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ABSTRACT

COMMUNICATION AND RELATIONAL CHANGE PROCESSES:
OONCEPTUALIZATION AND FINDINGS

By
Malcolm R. Parks

This research investigated the role of commmication in relational
change processes. A central problem has been the ambiguity with which
the concepts of "relationship" and "relational change" have been used.
The study began by offering a general perspective on these concepts.

This perspective made the initial assumption that persons entered into,
maintained and terminated contacts with others for the purpose of goal-
achievement. Exchange theory was then utilized as a basis for concept-
ualizing the interface of individuals' goal-seeking activities. From
this orientation relational change was conceptualized in terms of
changes in the variety (breadth), subjective value (depth) and frequen-
cy of exchanges. Relational change was also conceptualized in terms of
informational and negotiative requirements of exchange management. These
factors were referred to as a "cammmnication contract." Components of
commmication contracts selected for inwvestigation were: 1) uncertainty;
2) perceived understanding; 3) the frequency of metacommunication; and

4) perceived uniqueness.

The main focus of the study was on the relationship of exchange and
contract variables to two general indicators of relational development.
These were: 1) the lewvel of perceived closeness; and 2) the level of
friendship. A secondary interest was in relational decay processes.

It focused on an attempt to categorize subject explanations for decay in
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termms of the exchange and cammmication contract variables.

The data for this study were obtained fram 105 undergraduates en-
rolled in comumication courses. Each subject completed items pertain-
ing to the exchange and contract factors for three relationships: 1)
an acquaintance; 2) a friend; and 3) an intimate friend. These three
levels of friendship were selected on the basis of a pilot study. This
procedure yielded a total of 315 relationships for analysis. Of these
68 were identifie& as exhibiting some form of decay. These 68 were
analyzed independently. This left 247 non-decay relationships for the
analysis of relational development patterns.

Each subject completed three questionnaires. Multiple waves were
used so that items could be repeated to obtain reliability estimates.
Reliability estimates were also obtained from a sample of 42 relation-
ships in which both participants had completed a questionnaire.

Analysis of relational development patterns was of three types: 1)
an examination of the correlations between perceived closeness and the
several exchange and contract variables; 2) an examination of the be-
havior of the exchange and contract variables across the three levels
of friendship; and 3) a series of factor analytic attempts to explore
the relationships among the exchange and contract variables. Although
a conprehensive analysis was not possible, the behavior of these vari-
ables was also examined in temms of the sex of the subject and the
sexual composition of the relationship.

Brief written explanations of the causes of decay were obtained for
58 of the 68 decay relationships. Explanations were coded in temms of
categories defined by the exchange and contract factors. The exploratory
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analysis of these data involved an examination of the distribution of
the 34 consistently coded responses.

When perceived closeness was used as an indicator of- relational
development, it was found that increases in perceived closeness were
associated with increases in perceived uniqueness, the breadth of com-
mmication, the average and maximum depth of cammnication, the frequen-
cy of metacomunication and the lewvel of perceived understanding in a
statistically significant fashion. Perceived closeness and uncertain—
ty were strongly and negatively associated. When the level of friend-
ship was used as an indicator of relational development, it was found
that increases in the level of friendship were accampanied by increases
in the level of perceived uniqueness, perceived understanding, the
average depth of commmication and the frequency of metacammmication.
Level of friendship was found to be negatively related to the level of
uncertainty. The frequency of caomunication was found to be unrelated
to either indicator.

Factor analytic attempts to isolate statistically independent sets
of component variables met with failure. In general exchange and con-
tract variables represent a highly interrelated set.

The analysis of data for decay relationships revealed that the most
frequent explanation for relational decay was mobility or physical dis-
tance coupled with the development of alternmative relationships.

An examination of sex differences revealed that males and females
differed in terms of the average depth of communication, the breadth of
camunication, the frequency of metacommunication and the level of un-

certainty experienced in the relationship. Several of these variables
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also differed as a function of whether the relationship was camposed of
same—- or opposite-sex persons. It was concluded that these differences
may be reflective of actual differences in developmental patterns.

The last several sections of the report evaluated the study in an
attenpt to outline methodological and theoretic priorities for future
research. Four general methodological suggestions for future research
were offered: 1) replications involving samples of friendship relations;
2) replications involving samples of relationships with a variety of
other social designations--such as dating, marriage and business associ-
ations; 3) the development of more precise operationalizations of vari-
ables; and 4) the greater utilization of longitudinal designs. At a
theoretic level an attempt to further refine the conceptualization of
relational change processes was made. It was suggested that the orig-
inal conceptualization was too broad and ambiguous to be maximally use-
ful in theory construction. In an effort to rectify this difficulty
the conceptualization of relational change was restricted to focus only
on changes in the breadth or depth of exchange. Frequency of exchange
was dropped as a factor because it appeared to be at a lower level of
abstraction than the other variables. Several of the variables that had
been viewed as commmication contract factors were then classified as
antecedents or consequents of relational change. This modified concep-
tualization was believed to better allow specification of relationships

among variables important in the process of relational change.
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Chapter 1

A Dynamic Conceptualization
of Interpersonal Relationships

Whether one begins from the examining eye of social
science, the sonnets of Shakespeare or the brazen beat of
rock and roll, it is an inescapable fact that individuals
live out their lives, achieve their best, and endure their
moments in relationships with others. From the scholarly
Lyceum to the crowded patio of a modern suburban cocktail
party, men and women have pondered the nature of relation-
ships and how these fragile social constructions form and
crumble. Despite the timeless centrality of the discussion,
relatively little social scientific attention has been de-
voted to explicating just what relationships are and how they
change over time. The research reported here seeks to de-
scribe a number of aspects of the process of relational
change.

The first task, involves to explicating the concept of
"relationship." If we are to understand how relationships
change, we must first be able to offer an understanding of
what a relationship is. The second goal of this chapter is
to present a conceptualization of relational change processes.
In doing so, a number of research hypotheses will be derived.

1
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The remainder of the work is devoted to a description of an
empirical test of these hypotheses. The work is primarily

definitional and exploratory.

Conceptualizing Relationships

The word "relationship" has been used so often and in so
many contexts that one rarely thinks of providing a rigorous
explication of the concept. Certainly no term in social
science has received so much use and so little explication
(Scheff, 1970). The conceptualization offered here has two
major foci: 1) an orientation toward an exchange theoretic
conception as the foundation of relationships; and 2) a con-
sideration of the way in which exchange is developed and man-
aged over time through communication. This later set of
processes has been labeled as the process of communication

contracting.

