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Summary

Throughout their everyday lives, people experience a great va-
riety of situations with others. They spend time with their
romantic partners, work on projects with colleagues, or engage
in economic transactions with strangers. As diverse as they
may be, these situations all vary along three major dimensions
of interdependence—mutual dependence, conflict of interests,
and power (Kelley et al., 2003). These dimensions describe the
degree to which people are in control of their own and others’
outcomes and how their outcomes are intertwined with each
other’s. Importantly, interdependence exists not only as a de-
scriptive property of situations, but also in the minds of the
people who experience these situations. In this dissertation, I
have studied how people come to perceive differences in inter-
dependence between situations, how these perceived differences
interact with their personality, and how subjective perceptions
of interdependence shape prosocial behaviour.

Interdependence structures all social interactions. Mutual
dependence describes how situations vary in the degree to which
people’s outcomes are determined by how each person behaves.
In some situations, people are mutually (and symmetrically)
dependent on each other, such that each person’s outcomes are
determined by a combination of own and others’ behaviour.
In other situations, people are fully independent—they com-
pletely control their own outcomes. Conflict of interests de-
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scribes the degree to which one person’s best outcome im-
plies another person’s worst outcome, or conversely whether
the same outcome can satisfy both persons. Situations can
vary from completely corresponding to completely conflicting
outcomes, and are most often marked by a mix of conflict and
correspondence of outcomes. Power describes the degree to
which one person depends more on the actions of another than
vice-versa. In other words, power equates to asymmetric de-
pendence in a situation (S. T. Fiske, 2010; Galinsky et al.,
2015), and the actions of a person in high power, relative to
their low power counterpart, can completely determine their
own and the other’s outcomes. Conversely, the outcomes of
a person in low power are relatively more determined by the
actions of the powerful than by their own actions. Together,
the pattern of these three dimensions describes the interdepen-
dence people experience in any given situation.

Functional Interdependence Theory posits that humans are
equipped with evolved facilities to infer interdependence in so-
cial situations (Balliet et al., 2017). Indeed, people readily
report and rate situations along dimensions of mutual depen-
dence, conflict of interests, and power (Gerpott, Balliet, et al.,
2018). According to Functional Interdependence Theory, peo-
ple should make use of cues in their social and physical envi-
ronment to infer their interdependence with others (Balliet et
al., 2017). Prior research had suggested that such inferences
of interdependence often have a degree of validity (Barends et
al., 2019; Gerpott, Balliet, et al., 2018). Moreover, perceptions
of interdependence may shape people’s behaviour in the situ-
ation, their interpretation of others’ behaviour, and their own
satisfaction and material outcomes.

Researchers have long studied how close relationships are
shaped by, and shape, the interdependence partners experi-
ence with each other. However, much of the attention has
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been to interdependence in the relationship, rather than to
varying patterns of interdependence in specific situations. In
ch. 2, I argue that a science of close relationships stands to
benefit from an understanding of the situations in which in-
teractions between partners take place. People experience a
wide variety of interdependent situations, including with their
partner. Relationship researchers thus ought to study how pat-
terns of interdependence relate to pro-relationship behaviours
such as sacrifices (Righetti & Impett, 2017), affective responses
(Righetti et al., 2016; Gerpott, Balliet, et al., 2018), and at-
tachment processes (Arriaga et al., 2018).

However, perceptions of interdependence and people’s re-
sponses to their perceptions may also be shaped by their rela-
tionships. Individuals differ in the way they access and weight
cues, leading them to perceive situations differently. Such vari-
ation may reflect attachment styles: for example, individuals
high in anxious attachment perceive more frequent and more
severe conflicts of interests (Simpson et al., 2006). Moreover,
responses to interdependent situations should be expected to
differ between individuals and between couples. For example,
individuals high in anxious attachment experience more hurt as
a consequence of conflicts of interests (Campbell et al., 2005).
At the level of couples, partners may also develop patterns of
responses that play out over time (Rusbult & van Lange, 2003).

Studying the situations people experience in their daily
lives using experinece sampling methods revealed a richly var-
ied pattern of interdependence. Perceptions of interdepen-
dence varied across different interaction partners in ways that
align with theoretical predictions, involving more mutual de-
pendence and corresponding interests with close others and
more power differentials in hierarchical relationships. Yet, in-
terdependence also varied from situation to situation within
(close) relationships. Importantly, close partners often agreed
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on the pattern of interdependence in a situation they expe-
rienced together. This may be because perceptions of inter-
dependence are rooted in shared reality. In the laboratory,
perceptions of interdependence tracked indices of objective in-
terdependence in economic games (ch. 3). Moreover, social
information—in the form of labels given to economic games—
had a consistent effect of people’s perceptions of interdepen-
dence (ch. 5).

