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Culture, Ethnicity, and Personal
Relationship Processes:
An Introduction

In a special edition of Journal of Social Issues devoted ro gen-
der and personal relationships, Winstead and Derlega {1993)
declared, “We are born into a gender and into relationships.”
As numerous reviews {e.g., T. L. Huston & Geis, 1993; Ickes,
1993; Spence, Deaux, & Helmreich, 1985; Wood, 1995) have
indicated, the literature on gender-related personality charac-
teristics, gender-role attitudes, and gender per se as muiti-
faceted influences on personal relationship processes is rich
and voluminous. The rapid growth of this literature since the
early 1970s undoubtedly attests to the impact of the Women’s
Rights movement of the late 1960s, which in turn owes much
of its imperus to the Civil Rights movement of the early 1960s
{see Brown, 1986; Spence, et al., 1985},

Few scholars in the field of personal relationships would
contest the relevance of gender 1o academic or lay perceptions
of relationship processes {Berscheid, 1994}, However, perhaps
even fewer scholars in the field seem willing to acknowledge
that ethnicitcy—which, afrer all, provided the focal point for
the Civil Rights movement—also is relevant to the study of
personal relationships. Most individuals cannot escape their
ethnicity (which many scholars continue to view as equivalent
to biological race, espectally when considering African Amer-
icans; see Landrine & Klonoff, 1996} any more than they can
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escape their gender {which at least some scholars continue to
view as equivalent to biological sex; see French, 1985). Nev-
ertheless, a cursory reading of post-1970s books and articles
on personal relationships reveals thar ethnicity and related
variables (e.g., culture, values) largely have been neglected by
personal relationship researchers {Gaines, 1995b).

In this book, my colleagues and [ shall examine the
ways in which “ethnicity matrers™ (sec West, 1993) as far as
genuine understanding of personal relationship processes
are concerncd. Far from taking for granted the “declining
significance of ethnicity” (see Wilson, 1980} vis-a-vis per-
sonal relationships, we mainrain that culture, values, and
ethnicity all are manifested in contemporary relationship
contexts in important ways. Moreover, we propose that
only by bridging the illusory gaps betrween the fields of eth-
vic studies and personal relationships can we as scholars
hope to avoid committing the all-too-common “sins of com-
mission” {e.g., falsely assuming that African American or
interethnic male-female rclationships inherently are dys-
functional); as well as “sins of omission” (e.g., falsely as-
suming thar researchers’ witting or unwitting exclusion of
Latina/o or Asian Amcrican couples from a given sample is
tantamount to searching for “culture-free” truths regarding
relationship processes) that plague much theorizing and
research on personal relationships.

Laying a Foundation for the Study of Personal
Relationships: Interpersonal Attraction as
Reflected in Interpersonal Resource Exchange

As Heider (1958) observed, personal relationships are in-
tegral to the human experience. People have been fascinated
by interpersonal relations since time immemorial. As inher-
ently social beings, we want 1o understand why people inter-
act with each other in a particular manner. As Berscheid
(1983) pointed out, human beings are interested especially in
understanding the cognirtive, affective, and bebavioral pro-
cesses by which people are attracted ro each ocher. Accord-
ingly, some of the most prominent theories within psychology
are concerned implicitly or explicitly with the recurring theme
of interpersonal artraction.
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Berscheid (1285) provided a uscful framework for orga-
nizing theoretical perspectives on interpersonal attraction. At
the most general level, we can identify “social psychological
theorics that have predictive implications for a number of so-
cial phenomena, including artraction™ {p. 426). Among so-
cial-psychological theories, those thar address reinforcement
{Newcomb, 1956} emphasize the extent to which individuals
receive tangible and intangible rewards as a result of interac-
tions with their physical and social environments. Among re-
inforcement theories, those that address social exchange
{Homans, 1961) cmphasize the extent to which individuals
receive tangible and intangible rewards as a result of interac-
tions specifically with their social environments (i.c., with
other people). Finally, among social exchange theories, re-
source exchange theory (Foa & Foa, 1974) emphasizes the
extent to which individuals specifically receive intangible re-
wards (i.e., affection and respect) as a result of interactions
with other people.