Exchange in Social Settings

Exchange as a theoretic foundation. An initial assump-

tion of the present work is that persons enter into, maintain
and terminate contacts with others in order to pursue their
personal desires, needs, or goals (Miller & Steinberg, 1975;
Weinstein, 1966; Weinstein, 1969; White, 1959). This assump-
tion implies that relationships are vehicles for goal-achieve-
ment.

A consideration of an exchange perspective (e.g., Blau,

1964; Homans, 1961; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959) would appear to
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follow rather straightforwardly from such an assumption. In
their most general sense exchange formulations seek to de-
scribe the way in which participants pursue their goals in
social settings. Exchange formulations speak to the "mesh-
ing" of behaviors relevant to goal-achievement. An exchange
perspective extends the assumption of individual goal-seeking
to multiple party interactions and, thus, provides a conceptu-
al foundation for explicating the notion of a relationship.
Moreover, because of its general use, exchange theory as a
foundation can be related to substantial amounts of existing
research. Several investigators have adopted this perspective
for their examination of relational change processes (e.g.,
Altman & Taylor, 1973; Levinger, 1965; Moss, Apolonio &
Jensen, 1971).

Basic exchange concepts. Exchange concepts have enjoyed

wide use. Several of the relevant concepts are summarized in
terms of the goal-achievement orientation below.

Following Thibaut and Kelley (1959) a "reward” may be de-
fined as any behavior which one finds desirable, pleasant or
satisfying. "Costs" may be defined as those behaviors which
one finds unpleasant or undesirable or which inhibit a desired
sequence of behavior. Thus, to achieve one's goals is viewed
as rewarding, while failure or inhibition is viewed as costly
to the individual.

Individuals can be assumed to have expectations about

interactions in terms of the ratio of rewards to costs
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(outcomes). Evaluations are made not only for current inter-
actions, but are also projected to future ones as well (Altman
& Taylor, 1973). These are, of course, subjective (McCall &
Simmons, 1966).

At least two types of evaluation warrant mention. One
type of comparison is between the expected or desired outcomes
(reward/cost ratios) and the level of perceived actual out-
comes--the comparison level (CL) (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). A
second type is between the outcomes of a given interaction and
the potential outcomes from alternative interactions--the com-

parison level for alternatives (CLa ) (Thibaut & Kelley,

1t
1959).

Dimensions of dyadic exchange. 1In social contexts the

mesh of the participants' behavioral repertoires constitutes
a matrix of exchanges. Each of the cells represents a unique
combination of behaviors and has an at least theoretically
specifiable value for each of the participants. These values
may be similar or different for the participants depending on
the degree to which participants possess similar goals.

Three general dimensions of exchange are identified: 1)
breadth--the relative proportion of each individual's behavior-
al repertoire which is involved in a given interaction or
series of interactions; 2) depth--the extent to which an inter-
action or series of interactions is characterized by exchanges
of greater or lesser subjective value to the participants; and

3) frequency--the rate at which exchanges occur.
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Though the discussion above is more generally stated,
the dimensions of exchange outlined here are similar to Altman

and Taylor's (1973) conceptualization of intimacy.

Communication Contracting

Communicative requirements of exchange. While exchange

formulations provide a foundation, they are insufficient to
fully build a conceptualization of relationships. They provide
little insight into how persons manage exchanges over time.

As a result relatively little is said about the dynamic quali-
ties of exchange. This section seeks to provide a general
outline of the processes by which persons develop and manage
interactions.

If we assume that interactions are arenas where persons
seek to obtain their goals, we can then ask what requirements
must be met in order for persons to fulfill their objectives.
Four necessary informational and negotiative requirements of
exchange management are outlined below.

First, mutual goal-achievement is facilitated by knowl-
edge of the behavioral alternatives available to self and
others. Without such information, one would have difficulty
predicting the consequences of his or her actions. At best,
an information deficit of this type might lead to inefficiency
in exchange as participants might need to test a greater
number of behaviors in seeking their goals. At worst, such a

deficit might lead to a total inability to achieve goals.
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Second, mutual goal-achievement is facilitated by knowl-
edge of the subjective values other parties associate with
behaviors. Information of this type contributes to predict-
ability, and thus efficiency, in the same way as information
regarding behavioral alternatives. Moreover, information
about subjective values is necessary if one is to appropriate-
ly reward others. Since fulfilling one's own objectives often
depends on assisting others to fulfill their objectives
(Carson, 1969; Jones & Gerard, 1967; McCall & Simmons, 1966),
information about others' exchange preferences may be essen-
tial to the ultimate fulfillment of one's own goals.

Third, mutual goal-achievement is facilitated by agree-
ments regarding exchange sequences. In many instances, ex-

change sequences dispiay a certain "quid pro quo" or "this

for that" quality (Weiss, Birchler & Vincent, 1974). That is,
participants explicitly or implicitly agree to reward each
other in a certain sequence. In some cases, for example,
person A may engage in a behavior which is costly to him with
the understanding that person B will reciprocate by engaging
in a costly behavior which is rewarding to A. Agreements of
this form illustrate the negotiative qualities of exchange.
These understandings will be important if both parties in a
dyad are to obtain their objectives over time. It should be
noted that the concept of agreement is being used in a rather
general sense. Like McCall and Simmons (1966) we shall view

agreement as the lack of a disruptive dissensus rather than
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the necessary presence of true consensus.

Fourth, mutual goal-achievement is facilitated by agree-
ments (in the general sense defined above) regarding changes
in behavioral repertoires, preferences, or sequences. Assum-

ing that change in persons and environments is inevitable
(Bernard, 1964; Duvall, 1967), participants must develop agree-
ments by which exchanges can be modified. If, for example,
person A loses the ability to reward person B in way X, then
A and B will need to come to some sort of agreement regarding
a substitute for X or a mutually acceptable loss of rewards
for A. This is simply to say that over time exchanges form
patterns of mutual reward and when these patterns are disrupt-
ed by personal or environmental change, persons must come to
new agreements. These agreements may be explicitly negotiated
or more implicitly inferred from communication about past
changes.

These four requirements constitute minimal necessary in-
formational and negotiative requirements for the management of
exchange over time. They are referred to as communicative re-
quirements in order to acknowledge the centrality of communica-
tion processes in their formation and maintenance.