The degree to which people perceive mutual dependence,
conflict of interests, or power in a situation correlates with their
behaviour. When people reported being in an everyday situa-
tion involving a greater degree of conflict of interests, they also
reported behaving less cooperatively towards their close part-
ner as well as to family members, colleagues, or strangers (ch.
3). Manipulating objective conflict of interests in experimental
games, we found that perceptions of conflict of interests me-
diate between objective features of the situation and people’s
behaviour towards others. In contrast, people reported behav-
ing (slightly) more cooperatively in situations involving greater
mutual dependence. Power was consistently unrelated to co-
operative behaviour. We found, however, that both mutual
dependence and power moderated the effect of conflict of inter-
ests: Conflict was more negatively associated with cooperative
behaviour in situations involving greater mutual dependence
and relatively more power for the actor.

In close relationships, perceptions of interdependence also
relate to immediate and more long-term relationship outcomes.
We found that experiencing greater conflict of interests in a sit-
uation was associated with lower trust immediately after, and
with decreased relationship satisfaction and commitment even
one week later. Relationship reseachers have also long high-
lighted that certain situations are ‘diagnostic’, because others’
behaviour reveals something about their personality or attitude
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towards their partner (Holmes, 2002; Reis, 2008). Indeed, we
find that a partner’s cooperative behaviour had a stronger ef-
fect on trust towards them when the recipient of the behaviour
perceived the situation to involve a greater degree of conflict of
interests. This is in line with prior findings that sacrifices can
build trust in close relationships (Wieselquist et al., 1999).

How people react to experiencing interdependence may also
depend on their personality. Recent accounts had suggested
that particular patterns of interdependence afford the expres-
sion of specific personality traits. In particular, HEXACO
Honesty-Humility—the broad trait most strongly and most
consistently associated with cooperative behaviour—may only
be expressed in the situations allowing for exploitation of oth-
ers (Barends et al., 2019; Hilbig et al., 2018; Thielmann et
al., 2020). Both high conflict of interests and high relative
power afford exploitative behaviour. In such situations, indi-
viduals low in Honesty-Humility may behave selfishly, whereas
those high in Honesty-Humility may refrain from exploitative
behaviour. In contrast, there should be little difference in situ-
ations in which conflict of interests is low or the actor has less
power.

Importantly, we reasoned that affordances, while grounded
in objective reality, must be perceived to lead to action. In
ch. 4, we thus suggested that Honesty-Humility should inter-
act with perceived conflict of interests and power to predict
behaviour. In contrast to our expectation, we found no evi-
dence that Honesty-Humility interacts with either objective or
subjectively perceived interdependence. Indeed, most of our
studies found no link between Honesty-Humility and coopera-
tive behaviour. On the one hand, this raises questions about
the generalisability of the link between Honesty-Humility and
cooperation, as well as previous findings that this link is mod-
erated by conflict of interests and power. On the other hand,
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subjective interdependence may interact with personality in
situations in which the link between personality and coopera-
tive behaviour is stronger.

In ch. 5, we applied insights into how people think about in-
terdependence to resolve a long-standing question in behavioural
economics. It had been observed that how choices—such as
in an economic game—are presented influences people’s deci-
sions, even if the pattern of objective interdependence remains
unchanged (Roth, 1995). For example, framing a Prisoner’s
Dilemma as a ‘stock exchange’ game was associated with lower
rates of cooperation than describing it as a ‘community’ game
(Liberman et al., 2004). Prior research had suggested that this
may be either because frames change how people expect others
to behave, or because it influences how they value others’ out-
comes (Ellingsen, Herrmann, Nowak, Rand, & Tarnita, 2012).
Instead, we suggested that framing may affect the degree of
conflict of interests people perceive the game to hold.

In two studies, we found that framing a game as a ‘stock
exchange’ game was associated with greater perceptions of con-
flict of interests than describing it as a ‘community’ game (ch.
5). Importantly, this also translated into reduced rates of co-
operative behaviour. Thus, frames—at least of the ‘stock ex-
change’ vs. ‘community’ type— affect cooperation by influenc-
ing perceptions of conflict of interests. Importantly, we also
showed that this could not be explained by effects of either be-
liefs or preferences. Finally, this study also provided evidence
that merely changing perceptions of conflict of interests—
holding objective conflict of interests constant—affected the
rate of cooperation, providing evidence for the causal impact
of situation perceptions on behaviour.

How people perceive situations relates to their social be-
haviour, their relationships with others, and their outcomes in
life. Across situations in the laboratory and in daily life, the

394



studies contained in this dissertation have found that percep-
tions of corresponding interests and mutual dependence are as-
sociated with more cooperative behaviour. Surprisingly, power
was not consistently associated with differences in behaviour.
Against our predictions, we found no evidence that this re-
lationship between subjective interdependence and coopera-
tive behaviour varies with people’s personality. By study-
ing interactions between partners in daily life, we also found
that perceptions of interdependence relate to how people in-
terpret the behaviour of others. When individuals behaved
cooperatively in situations of heightened conflict of interests—
sacrificing their own interests—their partners perceived this as
particularly trustworthy. Finally, experiencing more frequent
conflicts of interests was associated with decreases in relation-
ship satisfaction and commitment over time.
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