men with stereotypically masculine qualities (men 
who are ambitious, energetic, and strong).54 Many American women also report that 
they expect their spouses to be their superiors in intelligence, ability, education, and 
job success.55

MEDIA, TECHNOLOGY, AND SOCIAL WORLDS

While the media and technology reflect existing societal expectations, we also use the 
portrayals and communication examples they feature as models of what to do or not do 
when building, maintaining, and ending relationships of our own.

MEDIA PORTRAYALS OF FRIENDSHIP AND ROMANCE

Media portrayals mimic cultural expectations for gender. As such, they further influence 
how we perceive men and women and shape our views of effective communication and 
relationships.

Until recently, media offerings for the most part featured dependent women and 
independent men, suggesting that incompetent women need to rely on men to succeed, 
that men are the breadwinners and women the caregivers, and that men are the aggressors 
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and women the victims.56 These depictions made their way into consciousness, causing 
us to limit our perceptions of ourselves and perpetuating unrealistic images of what we 
should be like and how we should interact when in one another’s company. More recently, 

men have increasingly been portrayed in the media 
in ways echoing the false portrayals of women.57 So-
called reality programs, however, persist in portraying 
men stereotypically. For example, on Jersey Shore a 
prominent stereotype is the macho man, a man who 
demonstrates his manliness by degrading women.

Unfortunately, stereotypical depictions of women and 
men abound in advertisements as well. Advertisers 
persist in portraying men as central to women’s lives 
and women as overly concerned with relationships, 
obsessed with appearance and youth, and emotionally 
dependent.58 They depict women as sex objects—
desirable not because of personal qualities but because 
of their bodies. Men are also held up as authorities, 
while women are depicted as the consumers who need 
to be told by male authorities which products they 
should be using.

Similarly, in film and television offerings, men are often 
portrayed as aggressive, dominant, and engaged in 
exciting and instrumental activities, while women are 
portrayed as caregivers and nurturers who are dependent 
on men and preoccupied with romance.59 Producers of 
media also stereotype. For example, films targeted at 

female audiences emphasize feelings, bonding, romance, and conversation, whereas male-
targeted films emphasize carnage, zingy one-liners, and sex.

TECHNOLOGY: MEETING IN CYBERSPACE

Technology affects both communication and relationships. The late media scholar Neil 
Postman believed us to be living in a technopoly, a society in which all forms of cultural life 
are subordinate to technology.60 Do you agree?

TRY THIS: Ties That Bind

Although an emphasis on social relationships is conducive to collaboration, cooperation, and group harmony, 
some fear that it can also stifle individual initiative, creativity, and independence. Balancing the preservation 
of relationships with working to get ahead can be difficult.

Interview two employees from your own culture (one male and one female) and two from another culture (one male and 
one female) to determine their feelings about their relationships to their employers, their satisfaction with their jobs, their 
thoughts about their personal importance to their organizations, and how they balance relationships and career goals.

SOURCE: Susan Cain, “The Rise of the New Groupthink,” New York Times, January 15, 2012, p. SR1, SR6.

Bridesmaids was a critical and commercial success, and the 
raunchy female-driven comedy challenged traditional Hollywood 
wisdom about how women should be portrayed in movies.

Technopoly: A culture 
whose thought world 
is monopolized by 
technology.



355Chapter 12: Relationship DynamicsPart IV: Relationships in Context

The Internet has brought social networks into our lives. 
We now develop some of our friendships and romantic 
relationships online. For centuries, the elite used 
paintings of themselves to represent their status and 
present themselves as they wished to be seen. Now this 
process has been expanded—we all have the ability to 
present digital portraits of ourselves to the world. We use 
these digital representations to connect with others—to 
“friend” them—on Facebook and other sites. In effect, we 
sell ourselves and promote our lifestyles. In the minds of 
some, the number of social network friends attracted (even 
if a majority of them are weak ties) is a status enhancer.61 
Being well liked becomes itself a preoccupation. Indeed, 
a large number of us keep careful count of online friends 
and Twitter followers, correlating our worth with their 
number.62

Interestingly, women update their status on Facebook 
more frequently than men do, making an average of 
twenty-one updates per week, while men average six. 
Women also comment more frequently on others’ updates. 
Even in the online world, women take charge of social 
relationships.63