Throughout this discussion it has been presumed that these
reguirements are necessary because they contribute to the pre-
dictability of interaction. When persons are uncertain about
their choice of behaviors, the consequences of their behavioral

choices, or the meaning of others' behavioral choices, there is
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a decreased probability that they will be able to achieve
their goals at minimum cost. The role of communication in
this process is emphasized by Berger and Calabrese (1975):

we strive to make our own behavior and the

behavior of others predictable, and we try

to develop causal structures which provide

explanations for our own behavior as well

as the behavior of others. Within this

framework, interpersonal communication be-

havior plays at least two different roles.

First, we must attempt to develop predictions

about and explanations for our own and others'

communication behavior. . . . Second, com-

munication behavior is one vehicle through

which such predictions and explanations are

themselves formulated (p. 101).
Thus, in order to achieve their goals at minimum cost over
time, persons must be able to predict--within some margin of
error--the potential consequences of their own and others'
behavioral choices. Communication is the vehicle through
which this predictability is developed and maintained. Such
a conceptualization is very similar to Heider's (1958) notion
that persons need to "make sense" out of their physical and
social environments in order to predict and control them.

The contract concept. In this section, we will define

the informational and negotiative requirements discussed above
in terms of a "communication contract" which guides interaction.
To view interaction in terms of a "contract" implies that
the results of negotiation have a normative or compelling
guality to them (Rossiter & Pearce, 1975)--i.e., there are
rewards and costs associated with making or breaking a con-

tract. The concept has gained extensive use in discussions of
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interaction (e.g. ,Berne, 1961; Menninger, 1958; Pratt &
Tooley, 1966; Roth, 1962; Shapiro, 1962; Shapiro, 1968; Szasz,
1963). The concept of a contract as a vehicle for exchange
regulation has also been reflected in a number of therapeutic
techniques as well (e.g., Lederer & Jackson, 1968; Patterson
& Hops, 1972; Rappaport & Harrell, 1972; Stuart, 1969; Weiss,
Birchler & Vincent, 1974).

In addition to these more therapeutic orientations, the
contract notion has been reflected in a number of communica-
tion perspectives. Rossiter and Pearce (1975), for example,
suggest that persons develop complexes of rules which form
implicit contracts guiding interaction.

The contract notion is also closely related to a number
of symbolic interactionist concepts--terms like "the social
construction of reality" Berger & Kellner, 1970; Berger &
Luckmann, 1966, "working consensus" (Goffman, 1959; McCall &
Simmons, 1966; Weinstein, 1966), and "defining the situation"
or "defining the relationship" (e.g., Goffman, 1959; Morton,
Alexander & Altman, in press). Among other things, each of
these terms implies that persons evolve meaning for their own
and others' behavior which serves to shape and regulate inter-
action. Such an implication is highly compatible with the
ideas underlying the contract notion in the present paper.

Sources of communication contracts. Three sources of

communication contracts are discussed below. These are: 1)

social norms; 2) previous interactional history; and 3) current
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exchange contingencies.

Cultural norms and values provide a skeleton for inter-
action. This is perhaps especially true in formalized situ-
ations (Altman & Taylor, 1973) and in the early stages of
interaction (Altman & Taylor, 1973; Miller & Steinberg, 1975).
In a very general sense at least part of the communication
contract is already "written" for the participants. Exchanges
are partially guided by a normative model (cf. Wilson, 1970)
which provides socially recognized roles such as "friends,"
"husband," "wife," or "boss."

This is not to imply that persons are necessarily slaves
to social norms. It must be stressed that such guidelines
are not always perfectly learned, shared, or performed
(McCall & Simmons, 1966). Still, norms do function as very
general guides to exchange.

Other guidelines grow out of the participants' past
interactional history. Unlike social norms, history exerts
a unique influence on exchange. History provides knowledge
regarding the ability of past agreements to meet participant
objectives. This knowledge can influence current information
exchange and negotiation. History is not a constant but
rather a memory which may be unevenly recalled, shared and
interpreted. At the outset, the participants must agree that
a given past event is relevant to the present interaction.

While social norms and interactional history are impor-

tant sources of communication contracts, the elements of
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contracts frequently go beyond the broad guides provided by
social roles--as McCall and Simmons (1966) point out:

The expectations that comprise a "social
role" are . . . entirely too vague, in-
complete, and poorly specified in most
instances to serve as genuine guides to
action. . . . Rather, they serve prin-
cipally as very broad limits on the sort
of behavior . . . that will be approved,
accepted or tolerated by other people
(p. 66).

Participants will negotiate and renegotiate their contract
to reflect current exchange contingencies. Blumer (1966)
provides an initial description of this process:

The participants fit their acts together,

first by identifying the social act in

which they are about to engage and, second,

by interpreting and defining each other's

acts in forming the joint act. By iden-

tifying the social act or joint action, the

participant is able to orient himself; he

has a key to interpreting the acts of the

others and a guide for directing his action

with regard to them. [The participants]

have to ascertain what the others are doing

and plan to do and make indications to one

another of what to do (p. 540).
Blumer's concept of the joint act can be viewed as very
similar to what we have viewed as the exchange. Blumer's
conception illustrates the creative aspects of on-going ex-
change. Not only is a normative model relevant to inter-
action, but the interpretative model (cf. Wilson, 1970) also
provides insight into communication contracting. Not only
do persons act out social roles, they actively take and

develop roles during interaction (Stryker, 1959; Turner, 1962).
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Specific communication factors. It has been suggested

that communication contracts function to regulate interaction
and that a primary contribution made by the contract is the
reduction of uncertainty. Communication functions to reduce
uncertainty in interaction (Berger & Calabrese, 1975). Of
course, communication can also serve as a reward or cost it-
self. The phrase, "I love you," for example, not only func-
tions to reduce uncertainty regarding the nature of the rela-
tionship, but can also be viewed as rewarding in and of
itself in many situations. This potential dual role of com-
munication must be kept in mind throughout the present work.

At least three specific types of communication factors
are relevant in understanding how persons develop and main-
tain contracts: 1) frequency of communication; 2) self-dis-
closure; and 3) metacommunication. As the next section
reveals, each of these is also relevant to a discussion of
relational development and decay.