According to Foa and Foa {1974), people need to be
loved and held in esteem by significant others. Among the
“commodities” or resources that significant others may pos-
sess, dffection (i.e., love, or emotional acceptance of another
person) and respect {i.e., esteem, or social acceptance of an-
other person) are highly valued. Affectionate behaviors from
relationship partners can bolster individuals’ self-love, and re-
spectful behaviors from relationship partners can bolster in-
dividuals® self-esteem. With regard to interpersonal attraction,
not only do relationship partners’ affectionate and respectful
behaviors per se promote attraction, but the exchange of af-
fectionate and/or respectful behaviors between partners also
promotes attraction.

Interestingly, Berscheid (1983) relegated resource ex-
change theory to an “auxiliary” status among theories rele-
vant to interpersonal artraction, However, the importance
accorded to the classification and exchange of intangible re-
wards as sources of interpersonal artraction suggests thar re-
source exchange theory is an exemplar of what Berscheid
{19835) described as specific theories “principally addressed to
particular varieties of attraction ... and/or to phenomena
commonly believed to be associated with attraction” (p. 426).
By applying resource exchange theory to the study of inter-
personal attraction, therefore, we may gain important insights
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into human interactions in general and to personal relation-
ship processes in particular.

So far, we have limited our artention to exchange theory
{primarily resource exchange theory) as one major reinforce-
ment approach to studying personal relationship processes.
Alternatively, reinforcement approaches such as equity theory
{Adams, 1963, 19635) and interdependence theory (Kelley &
Thibaut, 1978; Thibaur & Kelley, 1959} might be just as rel-
evant to the study of culture, ethnicity, and personal relation-
ship processes. In response to such a critique, we contend that
the exchange/equity dichotomy is false; cxchange theory (in-
cluding resource exchange theory) is a form of equity theory
{Brown, 1986). Moreover, although recent applications of in-
terdependence theory (e.g., Henderson, 1996; Lin & Rusbult,
1995) show promise as guides to understanding the impact of
culture and ethnicity on personal relationship processes, one
of the more comprehensive studies to date regarding culture,
ethnicity, and relationship processes {Gaines, Rios, Granrose,
Bledsoe, Farris, Page, & Garcia, 1996) represents a direct ap-
plication of social exchange theory in general and resource
exchange theory in particular. For these reasons, then, we
chaose resource exchange theory as one perspective from which
10 examine culture and ethnicity as predictors of interper-
sonal behavior within personal relationships.

A Core Model: Interpersonal
Resource Exchange in Heterosexual
Romantic Relationships

Throughour this book, my colleagues and 1 shall adopt the
perspective that patterns of interpersonal resource exchange
characterize heterosexual romantic relationships. In an empir-
ical study of dating and engaged or married couples, Gaines
{1996a) reported that (1) women and men tend to reciprocate
affectionate behaviors; (2) women and men tend to reciprocate
respectful behaviors; {3) women tend to give affection and re-
spect simultaneously; and (4} men tend to give affection and
respect simultaneously. From these elements of behavioral co-
variance, one can construct a core model of interpersonal re-
source cxchange among heterosexual romantic relationships.
The resulting core model is presented in Figure 1.1,
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Error Error
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Error Error

Figure 1.1:
Core model of interpersonal resource exchange

Explicit in the core model of interpersonal resource ex-
change is the assumption that individuals’ resource-giving be-
havior 1s influenced largely by their partoers’ resource-giving
behavior. A more implicit assumption concerning the core
model is that individuals’ resource-giving behavior is not nec-
essarily influenced solely or even primarily by their partners’
resource-giving behavior. [n Gaines's {1996a) study of hetero-
sexual romantic couples, interpersonal traits—especially nurtu-
rant or affection-giving traits—explained significant variance in
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individuals® affectionate and respectful behaviors beyond the
variance explained by partners’ affectionate or respectful be-
haviors. According to Wiggins (1991), nurrurance essentially
reflects positive or socially desirable femininity, a gender-related
personality trait associated in most people’s minds with women
rather than with men (see also Gaines, 1995a; Wiggins &
Broughton, 1985; Wiggins & Holzmuller, 1978).

