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Social Psychology Quarterly
1981, Vol. 44, No. 4, 375-381

Noncomparability of Benefits Given and Received: A Cue to the

Existence of Friendship
MARGARET S. CLARK

Carnegie-Mellon University

In three studies subjects read paragraphs describing one person benefiting another, then the
other benefiting the person. In the first two studies, the comparability of the benefits was
varied. In the second, length of the delay between benefits was also varied. After reading each
paragraph, subjects judged the degree of friendship between the two people. In both studies
perceived friendship was greater when benefits were noncomparable than when they were
comparable. Delay did not influence perceived friendship. In the third study, subjects read the
paragraphs from the second study and explained why the second benefit was given. Benefits
comparable to prior benefits were more likely to be perceived as repayments than were
noncomparable benefits. Delay did not affect the reasons given. These results are discussed in
terms of Clark and Mills’s (1979) distinction between communal and exchange relationships.

How do people decide what kind of re-
lationship exists between people they ob-
serve? While they use, no doubt, many
pieces of information, some recent
theorizing about relationships suggests
two possible cues to the existence of
friendship: noncomparability of benefits
given and received, and a moderate delay
between benefits. These potential cues
were investigated in the present set of
studies. Thus, this research represents
both a start at answering the question of
how observers attribute friendship to pairs
of others, and a partial test of some recent
theorizing about relationships.

The initial impetus to this work came
from discussions of and work supporting a
distinction between two types of relation-
ships: communal and exchange! (Clark
and Mills, 1979; Mills and Clark, forth-
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U In virtually all relationships, benefits are “ex-
changed” in a broad sense—that is, members give
one another benefits. However, the term “exchange”
is used in a narrower sense here to refer to a type of
relationship in which the giving of a benefit creates a
specific obligation on the part of the recipient to
return a comparable benefit.

coming). Communal relationships in this
framework are characterized by an im-
plicit agreement between members to take
care of one another’s needs to the best of
their ability.? Benefits are given to fulfill
needs or when they would be particularly
pleasing to the other. Communal relation-
ships tend to be especially valued because
people can feel relatively secure in them.
Friendships are assumed to be communal
relationships. Since at any given time the
needs and preferences of members of a
communal relationship are unlikely to be
exactly the same, members should be un-
likely to give and receive exactly compa-
rable benefits within a short period. In-
deed, members may actively avoid giving
benefits directly comparable to benefits
they have recently received since doing so
might imply a preference for a different
and less valued type of relationship. As
Schwartz (1967:6) has observed:

Returning “tit for tat” transforms the relation
into an economic one and expresses a refusal
to play the role of grateful recipient. This
offense represents a desire to end the re-
lationship or at least define it on an imper-
sonal, nonsentimental level.

Members of communal relationships
may also actively avoid giving each other
benefits very soon after having received a
benefit. Unless the other has a clear need

2 Other authors have also proposed that some re-
lationships are particularly characterized by mem-
bers’ responsiveness to one another’s needs (e.g.,
Deutsch, 1975; Lerner et al., 1976; Pruitt, 1972; Rid-
ley and Avery, 1979; Rubin, 1973).
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for the benefit, doing so might make the
second benefit appear to be a repayment
for the first and indicate a preference for a
different sort of relationship. Blau
(1964:99) has commented on this, saying
that “posthaste reciprocation of favors”
implies “an insistence on a more busi-
nesslike relationship.” Thus, moderate
delays between benefits should charac-
terize communal relationships in general
and friendships in particular.

In contrast, in exchange relationships,
which often exist between business asso-
ciates and coworkers who are not friends,
members give benefits with the expecta-
tion of receiving specific benefits in re-
turn. In such relationships, the receipt of a
benefit results in a specific debt or obliga-
tion to return a comparable benefit. Mem-
bers are concerned with and keep track of
how much they receive in return for bene-
fiting the other and what they owe the
other in return for benefits received. Con-
sequently, a member of an exchange re-
lationship who is given a benefit should be
likely to return a comparable benefit as
soon as possible in order to eliminate the
debt.

Assuming that the norms for communal
and exchange relationships described
above are true, and that observers of re-
lationships implicitly know these norms, it
is reasonable to predict that noncompara-
bility of benefits given and received in a
relationship and moderate delays between
the giving and receiving of benefits may
serve as cues to the existence of a
friendship.