Since the development and maintenance of agreements re-
garding exchange requires a willingness to receive communica-
tion for others, (Weinstein, 1966), one might hypothesize
that some theoretically minimal level of communication frequen-
cy must exist for stable exchange relations to be maintained.
Frequent communication might assure participants that some
level of motivation for continued exchange exists. Moreover,
it may serve to assure participants that previously imposed

or generated rules or norms still apply. Each of these
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functions is related to uncertainty reduction and is con-
sistent with Berger and Calabrese's (1975) notion that fre-
quency of communication and uncertainty reduction are
positively associated.

Sheer frequency, however, may not be the only uncertainty
reduction device. Specific types of communication are neces-
sary. Central among these is disclosure (Morton, Alexander
& Altman, in pfess). Reciprocal disclosure would seem es-
sential if participants are to comprehend each others' values,
repertoires and potential sequences. This is not to imply
that full disclosure is necessary. Rather, disclosure is
necessary only on those issues which are relevant to exchange.
Thus, as the nature of exchange changes, we would also expect
alterations in the level and nature of disclosure.

Metacommunication is another specific type of required
communication. Metacommunication is communication about com-
munication--"qualifiers or interpretational signals about the
verbal message" which specify "what is really meant or how it
is to be understood" (Giffin & Patton, 1971, p. 7). Though
much metacommunication is at the nonverbal level (Condon,
1966), verbal metacommunication serves several functions rele-
vant to the contracting process. Rossiter (1974) outlines
five such functions: 1) focusing conscious attention on the
process of interaction; 2) assisting participants in deriving
explanations for what is going on; 3) providing an opportunity

to check vague feelings ahout what is going on; 4) allowing
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for a check with others to determine if perceptions about
the interaction are shared; and 5) providing direct feedback
on how participants view each other. Each of these functions
reduces uncertainty and thus assists in regulation of
exchange.

Defining "relationship." An opening observation of this

work was that the concept of a "relationship" had been only
inadequately explicated in existing literature. The discus-
sion to this juncture was offered in an attempt to identify
those factors relevant to the concept. An exchange format

was adopted in order to translate the generalized motivation
of goal-seeking into a social context. It was then noted

that persons exchange information and form agreements in order
to regulate their exchanges. This latter set of factors was
labeled as the "communication contract." Given this orienta-
tion, we may view the concept of a "relationship" as referring
to: 1) the behaviors exchanged among persons; and 2) the
agreements they form regulating the frequency and sequencing
of those behaviors--including the information they share re-
garding the behaviors. These two factors define the nature

of a relationship in this perspective.

Relationship Change Process

This portion of the chapter translates the preceding con-
ceptual discussion into dynamic terms. It outlines potential
patterns of relational growth, maintenance, and decay and

derives several hypotheses for subsequent empirical testing.
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This portion of the chapter is concerned with the general
phases of relational development, maintenance and decay. No
value-orientation is meant by these labels. It is not implied
that development is somehow "better" than decay. Within the
previously articulated conceptualization, the only potential
value-orientation is whether individuals are successful in ful-
filling their objectives. These may be satisfied either

through growth or decay.

Developmental Processes

At the most intuitive level persons often associate rela-
tional development with "closeness." Thus persons may say
"We are closer now than ever before" or "We are not close any-
more--we just drifted apart." Each of these statements
carries with it an implication about relational development
or growth. Given that there are few existing global criter-
ion variables for overall relational growth and given that
closeness is a widely used and readily comprehended term, the
discussion of growth processes will be placed in the context
of increased closeness.

In keeping with the previous section, developmental pro-
cesses will be examined first in terms of exchange factors
and then in terms of communication contracting factors. As
the reader will soon observe, these two concerns are highly
interrelated.

Exchange factors. 1In terms of social exchange, relation-

al development will be defined as an increase along the
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dimensions of breadth, depth and frequency. Greater utiliza-
tion of the participants' behavioral repertoires (i.e.,
greater breadth), exchange of behaviors which are more highly
valued (i.e., greater depth), or more frequent exchange of
behaviors at a given level of depth (i.e., greater frequency)
are all defined as constituting relationship growth.

Associated with increases in the depth, breadth and fre-
guency of exchange are increases in the depth, breadth and
frequency of communication. That is, intimacy increases
(Altman & Taylor, 1973). To the extent that communicative
behaviors are the focus of exchange, this hypothesis is simply
a reflection of the definition of relational development.
Other behaviors, of course, are exchanged. And we might
expect that general level of communication intimacy to coin-
cide with changes in these exchanges as well. 1In either case,
it is hypothesized that closer relationships will be character-
ized by greater depth, breadth and frequency of communication.

This conceptualization of relational development is com-
patible with a large number of existing perspectives. Several
of these are discussed below.

Perhaps the most general perspective on relational change
processes is social penetration theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973).
Although it is more generally stated, the perspective taken
here with regard to social exchange factors is quite similar
to the position articulated by social penetration theory.

Altman and Taylor (1973) equate relationship development with
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increases in breadth, depth and frequency. And there is con-
siderable empirical evidence relating relationship development
with positive changes along these dimensions (e.g., Altman &
Haythorn, 1965; Colson, 1968; Frankfurt, 1965; Keiser &
Altman, 1976; Taylor, 1968).

Social penetration theory may be viewed as the culumina-
tion of a large number of previous perspectives. Simmel's
early viewpoint suggested casual relationships were character-
ized by a lower range of interaction and intimacy than were
more developed relationships (Simmel, 1950). Thibaut and
Kelley (1959) note the "restraint" in initial exchanges.
Burchinal (1964) has characterized differences between dating,
engagement and marriage in terms of shifts toward more exten-
sive and intimate obligations. McCall and Simmons (1966) have
described the development of an interpersonal relationship in
terms of the greater and greater involvement of the partici-
pants with each other as "personal" entities.

Similar views can be found in many clinical and humanis-
tic perspectives on social behavior. The development of
"healthy" social relationships has often been associated with
increased depth in interaction (e.g., Derlega & Chaikin, 1975;
Fromm, 1956; Jourard, 1968; Mayeroff, 1971; Sullivan, 1953).
Rogers (1958) has suggested that increasing depth or intimacy
is an essential factor in the development of the therapist-
client relationship. Polansky and his associates (Polansky,

1965; Polansky & Weiss, 1959; Polansky, Weiss & Blum, 1961) have
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emphasized the role of "verbal accessibility" to the patient's
underlying personality in the therapeutic process.