Given that gender-related personality characreristics ap-
pear to be reflected in patterns of interpersonal resource ex-
change, is it also true thar cultural value orientations are
manifested in interpersonal resource exchange among hetero-
sexual romantic couples? At least one study (Gaines, Rios, et
al., 1996) has examined empirical links between cultural val-
ucs and resource exchange: we shall comment further on that
study in Chapter § of this book. For now, we can assert that
individuals’ resource-giving behaviors are a function of social-
psychological attributes that individuals bring into their re-
lationships and of resource-giving behaviors displayed by
relationship partners. Such an assertion is consistent with so-
cial exchange theory (see Jacobson & Margolin, 1979) and
with Lewin’s {1936) field ibeory (i.e., behavior is a function
of the person and of the environment). Once again, we see
that resource exchange theory allows us to examine relation-
ship-specific behavior as well as social behavior in general.

In this book, we will be concerned primarily with applica-
tions of resource exchange theory to heterosexual romantic re-
lationships, particularly those thar involve at least one person
of color. By limiting our focus in this manner, we inevitably in-
vite criticism regarding the external validity of the models pre-
sented in this book beyond heterosexual andf/or romantic
relationships. A study of same-sex and cross-sex friendships by
Gaines {1994b}, for example, indicated thart reciprocity of re-
spect-related behaviors characterizes male-female friendships
but not male-maie or female-female friendships. In addition,
reciprocity of affection-related behaviors does not appear to
characterize any friendships, whether same-sex or cross-sex in
naturc. Regarding same-sex romantic relationships, we do not
konow of any study that has examined interpersonal resource
exchange among gay or lesbian couples (see Gaines, 1995b;
M. Huston & Schwartz, 1995).

Granted the limitations imposed by our emphasis on het-
erosexual romantic relationships, we encourage our col-
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leagues in the field of personal relationships to ponder the im-
plications raised by the models of culture, ethnicity, and in-
terpersonal resource exchange presented in this book. [n some
respects, we have chosen the path of least resistance, given
that most theories and research on personal relationships take
heterosexual romantic relationships as their point of reference
(Berscheid, 1985). 1n other respects, though, we have de-
parted from the practice of focusing mainly upon Anglo cou-
ples that typifies scholarship within the field of personal
relationships (Gaines, 1995b; Wood & Duck, 1995). We
hope that personal relationship theorists and researchers will
consider the plausibility of our conceptual models regarding
culture, ethnicity, and interpersonal resource exchange—at
least within the circumscribed context of heterosexual ro-
mantic relationships—and challenge future researchers ro test
the limits of applicability of our models.

Culture and Ethnicity as Influences on
Personal Relationship Processes

In order to demonstrate the nced for a conceptually inclu-
sive, empirically testable account of culture and cthnicity as in-
fluences on relationship processes, we must first define key
concepts and then document the lack of such an account in
current theories and research on personal relationships. Cul-
ture, according to Ullman (1965}, may be defined as “a system
of solutions to unlearned problems, as well as of learned prob-
lems and their solutions, acquired by members of a recog-
nizable group and shared by them™ (p. §). According to
Wilkinson {1993}, ethnicity refers to *not only a national her-
itage bur also a distincr set of customs, a language system,
beliefs and values, indigenous family traditions, and cercmoni-
als™ (p. 19). One additional concept that will be crucial to our
understanding of the interplay between culture and ethnicity is
that of values, defined by Smith (1991} as “both features of
the world toward which people are oriented and . . . features
of people thar govern their orientation to the world™ (p. 5).

As Reed (1996) has noted, the interplay between culture
and ethnicity necessarily is dynamic. That is, the extent to
which individuals from a particular ethnic group incorporate
the implicit or explicit tenets of a particular culture into their
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overt and covert behaviors in everyday life may be conceptu-
alized and measured in terms of individuals’ internalized
value orientations (Braithwaite & Scott, 1991}, As such, val-
ues arc indicative of the transmission of certain aspects of cul-
ture into the social-psychological lives of individuals within a
given ethnic group. More germane to the present discussion,
though, is the notion thar cultural value orientations arc ab-
stract and of little practical utility in the lives of individuals
within a given ethnic group unless they are manifested in so-
cial behavior (Gaines, 1995b).

