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Outcome Dependence

Introduction and Core Definition

Outcome dependence is a foundational concept within Social Psychology, specifically rooted in the

framework of Interdependence Theory. It describes a social scenario wherein one individual's

outcomes--which encompass the rewards, costs, or punishments encountered--are determined in

totality or partially by the behavior and decisions of another individual. This concept highlights the

fundamental asymmetry often present in human interaction, where the attainment of a desired

state for one party is contingent upon the actions taken or withheld by a separate, powerful party.

The core definition emphasizes that the individual who is dependent does not possess full control

over their own fate within that specific interaction context.

The dependency structure inherently creates a state of uncertainty and compels the dependent

party to engage in significant cognitive effort aimed at predicting the behavior of the independent

party. When an individual's welfare hinges on the choices made by another, their behavioral

strategies shift toward influence, prediction, and sometimes subtle manipulation of the independent

party's decision matrix. For instance, if an individual is striving for a specific promotion (the desired

outcome), but the decision rests solely with a supervising manager (the independent party), the

individual is acutely outcome dependent. This structure dictates that the dependent person must

align their actions not merely with their own goals, but with the perceived preferences, constraints,

and motivations of the person holding the power.

A key idea stemming from outcome dependence is the necessity of behavioral transformation.

Individuals do not simply react to the 'given matrix'--the objective structure of rewards and costs

presented by the situation--but rather transform it psychologically. This transformation is driven by

motives such as fairness, long-term gain, or altruism, allowing individuals to select behaviors that

might not maximize immediate personal reward but which are strategically superior for achieving

the desired outcome from the independent party in the long run. High levels of Interdependence

Theory often show that dependence can sometimes significantly hinder the probability of a desired

outcome occurring if the dependent party misreads the situation or acts in a manner that triggers

defensiveness or opposition from the independent party.

Historical Roots and Key Theorists

The systematic study of outcome dependence emerged formally in the mid-20th century, marking a

critical shift in focus within psychological research from purely individualistic processes to dyadic

and small-group interactions. The concept is central to Interdependence Theory, which was

rigorously developed by social psychologists John Thibaut and Harold Kelley. Their seminal work,

*The Social Psychology of Groups*, published in 1959, laid the groundwork for analyzing social
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relationships not just as affective bonds, but as structured exchanges characterized by specific

patterns of mutual or unilateral dependence.

Thibaut and Kelley sought to provide a more rigorous, quasi-mathematical framework for

understanding relationship dynamics than the existing models of the time. They were influenced by

earlier work on Social Exchange Theory, but their contribution was distinct in its focus on the

structure of interaction matrices. While earlier theories often focused simply on generalized costs

and benefits, Thibaut and Kelley detailed how the specific ways in which outcomes are linked (i.e.,

the type and degree of dependence) fundamentally determine the behaviors and strategies

employed by the interacting parties. This framework provided a powerful alternative to strict

Behaviorism, acknowledging the cognitive appraisal and transformation of rewards inherent in

social situations.

The development of Interdependence Theory allowed researchers to categorize relationships

based on their structures of dependence, such as mutual dependence (where both parties rely

equally on each other for outcomes), fate control (where one person unilaterally determines the

other's outcomes), and behavior control (where one person can influence the other's behavior

through specific actions, like threats or promises). Outcome dependence is most clearly evident in

situations of fate control, where the power differential is stark and the reliant individual has minimal

immediate recourse to change the structure of the rewards provided by the partner.

Structural Components of Outcome Dependence

Understanding outcome dependence requires recognizing the distinction between the structure of

the relationship and the processes that unfold within it. The structure is often defined by three key

dimensions: the degree of dependence, the mutuality of dependence, and the correspondence of

outcomes. The degree of dependence refers to the magnitude of influence the independent party

has over the dependent party's most significant rewards and costs. A high degree of dependence

limits the dependent individual's freedom of action and increases their vulnerability.

Mutuality of dependence is crucial; while pure outcome dependence is often unilateral (Person A

depends entirely on Person B), most real-world relationships involve some degree of mutual

dependence. However, even in seemingly mutual relationships, discrepancies in the degree of

dependence often establish power imbalances. The individual who is less dependent holds greater

power because they have less to lose if the relationship or interaction terminates or changes

unfavorably. This unequal reliance often dictates the negotiation strategies, conflict resolution

methods, and overall stability of the dyad.

Finally, the correspondence of outcomes refers to the extent to which the outcomes desired by

Person A align with the outcomes desired by Person B. When outcomes are highly correspondent

(what is good for A is also good for B), the interaction is typically cooperative and smooth.
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Outcome dependence becomes a source of stress and strategic complexity when outcomes are

non-correspondent or mixed-motive--meaning one person's gain comes partly or entirely at the

expense of the other's. In these competitive scenarios, the dependent individual must work harder

to restructure the incentives for the independent party to ensure positive outcomes are delivered.

Practical Illustration: The Negotiation Scenario

To illustrate the mechanics of outcome dependence, consider a common workplace scenario: an

entry-level employee, Alice, seeks a significant salary increase from her senior manager, Bob.

Alice's desired outcome (the raise) is entirely dependent on Bob's decision. This situation perfectly

encapsulates unilateral outcome dependence, forcing Alice to adopt predictive and influential

strategies based on Bob's likely behavioral response.

Alice must first assess Bob's perspective--his constraints, his priorities, and his comparison level

for alternatives (CLalt) regarding her employment. Bob's decision is influenced by his costs (the

budget for the raise) versus his rewards (retaining a high-performing employee). Alice is dependent

because her outcome is fixed by Bob's behavior, while Bob's outcome (managing the team) is less

immediately dependent on granting the raise, especially if he perceives other viable replacement

candidates.