In the realm of communication theory Miller and Steinberg
(1975) have spoken of the development of an interpersonal
communication relationship in terms of a greater use of infor-
mation about the participants as unique individuals. If we
assume, like Altman and Taylor (1973), that such information
is of greater depth, the perspective becomes quite compatible
with the view taken here.

Several discussions of friendship development can also
be related to the perspective taken here. A number of observ-
ers have pointed to intimacy and disclosure as factors dis-
tinguishing relations among friends from relations among non-
friends (e.g., Naegele; Suttles, 1970; Weinberg, 1970;
Williams, 1959). These factors have also been hypothesized
to discriminate between various levels of friendship. Naegele
(1958), for example, interviewed high school students and
reported that several levels of friendship were perceived by
his respondents. These ranged from "acquaintance" to "best
friend." According to Naegele, these levels were most dis-
tinguishable in terms of the amount and breadth of self-dis-
closing communication. In differentiating simple "friendly
relations" and more developed levels of friendship, Kurth
(1970) reaches a similar conclusion. If we view relationships
such as "non-friend," "acquaintance," "friend" or, "best

friend" as points along a continuum of development or
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closeness, then these discussions are easily interpreted with-
in the framework articulated here.

In summary there would appear to be a large measure of
consensus across a wide variety of perspectives regarding
relationship development. Common to these perspectives is
the hypothesis that relationship development can be described
in terms of increasing breadth, depth and frequency of exchange
and communication.

Contract factors. It is presumed that some sort of com-

munication contract functions at every stage of development.
This is only to say that there are always expectations, norms,
or rules guiding exchange. The process of relationship de-
velopment, however, can be described in terms of a number of
systematic changes in the structure or functioning of the com-
munication contract.

It was previously noted that some of the discussion of
exchange factors overlapped with the consideration of contract
factors. Several of the perspectives mentioned stress the
role of increasing disclosure and communication frequency in
relationship development. To the extent that these factors
create greater knowledge about the behavioral alternatives
and valuings of the participants, they can also be associated
with the contracting process.

Metacommunication was suggested as an essential factor in
the communication contracting process. Unfortunately, almost

no research has focused on the developmental aspects of the
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concept. On the one hand, one might hypothesize that as ex-
changes moved toward greater depth, breadth, and, frequency,
participants would experience greater needs for metacommuni-
cation. That is, as exchanges take on greater importance,
variety, or frequency the level of communication about the
exchanges would increase. On the other hand, it could be hy-
pothesized that some minimal frequency of metacommunication
was necessary at all points along the developmental continuum.
Obviously, these two hypotheses are not mutually exclusive.
Only if we assume that some absolute frequency of metacommun-
ication is sufficient along all points in the developmental
continuum would the views be clearly differentiated. Of
course, it is also possible that persons can devote so much
time talking about their exchanges that they do little else.
According to some clinical observers (e.g., Watzlawick, Beavin
& Jackson, 1967), either too much or too little metacommunica-
tion can contribute to relational decay. Almost no research
has been addressed to this issue. In one of the few relevant
studies, Lichtig and Vickery (1975) report a positive associa-
tion between the frequency of metacommunication and the level
of perceived closeness. Although the investigators do not
make their operationalizations clear, such a finding might
imply a positive association between metacommunication fre-
quency and relational development.

As exchanges take on higher values, become more frequent,

and diverse, we might expect the contracting process to become
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more specific. While the general guidelines of social roles
may serve the needs of less developed relations to a rela-
tively great extent, the more complex exchanges characteristic
of greater development would seemingly demand a greater reli-
ance on rules or norms developed within the relationship it-
self. Several investigators have commented on the close
association between relational development and an increasing
use of relationally generated rule or norm structures.

In distinguishing between "non-interpersonal" and "inter-
personal” communication relationships, for example, Miller
and Steinberg (1975) suggest that interpersonal communication
relies to a greater extent on rules which are developed by
the participants themselves. To the extent we assume that
interpersonal relationships are more highly developed than non-
interpersonal relationships, the perspective articulated by
these investigators is compatible with the point made above.

A similar theme is relected in Suttles' (1970) discussion
of friendship. 1In differentiating friendship and other forms
of social relations, Suttles (1970) makes the point that:

Friendship is also a way of "going around"
social conventions that get in the way of sub-
stantive social responsibilities and aims.
Herein lies one of the great advantages of
friendship; for no society seems able to work
fully according to its formal norms. There
must be some room for deviation, and friend-
ship allows people to draw off in a private
morality (p. 132).

According to Suttles, no other relationship besides marriage

exhibits such extensive and private negotiation as friendship.
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Several investigators in the area of small group devel-
opment have also stressed the need for relationally-generated
norms or rules. In summarizing his own and others' observa-
tions of student training groups, Mills (1964) concludes that
the "negotiation of an indigenous normative system" is essen-
tial to the group development process. In his exhaustive
review of the group development literature, Tuckman (1965)
concludes that group development depends on "group-generated
norms."

From a variety of perspectives, then, we would expect an
increasing reliance on relationship generated rules or norms
to be associated with the development process.

Closely associated with this normative development is an
increasing level of idiosyncrasy in the communication process.
Relationships with a long history of interaction develop
unique patterns of communication. Thus, Burgess (1926)
speaks of the "unity of interacting personalities” in the
family and Stryker (1964) advances the notion that families
develop self-conceptions of themselves as a unit. Waller and
Hill (1951) comment on the increasing uniqueness of communica-
tion in the courtship process:

As a result of conversations and experience,
there emerges a common universe of discourse
characterized by the feeling of something

very special between two persons. . . . They
soon develop a special language, their own
idioms, pet names, and jokes; as a pair, they
have a history and a separate culture (p. 189).

This progression toward greater normative specificity

and idiosyncrasy in normative systems and communication has
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two impacts on relationship development. First, it is hy-
pothesized that as relationships develop, participants will
come to perceive the relationship as increasingly unique.
Second, it is hypothesized that as relationships develop,
participants will experience less uncertainty and greater
understanding in reference to each other. Each of these hy-
potheses is discussed more fully below.

In the previous section it was suggested that contracts
draw upon three sources: 1) social norms; 2) previous inter-
actional history; and 3) current exchange contingencies.