Before going on to describe the studies
done to test these predictions, however, it
should be noted that the same predictions
might be made on a different basis, that is,
on the basis of equity theory (e.g., Walster
et al., 1978). An explanation based on
equity theory does not assume that dif-
ferent norms govern the giving and re-
ceiving of benefits in intimate vs. noninti-
mate relationships. Rather, equity
theorists (e.g., Walster et al., 1978) would
gay that in all types of relationships indi-
viduals strive to keep the ratio of their
inputs to their outcomes equal to the ratio
of the other’s inputs to his or her out-
comes. This may be most easily accom-
plished if people involved in a relationship
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give one another comparable benefits.
Therefore, people who know one another
only casually may be quite likely to give
and receive comparable benefits. On the
other hand, people in close, long-term re-
lationships have known one another long
enough to work out complicated ex-
changes of noncomparable benefits and
may be more likely to give and receive
noncomparable benefits than others
(Walster et al., 1978:150). Observers,
knowing this, may perceive relationships
in which the giving and receiving of non-
comparable benefits takes place as close re-
lationships. Equity theorists have further
argued that friends trust one another more
than do nonfriends (Walster et al., 1978).
Thus, friends will not react negatively to
delays between giving something and re-
ceiving something, while nonfriends may
do so. In other words, equity theorists
might argue, it is not-being specifically
repaid that bothers members of a com-
munal relationship and that results in their
not giving comparable benefits soon after
receiving benefits. Indeed, they want to
be repaid. Rather, they have had time to
work out complicated exchanges and they
trust one another. This situation may lead
to noncomparability of and delays be-
tween benefits being taken as signs of
friendship.

The first study tests the hypothesis that
noncomparability of benefits is considered
a sign of friendship. The second study
tests the same prediction and the predic-
tion that a delay between benefits is taken
as a sign of friendship. These predictions,
as noted above, could be made on either
of two bases. The third study attempts to
gain insight into why comparability of and
delay between benefits might serve as
cues to friendship.

STUDY 1
Method

Subjects. One hundred thirty-six col-
lege students volunteered to participate.
Each was randomly assigned to one of the
following conditions: (1) Comparable
benefits—Ride first, (2) Comparable
benefits—Lunch first, (3) Noncomparable
benefits—Ride first, and (4) Noncompara-
ble benefits—Lunch first.
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Procedure. Subjects were handed a
brief description of one person benefiting
another followed by the other benefiting
the person. Four descriptions had been
prepared, one representing each of the
four conditions, and these were randomly
ordered in a stack. The description
handed to each subject was the one at the
top of the stack at the time the subject
participated. The experimenter did not
look at the description prior to the sub-
ject’s participation.

In the Comparable benefits—Ride first
condition, both benefits were a ride home,
while in the Comparable benefits—Lunch
first condition, both benefits were lunch.
In the Noncomparable benefits—Ride first
condition, the first benefit was a ride and
the second lunch. In the Noncomparable
benefits—Lunch first condition, these ben-
efits were given in the reverse order.

The following is the description pre-
sented in the Noncomparable benefits—
Lunch first condition (the others can be
easily derived from this one):

Mr. John Clark looked at the clock—12:15.
It was time for lunch.

He dialed Steve Smith’s number. Mr. Smith
answered,

“Hello, Steve Smith.”

“Hi, this is John Clark. Have you eaten yet?”
“No,” replied Steve.

“T’ll treat you to lunch—meet me in 15 min-
utes on the corner,” he offered.

“See you soon,” said Steve as he hung up the
phone.

The next day Steve called John at 5:00 p.m.
“This is Steve Smith—Tll give you a ride
home today. Meet me at 5:30, O.K.?” asked
Steve.

“0.K. See you soon. Goodbye,” answered
John.

After reading each description, each
subject rated the degree of friendship
existing between the two people on a
five-point scale: 0 = they were not
friends; 4 = they were close friends.

Results

The mean friendship rating for the
Comparable benefits conditions collapsed
across the Type of benefit given first vari-
able was 2.0. The mean for the Noncom-
parable benefits conditions collapsed
across the Type of benefit given first vari-
able was 2.6. A 2 x 2 between subjects
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analysis of variance (Comparability x
Type of benefit given first) revealed that
the predicted main effect of Comparability
was significant (F(1,132) = 8.01, p <
.005). As expected, neither the main effect
for the Type of benefit given first nor the
interaction between Comparability and
the Type of benefit given first was signifi-
cant.