The application of outcome dependence theory in this example outlines the strategic steps Alice

must take to optimize her chances:

Identifying the Dependency Structure: Alice confirms that she is the dependent party (seeking

outcome) and Bob is the independent party (controlling outcome).

Analyzing Bob's Alternatives (CLalt): Alice must determine what Bob perceives as his best

alternative if he rejects her request. If Bob believes finding an equally skilled replacement is easy

and cheap, Alice's power diminishes drastically.

Strategy of Influence: Alice must transform Bob's perceived outcome matrix. Instead of simply

presenting her needs, she must demonstrate how rejecting the raise would create a higher cost for

Bob (e.g., highlighting unique skills, high market value, and the immediate operational disruption

caused by her potential departure). This transforms the situation from a low-cost rejection for Bob

into a high-cost retention necessity.

Outcome: Alice's success hinges on her ability to successfully increase Bob's cost of saying "no,"

thereby restructuring his personal outcome matrix to align with her desired result.

Psychological Significance and Impact on Behavior

Outcome dependence holds profound significance in psychological research because it directly
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informs the study of power, influence, and relationship maintenance. When individuals perceive

themselves as highly outcome dependent, they often exhibit specific behavioral and cognitive

shifts. Behaviorally, they may become more compliant, accommodating, or even self-effacing in an

attempt to secure favor and positive outcomes from the independent party. Cognitively, they

dedicate more resources to perspective-taking, attempting to accurately predict the independent

party's needs, moods, and decision calculus.

The impact of dependence is especially visible in the field of attribution theory. Dependent

individuals tend to make external attributions for the independent party's negative behavior (e.g.,

"They are stressed," rather than "They are malicious") to preserve the possibility of future positive

outcomes. This is a protective mechanism designed to maintain stability and avoid confronting the

precarious nature of their dependent position. Conversely, the independent party, having less need

to predict or accommodate, often demonstrates less cognitive effort toward understanding the

dependent individual's internal state.

Furthermore, outcome dependence is crucial for understanding the stability of close relationships.

When dependency is mutual and perceived as equitable, the relationship tends to be more

satisfying and stable. When the dependence is unilateral or extreme, it often generates feelings of

unfairness, resentment, and instability for the dependent partner, leading to relationship distress or

dissolution unless the independent partner engages in voluntary prosocial behavior to mitigate the

power imbalance. This dynamic underscores the critical role of perceived fairness in sustaining

relationships characterized by unavoidable dependence.

Therapeutic and Applied Uses

In applied psychology, particularly in clinical and organizational settings, the analysis of outcome

dependence is a powerful tool for diagnosing dysfunctional interaction patterns. In couples

counseling, therapists often use the principles of Interdependence Theory to map the relational

matrix, helping partners identify where their outcomes are linked and where unilateral dependence

has created resentment. The therapeutic goal is often to transform non-correspondent outcomes

into correspondent ones, or to increase mutual dependence by highlighting how each partner relies

on the other for valued rewards, thereby promoting cooperative behavior.

In organizational behavior and human resources, understanding outcome dependence is vital for

leadership effectiveness and team management. Leaders who recognize that their subordinates

are outcome dependent must exercise their power responsibly, employing procedural fairness and

transparency to minimize feelings of exploitation or arbitrary control. This awareness helps leaders

leverage dependence not for coercion, but for motivation and alignment with organizational goals.

Poorly managed outcome dependence can lead to employee burnout, reduced creativity, and

organizational mistrust.
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In education, the student-teacher relationship is inherently one of outcome dependence, as grading

and advancement are controlled by the teacher. Recognizing this structure allows educators to

design learning environments that mitigate the negative psychological effects of dependence, such

as test anxiety or passive learning, by providing students with greater perceived control over their

own learning processes and outcomes, even within the confines of the necessary dependency

structure.

Connections to Related Psychological Constructs

Outcome dependence is inextricably linked to several other core concepts within Social

Psychology, primarily those defining the viability and longevity of relationships. Two crucial related

constructs are the Comparison Level (CL) and the Comparison Level for Alternatives (CLalt).

The Comparison Level (CL) represents the minimum standard of outcomes an individual expects

from a particular relationship, based on their past experiences and observations of others. If the

actual outcomes received consistently fall below the CL, the individual will feel dissatisfied,

regardless of the dependency structure. Outcome dependence exacerbates dissatisfaction when

the dependent party knows they are receiving subpar outcomes (below CL) but cannot unilaterally

change the situation.

The Comparison Level for Alternatives (CLalt) is perhaps the most direct modifier of outcome

dependence. CLalt refers to the expected outcomes available to the individual outside of the

current dependent relationship--the quality of their best alternative relationship or situation. If Alice,

the employee, has a very high CLalt (i.e., she knows she can easily get a better job elsewhere),

her dependence on Bob for the raise is significantly weakened, granting her greater power in the

negotiation. Conversely, a very low CLalt locks the individual into the dependent relationship,

regardless of how poor the current outcomes are, making the effects of outcome dependence more

pronounced and potentially damaging.

Ultimately, the study of outcome dependence belongs squarely within the subfield of

Relationships and Interpersonal Dynamics, which itself is a major branch of social psychology.

It provides the analytical tools necessary to dissect complex interactions, moving beyond simple

descriptions of liking or attraction to explain the intricate behavioral strategies employed when

individuals must rely on one another to achieve personal goals.
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