With the exception of social norms, these sources imply a
certain uniqueness to the contract. History quite obviously
imparts a unique quality to exchange. Since it is highly un-
likely that any two relationships deal with exactly the same
sets of current exchange contingencies over time, a sense of
uniqueness emerges from the day-to-day management of the rela-
tionship as well. Given that the process of relationship
development implies a greater reliance on internally generated
norms as opposed to external social norms, we can hypothesize
an association between development and perceived uniqueness.
As relationships develop, then, participants are hypothesized
to view their relationship as more unique--unlike any other
they have ever known (McCall & Simmons, 1966).

As the rule or normative structures guiding exchange be-
come increasingly specific, we might expect that persons would

become less uncertain about the preferences and behaviors others
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exhibit. Such a view is quite compatible with the "uncertain-
ty reduction" perspective taken by Berger and his associates
(e.g., Berger, 1974; Berger & Calabrese, 1975; Berger, Gardner,
Clatterbuck & Schulman, 1975). The uncertainty reduction per-
spective describes the development of communication processes
in relationship in terms of a reduction in uncertainty.
Especially instructive in this regard is a recent paper by
Berger, Gardner, Parks, Schulman and Miller (in press). These
investigators outline 3 levels of interpersonal knowledge:
1) description--data which identifies empirically verifiable
aspects of the person as well as outlining role relations; 2)
prediction--data which allows one to predict others' attitudes
or behaviors; and 3) explanation--data which allows one to
develop explanatory schemas for existing predictions and to
derive additional predictions.

These levels of knowledge can readily be translated into
developmental terms. In general it is hypothesized that as
the relationship develops, participants become more able to
accurately describe, predict and explain each other's be-
havior. In a more specific sense, it is hypothesized that:

1) the closer the relationship, the less uncertainty will be
exhibited; and 2) the closer the relationship, the greater the

perceived understanding.

Maintenance Processes

If persons or environments were unchanging, one could pre-

Sumably speak of an end-point to the developmental process.
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But as we are told with cliche-like regularity, change is the
one constant of human relationships. This implies that par-
ticipants must exhibit a continual concern for relationship
maintenance. As McCall and Simmons (1966) note:

Identity must be won and rewon continually.

Audiences are fickle, and we must continu-

ally induce them anew to support our roles

and legitimate our claims to particular

identities. . . . a spouse can not rest

upon the laurels of honeymoon romance and

intimacy to hold her mate, and a person

cannot have friends without continuing to

be a friend himself. . . . identities must

be won and rewon during the career of each

relationship with others, or such relation-

ships will go awry (p. 168).
As McCall and Simmons suggest, relational exchanges and con-
tracts must be continually maintained if decay processes are
not to set in. In discussing adjustment in marriage, Navran
(1967, p. 181) concludes: "marital adjustment must be striven
for constantly and cannot at any time be considered achieved
and stored away as one would a prize possession." Even
though maintenance needs may be most evident in the earlier
stages of a relationship (Corrales, 1975; Navran, 1967;
Waller & Hill, 1951), maintenance is a constant requirement
in all relationships over time.

In stable relationships, the communication contract regu-
lating exchange relations will frequently be tested (Shapiro,
1968). Such testing serves at least two functions. First,
testing allows participants to deal directly with relative

minor changes in the relationship. Second, testing serves to

maintain the perception of predictability in the eyes of the
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participants. Thus, the processes of disclosure, metacommun-
ication, uncertainty reduction and enhancement of understand-
ing so essential to relationship growth must be maintained if

decay is to be prevented.

Decay Processes

At the outset, it must be noted that much less theoret-
ical attention has been devoted to the understanding of decay
processes than to growth processes. Almost no research has
examined the decay of friendship relations. Relatively little
small group literature has addressed the issue. The bulk of
the existing research pertains to marriage. And, as Hicks
and Platt (1970) point out, most of these studies have been
limited to statistical analyses of divorce and desertion data
drawn from census reports, or on a rather limited set of
variables which appear to distinguish between married couples
and divorced or separated couples. Certainly part of this
may be due to the greater difficulties of obtaining compre-
hensive data on decaying relationships. As a result a rather
limited focus emerges from an examination of this literature.

Still, decay can be described in terms of the basic con-
ceptualization outlined in this essay. Altman and Taylor
(1973) suggest that decay or "depenetration" is like a film
of the developmental process shown in reverse. Although it
is extended to include contract factors, the discussion be-

low also follows this basic outlook.
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Exchange factors. In terms of communication and ex-

change factors as the reverse of growth processes, we may
define relational decay as: 1) decreases in depth; 2) de-
creases in breadth; and 3) decreases in frequency. That is,
exchanges take place less often, have less variety, or are
less valued by the participants.

This perspective on relational decay has been reflected
in what Altman and Taylor (1973) call "depenetration." 1In
discussing what they refer to as "decaying marriages," Blood
and Wolfe (1960) point to a "drifting apart"--a situation in
which exchanges become increasingly restricted in terms of
breadth. In his rather pessimistic conclusions regarding
marriage, Pineo (1961) reports that over time couples exhibit
decreasing intimacy and a decreasing frequency of intimate
behaviors such as sex.

In purely exchange terms, relational decay and/or term-
ination may stem from a variety of factors. Among these are:
1) reductions in the ability to provide or receive rewards--
e.g., economic setbacks, poor health, maturation, etc.; 2)
increased costs--e.g., the imposition of physical distance,
greater time needed to maintain agreements, etc.; or 3) the
presence of alternative rewards external to the relationship--
e.g., extra-relational sexual affairs, more rewarding friends
or kin, pfeoccupation with external hobbies or jobs, etc.
Each of these general classes can be said to contribute to

relational decay if unchecked.
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Contract factors. At least to some extent, the decay

of communication contracts can be described in terms of a
general reversal of the development process.

From such a perspective it can be hypothesized that de-
cay will be associated with a shift from lesser to greater
reliance on social norms. A popularized conception of decay
is that persons cease to be actively involved in the relation-
ship--they fall back on generalized role conceptualizations.
Statements like "He is just playing the role" or "She is just
going through the motions" or "They are simply keeping up ap-
pearances for the sake of the kids" all reflect this orienta-
tion. Aside from these popular views, however, there is little
empirical evidence relating to this issue. While there is a
substantial body of literature on the particularization of norm-
ative systems during relationship development, there is almost
no research addressing the decay aspects of the process.

Thus, while one might expect decay to be associated with
reductions in metacommunication, predictability and understand-
ing, there is relatively little in the literature to support
such an assumption.

It is important to note that decay does not necessarily
imply relationship termination. Persons may renegotiate their
contract so as to "seal off" disruptive areas of exchange.