The results of the first study support the
hypothesis that noncomparability of ben-
efits given and received may serve as a
cue to the existence of a friendship. How-
ever, the results must be interpreted with
caution. Since only two benefits were
used 'in the descriptions, the gener-
alizability of the findings to the effects on
perceived friendship of the comparability
of other types of benefits given and re-
ceived may be questioned. It is possible
that the giving and receiving of rides (car
pools) and businessmen treating one an-
other to lunch are perceived to be customs
that often occur. among people who are
not friends, while combinations of giving
and receiving lunches and rides do not
seem to be customs of convenience and
therefore indicate the existence of a
friendship. If these possibilities are in fact
true, then the comparability of other ben-
efits given and received might not result in
decreased perception of friendship.

A second study addressed this problem.
The experiment was conducted to deter-
mine whether comparability of other ben-
efits given and received would decrease
perception of friendship. In addition, the
hypothesis was tested that a moderate
delay between one person benefiting the
other and the other benefiting the person
would increase perception of friendship.

STUDY 2
Method

Subjects. One hundred sixty college
students volunteered to participate. Each
was randomly assigned to one of the fol-
lowing conditions: (1) Comparable
benefits—Short delay, (2) Comparable
benefits—Moderate delay, (3) Noncom-
parable benefits—Short delay, (4) Non-
comparable benefits—Moderate delay.

Procedure. Subjects were given a
questionnaire booklet containing four par-
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agraphs. For a given subject, all four par-
agraphs represented the same condition.
Each paragraph described two people of
the same sex (females in two paragraphs,
males in two paragraphs) living on the
same dorm floor. One person gave the
other a benefit. Then the other gave the
person the same thing (Comparable con-
ditions) or something different (Noncom-
parable conditions). In the Comparable
benefits paragraphs, either two pens, two
pads of paper, a small jar of coffee, or
candy were given and received. Each type
of benefit appeared once in the Short
delay condition and once in the Moderate
delay condition. In the Noncomparable
benefits paragraphs, pairs of benefits were
(1) coffee first, pens second; (2) pens first,
coffee second; (3) candy first, paper sec-
ond; and (4) paper first, candy second.
Each appeared once in the Short and once
in the Moderate delay conditions.

Crossed with the comparability variable
was a manipulation of the passage of time
between benefits. In the Moderate delay
conditions, the second benefit was given
five days after the first. In the short delay
conditions, the benefits were given on the
same day.

The order in which subjects read their
four paragraphs was randomly determined
for each subject. Pairs of names men-
tioned were distinct in each paragraph so
that subjects rated a new relationship each
time. The following is one of the para-
graphs representing the Noncompar-
able-Moderate delay condition (the
others can easily be derived from this
one):

Fred and Jim live on the same floor in a

dorm. On Monday Fred asked Jim for some

instant coffee because he had run out. Jim
gave Fred a small jar full. On Saturday, Fred
gave Jim two felt tip pens.

After reading each paragraph, subjects
rated the degree of friendship between the
two people on a scale from 0 = nonfriends
to 4 = close friends.

Results

A perceived friendship score for each
subject was derived by summing the sub-
ject's four ratings. The mean scores in
each condition were 9.10 (Comparable-
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Short delay), 9.07 (Comparable~Moderate
delay), 10.48 (Noncomparable—Short
delay), and 9.95 (Noncomparable—
Moderate delay). A 2 x 2 (Comparability
X Delay) between subjects analysis of
variance revealed a significant main effect
only of Comparability (F(1,156) = 5.70, p
< .03). Perceived friendship was greater
when pairs of people gave one another
noncomparable benefits than when they
gave one another comparable benefits.

Discussion

The results of the second study provide
additional support for the hypothesis that
noncomparability of benefits given and
received may serve as a cue to type of
relationship, and they extend the gener-
alizability of this finding to benefits other
than lunches and rides. They do not, how-
ever, provide any evidence that a moder-
ate delay between benefits serves the
same purpose. Of course, unlike the de-
scribed delays in the present study, actual
delays between benefits may reduce the
salience of the first benefit, may have an
impact on whether or not a second benefit
is perceived to be a repayment for the
earlier one, and thus may serve as a cue to
friendship.

So far, on the basis of our distinction
between communal and exchange re-
lationships, it has been assumed that the
comparability of benefits given and re-
ceived in relationships affects perceived
friendship because it affects the percep-
tion of the reason why the second benefit
was given. To gain more insight into this
assumption, Study 3 was conducted.