It’s not just about friends, however. While people still use singles bars, parties, cruises, 
and ads to meet potential romantic partners, the twenty-first century finds us also relying 
on the proliferation of sites such as Match.com, OkCupid, Chemistry.com, and eHarmony 
for romantic relationship building. We now shop for a love connection as we shop for 
everything else. While women are more likely than men to form personal relationships 
online, both use cyberspace to form friendships and romantic relationships, with 
increasing numbers of these transferring into real space. In fact, millions of Americans 
seek love on the Internet. Between 2007 and 2009, some 21 percent of heterosexual 
couples and 61 percent of same-sex couples in the United States met online, with their 
online descriptions revealing what they were looking for in a partner and what a partner 
should expect to find in them.64

When creating online descriptions, those seeking romantic partners tend to idealize 
themselves, bending the truth in the effort to put their best foot forward. Interestingly, 
they often seek others who are ethnically similar to themselves. More than three-quarters 
of white member contacts on online dating sites are with other white members. Black 
members, in contrast, are ten times more apt to contact white potential partners than black 
ones.65 The woman with the best chance of having a male express interest is her is slightly 
underweight, whereas women prefer men slightly overweight—but financially well-off. 
According to researchers, however, these websites do not actually improve dating outcomes. 
The partner choices made by members are based on more than personality similarities and 
are not necessarily rational decisions.66

Why did online socializing take off? Why do large numbers of people find it a surrogate form 
of interpersonal communication? Unlike our more traditionally established relationships, 
relationships that are built online promote intimacy through mutual disclosure rather 
than physical attractiveness. According to communication researcher Joseph Walther, 
the online environment encourages interaction to become hyperpersonal, meaning we 
share in cyberspace information we would not share characteristically when face-to-face. 

More and more friendships and romantic relationships are 
developing online.
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Perhaps this is because we feel less inhibited online and view our partners more positively, a 
perception that accelerates our feelings of closeness.67

In addition, online interactions help us maintain connections. “Away messaging,” posts on 
Facebook, and numerous texts let our friends and significant others know what we are up 
to and vice versa. Researchers believe that those who use these means of communication 
do so because they do not want to be out of the loop. They also employ them to control 
others’ impressions of them. For example, you can post a “social butterfly”-type message 
even if you are home watching a DVD. Or you can make a boy- or girlfriend think you’re out 
with someone else when you’re not. The best result is to return to a screen full of messages 
sent in response to your posts or texts. The worst is to return to an empty screen. Thus, 
responses to posts can serve as a litmus test of social capital.68

Now, even a cell phone can function as a matchmaker for love and friendship connections. 
Looking for love nearby is a common practice, and growing numbers of people now use 
cell phone applications to make instant dates based on the proximity of a prospect to the 
user’s neighborhood.69 Users post their profiles (sometimes only a picture) and scan lists 
of others who have done so. They exchange messages, and if a mutual interest surfaces, 
they can take it to the next step and decide where to meet. Applications include broadly 
targeted ones such as Blendr, OkCupid Locals, HowAboutWe, Jazzed, and Grindr, an app 
targeted to gay men. These apps offer opportunities for quick interaction (an advantage for 
the time-challenged), and users may decide soon after getting together whether they will 
do it again.

Despite the popularity of digital dating sites, some seeking to make a love connection are 
hiring “wingmen and -women”—people who specialize in picking up flirting signals—to 
pose as friends and accompany them to social gathering places. The wingman or -woman 
alerts the person who hires him or her to potential matches and helps to make seamless 
introductions to potential partners. Like the lead character in the popular film Hitch, these 
professional cupids excel at face-to-face conversation, a social skill sadly lacking in some 
who spend more and more time online.70

Thus, online social networks both facilitate and complicate relationship building. While 
they encourage mutual disclosures that help build intimacy, they also give users more 
control over how others perceive them than they otherwise would be able to exert. And by 
limiting face-to-face interaction, they may be impeding our ability to “think on our feet.” 
We may be skilled at “conversing” with our fingertips, but this may not be a skill that 
carries over into our face-to-face encounters.

GAINING COMMUNICATION COMPETENCE:  
MASTERING RELATIONSHIP COMPLEXITIES

Relationships are complex. The more we can learn about how we form them and why they 
do or do not work, the better able we will be to deal with them. What can we do to improve 
our relationships? How can we develop better-balanced relationships? What do the media 
and technology forecast about relationships in the future, and what can or should we do 
about it?