Not all such attempts, of course, are successful in stabiliz-
ing the relationship. Sometimes disruptions may spread through-

out exchange relations. A "spread effect" is more likely,
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according to Altman and Taylor (1973), if the initial dis-
ruption occurs at a great depth. Kamorovsky (1940) gives
the example that unemployment of the husband often leads to
disruptions in sexual activity. Even when the spreading of
effect is not great, the relationship has clearly decayed in
the sense that decay has been defined in this essay. This,
however, does not imply termination. Termination is but the

end-point along the decay continuum (Hicks & Platt, 1970).

Summary and Hypotheses

This chapter has outlined a conceptualization of social
relationships in dynamic terms. The goal has been to synthe-
size a variety of existing perspectives and findings in such
a way that the processes of relational change could be co-
herently conceptualized and studied.

The remainder of the present work is concerned with ex-
tending our empirical understanding of relational change pro-
cesses. Obviously, a conceptualization as general as the one
taken here is difficult to study as a whole. As a result,
the present work will focus on those variables most closely
associated with communication processes. Not only are these
variables central to the conceptualization, but they have
often been the least researched.

The summary provided in this section will be cast in
terms amenable to empirical inquiry. Specific research hy-

Potheses and questions are emphasized. This is done first for
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the growth and maintenance factors and second for the decay

factors.

Growth and Maintenance Factors

At the outset, it was suggested that a common and intui-
tively reasonable index of relational development was per-
ceived closeness. That is, as relationships develop persons
come to think of them as "closer." Perceived closeness, then,
will be employed as one generalized indicant of relationship
development and maintenance. "Level" of friendship will also
be utilized as a generalized indicator.

In exchange relations development was defined in terms of
greater breadth, depth, and frequency of exchange and commun-
ication. Thus, it was hypothesized that closer relationships
are characterized by greater depth, breadth, and frequency of
communication than less close relationships. Frequency of
communication is, of course, a function of a variety of fac-
tors in addition to relational development. One of the most
important of these is physical distance. Substantial sup-
port has been found for a positive relationship between pro-
pinquity and communication frequency (e.g., Caplow & Forman,
1950; Deutsch & Collins, 1958; Festinger, Schachter & Back,
1950; Loether, 1960; Menne & Sinnett, 1971; Riemer &
McNamara, 1957; Willerman & Swanson, 1952). Thus, in examin-
ing the relationship between frequency and closeness, it

would appear appropriate to control for the effects of dis-

tance.
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Communication depth, breadth, and frequency were also
related to contracting processes. The frequency of verbal
metacommunication was also hypothesized to be important in
the process of growth and maintenance. Although the research
relating to this variable has generally not focused on de-
velopmental issues, it was hypothesized that closeness and
metacommunicative frequency would be positively associated.

Most central to our discussion of the contracting pro-
cess was the notion that contracts functioned to provide pre-
dictability to exchanges over time. As relationships
developed and their exchange relations became more complex,
it was suggested that the predictability of interaction
would also increase. Specifically it was hypothesized that
the closer the relationship was: 1) the less uncertainty or
lack of predictability would be exhibited; and 2) the greater
the perceived understanding.

Finally, with regard to the contracting process, it was
hypothesized that more developed relationships would be per-
ceived as more unique by the participants. The increasing
complexity of exchange relations, the particularization of
information and agreements guiding exchange, and the develop-
ment of idiosyncratic communication patterns were all dis-
Ccussed in terms of uniqueness.

Summary of hypotheses. The remainder of the paper focus-

€S on an empirical test of these hypotheses. In addition to

examining the simple bivariate relations, an attempt will be
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made to explore the multivariate structure of relationships
between the variables discussed above and perceived close-
ness. Hypotheses are summarized in bivariate form below:

Hl: The more developed the relationship, the
greater the depth of communication.

: The more developed the relationship, the
greater the breadth of communication.

The more developed the relationship, the
greater the frequency of communication--
when physical distance separating the
participants is controlled.

: The more developed the relationship, the
greater the frequency of metacommunication.

H.: The more developed the relationship, the

3 lower will be the level of uncertainty.
H6: The more developed the relationship, the
greater the level of perceived under-
standing.
H7: The more developed the relationship, the

more unique it will be perceived to be.

It should be noted that this research will not directly
concern itself with the precise nature of the causal rela-
tions in the hypotheses. Given the paucity of existing re-
search it would be difficult to justify decisions regarding
time order or reversibility versus irreversibility. The

first three hypotheses are essentially definitional.

Decay Factors

The conceptualization outlined in previous sections de-
fined relationship decay or termination in terms of decreases
in exchange or communicative depth, breadth and frequency.

In contracting terms, decay was associated with a general
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withdrawal relationally generated norms or rules reflected in
decreasing uniqueness, understanding, and predictability.

However, these tentative hypotheses are derived more
from a logical extension of our discussion of growth and
maintenance dynamics than from a through conceptualization of
decay processes themselves. As was noted above, relatively
little attention has been devoted either at an empirical or
theoretical level to decay processes. As a result the present
investigator would argue that the collection of general in-
formation about the decay process has a higher priority than
premature hypothesis testing.

The research strategy undertaken here is exploratory in
nature. An effort will be made to explore the relationship
between the conceptualization of decay processes and the sub-
jects' perceptions of relationship decay. That is, we will
be concerned with the reasons subjects give explaining decay
and the basic conceptualization of decay. We will be inter-
ested in the following two general exploratory questions:

1. In terms of the exchange and contract
factors conceptualized in terms of decay,
what is the distribution of subject expla-
nations? That is, what are the most fre-
quent and infrequent reasons for relation-
ship decay?

2. Does the conceptualization taken in this
chapter appear to include the majority of
explanations subjects give for relation-
ship decay? That is, to what extent does
the conceptualization "fit" the subject's

perceptions of the causes of relationship
decay?
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This chapter has outlined a series of specific hypothes-
es regarding relationship growth and maintenance and a series
of research questions pertaining to decay processes. These
were drawn from a dynamic conceptualization of relationships
and relational change processes.

The remainder of the work deals with an empirical test
of the hypotheses and exploration of the research questions.
The next chapter outlines the research methodology employed
and the following chapter presents research findings. The
final chapter of the present work will summarize the major
findings and discuss them in terms of their implications for
the conceptualization offered in this chapter and their im-

plications for future empirical and theoretic efforts.