STUDY 3
Method

Subjects. Eighteen college students
who were enrolled in their first psychol-
ogy course at the university served as
subjects. Their participation in the ex-
periment partially fulfilled a course re-
quirement.

Procedure. The stimulus materials
were the same as those used in Study 2.
The only changes in procedure were that
subjects were asked to give a reason why
the second benefit was given rather than
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to judge the degree of friendship existing
between the two people, and the design
was a within subjects design.

After all subjects had responded to each
paragraph (16 in all), each answer was
typed on a separate index card. A judge,
who was unaware of the conditions, com-
piled the following list of types of re-
sponses: as a thank you, out of apprecia-
tion, as a repayment, to fulfill a need, out
of obligation, to start a friendship, to
please the other, out of kindness, as a
replacement, to return a favor. There
were also some answers the judge found
difficult to classify, such as: “No reason”
and “Not enough information.”

Three answers on the list seemed to in-
dicate that the second benefit was given
because the first benefit had created a
debt that the person was obligated to ful-
fill. These were “as a repayment,” “out of
obligation,” and “as a replacement.” Prior
to further examination of the data, these
were considered to be exchange answers.
Six others seemed to indicate a concern
for the other and, again, prior to further
examination of the data, they were con-
sidered to be communal answers. These
were “as a thank you,” “out of apprecia-
tion,” “to fulfill a need,” “to start a
friendship,” “to please the other,” and
“out of kindness.” “To return a favor”
seemed to be an ambiguous answer and
was placed in neither category. People
may “return favors” because they feel
they have a debt to repay or because they
want to demonstrate their appreciation.

Two additional judges who were un-
aware of the experimental conditions the
responses came from assigned subjects’
answers to one of the categories named
above or to a “Miscellaneous” category if
they felt an answer did not fit into any of
the available categories.

Results

Prior to performing statistical analyses,
the data were compiled in the following
manner. All subjects had read and re-
sponded to sixteen paragraphs: four rep-
resenting each of four conditions. The two
judges individually placed each of the re-
sulting sixteen responses into one of the
above categories. Since every category:
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had been classified communal, exchange,
or neither, every subject could be as-
signed a communal score and an exchange
score for each condition from each judge.
These scores could range from 0 (indicat-
ing that the judge had placed none of the
subject’s answers for that condition in that
set of categories) to 4 (indicating that the
judge had placed all of the subject’s an-
swers for that condition in that set of
categories).

The correlation between subjects’
communal scores from the two judges was
+.83. The correlation between judges’ ex-
change scores was +.67. Since agreement
was reasonably high, the judges' ratings
were averaged to provide a communal and
an exchange score for each subject in each
condition. Means of these measures are
presented in Table 1. A two-way within
subjects analysis of variance on the com-
munal scores revealed a significant effect
only for Comparability (F(1,17) = 31.34,p
< .001). The communal scores were
higher in the Noncomparable than-in the
Comparable conditions. A two-way within
subjects analysis of variance on the ex-
change scores also revealed a significant
effect only for Comparability (F(1,17) =
19.82, p < .001). The exchange scores
were higher in the Comparable than in the
Noncomparable conditions. There were
no effects of delay.

Discussion

The results of Study 3 support the as-
sumption that noncomparability of bene-
fits increased perceived friendship in the

Table 1. Mean “Exchange” and “Communal” Rea-
sons for Giving the Second Benefit as a
Function of Comparability of and Delay
Between Benefits

Comparability

Noncomparable Comparable

Exchange Score 1.33 2.69
Short
Communal Score 1.86 .69
Delay
Exchange Score 1.55 2.69
Moderate
Communal Score 1.83 .36

Note: N =18 per condition. The higher the
number, the greater the communal or exchange
score.
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first two studies: the more comparable
benefits were, the more the second was
perceived as a repayment for the first
(something more appropriate to exchange
than communal relationships) and the less
it was perceived as an attempt to fulfill a
need or to please the other (something
more appropriate to communal than to ex-
change relationships). Thus, the results
support the proposed distinction between
communal and exchange relationships.