UNDERSTAND THAT RELATIONSHIPS DON’T JUST HAPPEN

Working to improve relationships is a lifelong endeavor. We can work to develop meaningful 
relationships, or we can let them falter or wither away. By focusing on the nature of 
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relationships and why we have them in the first place, we are able to discover what we will 
miss when one goes awry.

RECOGNIZE WHY WE NEED OTHERS

What happens to those who feel cut off from others? Feelings of isolation increase the risk 
of death. Lonely people die younger.71 By being in relationships, we combat loneliness and 
experience belonging. Relationships provide us with a sense of inclusion. When they are 
lacking, we are often left with a sense of doom.

UNDERSTAND THE NATURE OF FRIENDSHIP 
AND ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS

People in healthy relationships enjoy the following:

•	 They look forward to being together because they enjoy each other’s company.

•	 They accept each other as they are, are free to be themselves, and make few, if any, 
demands on the other person to change.

•	 They trust each other and are willing to put themselves in the hands of the other, 
because each assumes that the other will act in his or her best interest.

•	 They share a high level of commitment and are willing to help and support each 
other.

•	 They respect each other.

•	 They are willing to share personal information and engage in high levels of self-
disclosure; as a result, they are better able to predict each other’s behaviors and 
responses.

MEET THE CHALLENGES POSED BY MEDIA AND TECHNOLOGY

Our relational repertoire grows larger as the media and technological innovations make 
new ways of interacting possible. How we develop and grow future relationships may be 
different from how we grew and nurtured them in the past. We may become attracted 
to people in different ways and for different reasons. Originating, pacing, or repairing a 
relationship begun on the Internet may require us to have different skills than beginning, 
maintaining, or reinvigorating one established face-to-face. We need to remain open to 
using both traditional and new approaches to building meaningful relationships.
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1. 

CONNECT THE CASE: The Case of the Job Promotion

Susan and Bob are married and have two children. To ensure the lifestyle they want 
for their family, both Susan and Bob work more than forty hours per week. Though Bob 
tries to do his share of household chores, Susan somehow ends up more exhausted at 
week’s end.

Susan figures out how to get the kids to and from soccer and softball practice, where 
they go after school, and how they spend their time on weekends. That seems fair to 
Bob, since he makes more money than Susan, or, as he puts it, “brings home the lion’s 
share of the bacon,” so they can afford to take great family vacations, buy designer 
clothes, and eat in fine restaurants.

Given Bob’s position, Susan wonders how he will handle the latest news about  
her career.

Susan had nearly floated out of the CEO’s office. Not only had she been promoted, she had also been given a 
substantial salary increase—she would now be making more money than her husband. Yet the excitement and pride 
she felt was tinged with concern and uncertainty because she wasn’t sure how Bob would react to the news. She sat 
down at her desk, took a deep breath, took out her cell, and called Bob at his office. She told herself he should be 
pleased, since now they would have even more money to spend on those extras that help make their lives easier. Bob 
answered her call: “Hi, Susan. What’s up?”

Consider these questions:

1.  If you were Susan, would you reveal the truth to 
Bob?

2.  How do you imagine Bob would respond if told the 
truth? What about if told a lie? Be specific.

3. If you were Bob, how would you react to the truth?

4.  In what ways, or to what extent, do you think 
Susan’s promotion and new salary will change 
Susan and Bob’s relationship?
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1 Discuss the functions relationships 
serve, identifying the characteristics that 
distinguish one relationship from another. 
Relationships help preserve our happiness and health; 
prevent our isolation; meet our needs for inclusion, 
control, and affection; offer a point of reference for 
checking if our behavior and emotional responses 
are culturally acceptable; serve as a communication 
pipeline; and maintain our sense of worth. We can 
compare and contrast relationships based on their 
duration, the frequency of interpersonal contacts, 
how much people reveal to each other, the kind of 
support they offer one another, the variability of their 
interactions, and their goals.

2 Use Rawlins’s friendship model and 
Sternberg’s triangle of love to explain 
the relationship spectrum, distinguishing 
among acquaintanceships, friendships, 
and romantic relationships. The stages of 
Rawlins’s six-stage model of friendship are role-
limited interaction, friendly relations, moving toward 
friendship, nascent friendship, stabilized friendship, 
and waning friendship. Sternberg’s triangle of love 
identifies commitment, passion, and intimacy as 
necessary components in a romantic relationship.