Chapter 2

Research Methodology

The design and conduct of a study testing the hypotheses
outlined at the close of the previous chapter is discussed
here. The first portion of the chapter discusses a pilot
study. The second portion of the chapter discusses the de-
sign and procedures used for the primary study which consist-
ed of a three-wave survey design and a smaller mail survey.
While the actual study dealt with a variety of topics, this

hypotheses and research questions derived in the previous

chapter.

Pilot Study

Rationale

To examine differences between levels of relational
development, it was necessary to find a way of identifying
relationships at numerous points along the developmental
continuum. That is, one rationale for the pilot study was
to devise a procedure whereby a considerable variance in
levels of relationship development could be identified.

In the previous chapter it was suggested that one could
presume that various levels of friendship (e.g., casual ac-

quaintance, friend, good friend, etc.) could be arrayed along
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the developmental continuum. That is, the connotations given
to the social designations of friendship level were presumed
to delineate differing levels of relationship development.
To examine this assumption and in order to develop a proce-
dure for identifying a variety of developmental levels, a
pilot study was undertaken. This study sought to distinguish
between several more or less commonly used social labels for
friendship in terms of the generalized perceived "closeness"

of the relationship.

Subjects

Questionnaires were given to 86 undergraduate students
enrolled in lower division communication courses at Michigan
State University in the Winter of 1976. All participants vol-
unteered for the study and received extra credit in their
course for participation.

The mean age of the sample was 18.79 years (SD = 1.26).
Fifty-eight (67.4%) of the subjects were female and 28 (32.6%)
were male. Almost all (96.5%) were unmarried. Most of the
participants (70.9%) were freshmen, while 17.4% were in their
sophomore year of college. Of the remaining 11.7% of the

sample, 7.0% were juniors and 4.7% were in their senior year.

‘Data Collection Procedures

Students who had volunteered to participate in the study
were given a questionnaire (Appendix I) in class and instruct-

ed to complete it outside of class. Once the questionnaire
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had been completed, participants were instructed to return
it to class or to the investigator's office.

Participants were instructed to evaluate 10 different
types or levels of friendship in terms of closeness. These
were: 1) intimate friend; 2) acquaintance; 3) friend; 4)
best friend; 5) close friend; 6) just friends; 7) casual
friends; 8) good friends; 9) very good friends; and 10)
casual acquaintances. While this list was not presumed to be
exhaustive, it was assumed to be representative of the broad
variety of social designations for friendship relations.

For each relationship participants were presented with
a 100 mm line bounded by the phrases "Not Close at All" and
"Extremely Close." The closeness judgment was made by placing
a slash through the line at the point along the closeness con-
tinuum which the participant judged to be appropriate for a
given relationship.

All participants fully completed this portion of the
pilot study questionnaire. There were no missing data for

these 10 items.

Results

The primary focus of the analysis was to examine the way
in which the 10 friendship designations were arrayed in terms
of closeness. The means and standard deviations of judgments
for each of the designations are presented in Table 1.

As this table reveals, these friendship designations are

arrayed along almost the entire closeness continuum. Grouped
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Means and Standard Deviations
for Friendship Designationsa

Designation Mean Standard Deviation
Acquaintance 17.05 12.78
Casual Acquaintance 17.61 12.56
Casual Friend 31.83 13.98
Just Friends 39.37 14.49
Friend 52.28 14.47
Good Friend 63.59 13.56
Close Friend 78.84 11.53
Very Good Friend 80.49 11.93
Best Friend 86.74 11.21
Intimate Friend 90.52 12.73

a_ = 86 for all statistics.
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at the lower end of the continuum are relationships like ac-
quaintance and causal acquaintance. The mean for the "friend"
designation fell very near the mid-point of the continuum,
while terms like close friend, very good friend, best friend
and intimate friend were grouped near the upper end of the
continuum. The least close relationship was "acquaintance"
while the closest was "intimate friend."

Each of the 10 designations was also examined for sex
differences. Given that most of the subjects (67.4%) were
female, results of these comparisons with lopsided group sizes
must be viewed as exploratory at best. Of the 10 t-tests,
only one revealed a difference which was statistically sig-
nificant at the .05 level. This test was for judgments of
intimate friendship where females tended to perceive the rela-
tionship as closer (M = 90.77, SD = 5.97) than did males (M =
85.86, SD = 20.34). This difference was statistically sig-
nificant, t (84) = 2.43, p < .025. A comparison of the
standard deviations for the two groups reveals that males tend
to perceive greater variance in terms of closeness for intimate
friendship than do females. None of the other terms differed

in terms of sex.

Discussion

As the results of this pilot study indicate, the various
social designations for friendship relations can be arrayed
along a broad variety of points on a closeness continuum. To

the extent that closeness is assumed to indiciate relationship
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development, these social designations for friendship repre-
sent a considerable variety of points along the developmental
continuum.

The major usefulness of these findings for this study
was in terms of design considerations for the primary study.
In order to conduct the primary study it was decided that a
limited number of relationships would be tapped. The results
of the pilot study were used to identify a set of social
labels which: 1) contained substantial variance within judg-
ments of the label; and 2) were arrayed at different points
along the developmental continuum. All of the friendship
designations appeared to possess ample variance. Thus, the
decision regarding which particular labels to use was based
on their placement along the closeness continuum. It was
somewhat arbitrarily decided to use the following 3 labels:
1) acquaintance; 2) friend; and 3) intimate friend. This de-
cision was based on two considerations. First, the designa-
tions of acquaintance and intimate represented the extreme
ends of the closeness continuum and thus were most likely to
maximize variance for this measure. Second, the three terms
were approximately equally spaced along the closeness continu-
um. Use of these terms would simplify any comparisons based
on friendship designation.

It should be noted that while these terms can be dis-
tinguished in terms of closeness, closeness may not be the

only relevant dimension. It may be that these terms are
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similar or different on other dimensions. However, this
unidimensional analysis was most relevant for the present

research.

The Main Study

This section outlines the research methodology employed
for the main study and is divided into three parts: 1) a
discussion of the selection and nature of the sample; 2) a
discussion of data collection procedures; and 3) a discussion

of instrumentation.

Selection and Description of Sample

Selection of sample. A sample of college students pro-

vided data to test the hypotheses and gather information
relevant to the research questions outlined in the previous
chapter. This choice was predicated on two factors.
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