It might be argued that because this
study used a within subjects design, the
comparability of benefits was very salient
to the subjects, and this is why compara-
bility affected their ratings. In the first two
studies, however, a between subjects de-
sign was used, and comparability also had
significant effects. Thus, it seems unlikely
that subjects responded to the variations
in comparability only because a within
subjects design was used. Further, if a
within subjects design really did force
subjects to pay attention to and to dif-
ferentiate their responses on the basis of
variations in the independent variables,
one would have expected an effect of the
delay variable; yet, as in Study 2, no such
effect was found.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In summary, the first two studies pro-
vide support for the hypothesis that non-
comparability of benefits given and re-
ceived in a relationship serves as a cue to
the existence of a communal relationship.
Still, the paragraphs utilized as stimuli in
this study were very simple. The com-
parability of benefits given and received
was one of the few pieces of information
subjects could use as a cue to the exis-
tence of a friendship. Thus, this research
leaves open the question of whether or not
noncomparability of benefits given and
received by two people in natural settings
actually is used by observers as a cue to
the existence of a friendship. In such set-
tings, many other pieces of information
are available as well. To answer this
question, and to extend the gener-
alizability of the findings reported here, it
would be necessary to replicate the pres-
ent studies using more complex stimuli.
Instead of reading brief paragraphs, sub-
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jects might be asked to watch an actual,
extended interaction between two people
and then to rate the degree of friendship
between the people. These interactions
could be standardized with only the com-
parability of benefits given and received
varying between conditions.

Perhaps the most important implication
of the results of all three studies taken
together is that, as predicted, observers
do make a distinction between relation-
ships in which benefits are given as spe-
cific repayments for past benefits and re-
lationships in which benefits are given to
fulfill needs or to please the other. Thus,
these results provide indirect evidence for
the actual existence of communal and ex-
change relationships. They also fit well
with several previous findings: that people
anticipating communal relationships like
others less who repay them for a benefit
than those who do not repay, while the
reverse is true for people expecting ex-
change relationships (Clark and Mills,
1979: Study 1); that requesting a benefit
after having given aid increases attraction
in exchange relationships, but decreases
attraction in communal relationships
(Clark and Mills, Study 2); and that failure
to repay a benefit is more likely to create
feelings of exploitation in exchange than
in communal relationships, while failure
to fulfill a need is more likely to create
feelings of exploitation in communal than
in exchange relationships (Clark and
Waddell, unpubl.).

The possibility suggested in the intro-
duction to this. paper that noncomparabil-
ity of benefits has an impact on perceived
friendship for a different reason—that is,
because friends have had time to work out
complicated exchanges of benefits and
nonfriends have not—cannot be ruled out
on the basis of the present data. However,
it does seem implausible for at least two
reasons. First, this explanation cannot ac-
count for the results of the third
study—i.e., why are noncomparable ben-
efits not as likely as comparable benefits
to be perceived as repayments? The as-
sumption that different rules govern the
giving and receiving of benefits in dif-
ferent kinds of relationships does account
for those results. Second, to keep track of
and balance, using ratios of inputs to out-
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comes, the huge number and variety of
benefits given and received in any close
relationship, such as a friendship, is a
formidable task. As such, it is a task that
people, having imperfect memories and
limited capacity to process information,
seem unlikely to perform. An implicit
agreement to be responsive to one an-
other's needs seems more likely. Of
course, such an agreement has much the
same result as keeping track of benefits
when the needs of the people involved in
the relationship are approximately equal.
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Scope Conditions and Crucial Tests:

Comment on Lee and Ofshe
THEODORE N. GREENSTEIN

Southern Illinois University

In a paper that appeared recently in this
journal, Lee and Ofshe (1981) proposed to
test two competing theories of social in-
fluence in task groups: expectation states
theory (Berger et al., 1977) and the two-
process theory. Each of these theories
attempts to account for the empirical gen-
eralization “status organizes interaction,”
but they postulate different explanatory
variables and make what appear to be
mutually exclusive predictions.

Address all communications to: Theodore N.

Greenstein, Department of Sociology, Southern Ii-
linois University, Carbondale, Illinois 62901.

Expectation states theory argues that
members of collectively organized task
groups are responsive to status cues be-
cause of the task-ability information im-
plied by such cues. Given the task of sol-
ving a problem under conditions of un-
certainty, task group members develop
beliefs about relative capacities to per-
form based on the states of the status
characteristic that they and other mem-
bers possess. In the expectation states
model, then, status is seen as the primary
causal factor in producing behavioral in-
equalities in task groups. A series of ex-
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