In Meaningful Relationships: Talking, Sense, and Relat-
ing, Duck {1994} made a compelling case for the importance
of culture in the relational lives of individuals. Duck observed
that cultural values provide individuals within ethnic groups
with particular ways of viewing the world as well as expecta-
tions regarding individuals® behavior in a variety of social
contexts, This is not to say thar all individuals within a spe-
cific ethnic group embrace the same cultural values to the
same extent. Rather, cultural values give the members of an
ethnic group a basis for common ground in terms of overt
and covert behavior. Inevitably, however, individual differ-
ences in the manifestation of cultural values in interpersonal
behavior will arise within an ethnic group.

Individualism and Interpersonal Resource
Exchange Among Anglo Couples:
An Initial Model of Culture, Ethnicity,
and Personal Relationship Processes

In a society as hetcrogeneous as the United States, it is
possible to identify a number of cultural value orientations
that individuals from all ethnic groups might incorporate into
their thoughts, feelings, and behaviors toward others. How-
ever, the tendency for individuals to equate American society
with European American culture (Asante, 1994) suggests that
some cultural value orientations might be privileged over oth-
ers. Foremost among value orientations commonly attributed
to European American culture is individualism, or an orienta-
rion toward the welfare of oneself (Gaines, 1995b). Because
European Americans constitute the dominant ethnic group in
the United States, it might appear that individualism is the
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only cultural value orientation that Americans embrace.
However, individualism is but one of many cultural value ori-
entations thar can be found in the rich mosaic of ethnic
groups that is the Unired States (McAdoo, 1993).

Let us assume for a moment thart individualism is reflected
in patterns of interpersonal resource exchange, at least among
Anglo couples. Would we expect an individualistic orientation
1o promote or deter individuals® displays of affection and re-
spect toward their romantic relationship partners? In the
mythology of the United States. individualism is touted as if its
positive qualitics were sclf-cvident (Bellah, Madsen, W. M. Sul-
livan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985). Bur does a “me oricntation”
such as individualism really bode well for other-oriented be-
haviors such as affection and respect? Dion and Dion {1993)
concluded that “self-contained individualism™ {or, as Bellah et
al. | 1985] put it, “utilitarian individualism™) is negatively re-
lared 1o individuals’ expressions of trust toward their parters
{an important component of affection) and to relinquishing
power (an important component of respect; Gaines, 1996a).

The relatively few accounts of individualism and inter-
personal behavior that can be found withio the personal
relationship literature {Bellah ct al., 1985; Dion & Dion,
1993) tend to suggest that, contrary to prevailing myths, in-
dividualism does not promote rewarding relationships, either
for highly individualistic persons or for their partners. [n-
stead, individualism seems to promote distrust and power im-
balances in personal relationships. These predictions arc
reflected in an individualistic model of interpersonal resource
exchange among Anglo couplcs, presented in Figure 1.2.

Cultural Values as Multidimensional Influences
on Personal Relationship Processes

Given the above discussion of culture and ethnicity, it is
clear from various reviews of the available literature (e.g.,
Bellah et al., 1985; [Dion & Dion, 1993; Gaines, 1995b) that
one cultural value (i.e., individualism) and one group fi.e.,
Americans of Furopean descent) have received a dispropor-
tionate share of personal relationship researchers’ attention.
But what about those values that reflect a “we™ rather than
a “me” orientation? And what abour those groups lumped
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Figure 1.2:
Individualistic model of interpersonal resource exchange
among Anglo couples

together under the term “persons of color™? What might we
fearn from studying culrural values in addition to individu-
alism, and ethnic minority groups in addition to Luropean
Americans, that potentially could help us understand rela-
vonship dynamics better than we havce in the past?

According to Triandis (1990), “non-Western™ cultures
tend to be characterized not by an orientation toward the suc-
cess of the individual, but by an orientation toward a larger
community. Triandis referred to the “we orientation” involv-
ing entire ethnic groups {or, conceivably, involving all of hu-
manity) as collectivism (see Gaines, 1994a, 1995b). Triandis
(1990) argued that, even in contrast to their counterparts on
the continent of Europe {and certainly in contrast to African,
Latin, and Asian American cultures), European American cul-
ture often de-emphasizes the welfare of the community in fa-
vor of the welfare of the individual. Several accounts of
collectivism (e.g., Asante, 1981; Gaines, 1994a, 1995b; Hop-
son & Hopson, 1995), in contrast, indicate thar a commu-
nity-minded orientation is particularly prominent among
Americans of African descent.
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