3 Use Knapp and Vangelisti’s relationship 
model to describe the stages a romantic 
relationship may pass through. Knapp and 
Vangelisti identify the following relationship stages: 
initiating (you decide if you are attracted to another), 
experimenting (you share information, looking for 
commonalities), intensifying (intimacy increases), 
integrating (your identities begin to merge), bonding 
(a public ritual makes clear your commitment to 

each other), differentiating (your differences begin to 
dominate), circumscribing (you restrict your sharing 
of information), stagnating (you decide further 
communication is pointless), avoiding (you keep 
your distance physically from one another), and 
terminating (you end your relationship). Not every 
relationship goes through all ten stages. Relationships 
may progress, retreat, advance again, and/or 
deteriorate. Relationship stabilization occurs at the 
level both parties agree is satisfying and meets their 
needs.

4 Describe the factors that influence 
interpersonal attraction. The primary motive 
for initiating a relationship is attraction. Among the 
variables influencing the amount of attraction are 
physical attractiveness, social attractiveness, task 
attractiveness, proximity, reinforcement, similarity, 
and complementarity.

5 Identify how culture, gender, the media, 
and technology influence relationship 
development. Culture influences the forming of 
relationships, determining attitudes toward strangers, 
including wheth love we feel for the person we have 
er or not we engage in ritualistic small talk. It also 
modifies attitudes toward friendship, romance, and 
marriage. Gender influences relationship roles and 
rules as well as the expectations developed for males 
and females. As perceptions of men and women 
change, androgyny has become more accepted. The 
media and technology tend to reinforce cultural and 
gender expectations, with stereotypical portrayals 
abounding. While shaping our image of an effective 
relationship, they can also help broaden our concept 
of acceptable means of interacting.

6 Identify specific techniques that can facilitate 
our mastery of relationship dynamics. Once 
we acknowledge that relationships don’t just happen, 
recognize our need for others, understand the nature 
of friendship, and display the ability to meet the 
challenges the media and emerging technologies 
pose, we become better able to demonstrate mastery 
of relationship dynamics.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

REVIEW 
THIS
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CHECK YOUR SKILLS

 1 Can you recognize how isolation affects individuals? 
(See page 329; and Analyze This, 
page 332.)

 2 Can you provide examples how inclusion, control, 
and affection needs differ among people with whom 
you share relationships? (See pages 329–331; and 
Try This, page 333.)

 3 Can you identify the characteristics most important 
to you in choosing a friend and a romantic partner, 
using them to make relationship choices? 
(See pages 334–335.)

 4 Can you compare and contrast the levels of intimacy 
you have in your relationships? (See page 335; and 
Try This, page 336.)

 5 Can you chart the evolution of one of your 
relationships? (See pages 336–345; Analyze This, 
page 343; and Try This, page 345.)

 6 Can you identify why you are attracted to some 
people but not to others? (See pages 345–350; 
and Try This, page 350.)

 7 Can you recognize how culture and gender influence 
how you choose the people with whom you establish 
ties? (See pages 350–353; and Try This, 
page 354.)

 8 Can you recognize when a media portrayal alters 
your thoughts about how to communicate in a 
relationship? (See pages 353–354.)

 9 Can you decode online postings and use them to 
gauge your or another’s social capital? (See pages 
354–356.)

10 Can you diagnose the effectiveness of relational 
communication, and, if the communication is deemed 
ineffective, identify how to improve it? (See The 
Case of the Job Promotion, page 358.)

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING

1 Can you list the functions that relationships fulfill in 
your life? (See pages 328–333.)

2 Can you use Rawlins’s friendship model and 
Sternberg’s triangle of love to summarize the 
similarities and differences between a relationship 
based on friendship and one based on love? If you 
were creating a list of rules to follow for friendship and 
romance, what rules would be on your list and why? 
(See pages 336–340.)

3 Can you create a ten-stage scenario to illustrate 
Knapp and Vangelisti’s relationship model in action? 
(See pages 340–345.)

4 Can you explain which attraction factors are 
important to you and why? (See pages 345–349.)

5 Can you give examples of how your gender and/or 
culture or the media and technology you prefer 
have influenced the course of a relationship? (See 
pages 350–356.)
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