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Introduction  

Naturally, there is an argument that human beings are built with innate mechanisms 

because they expect reciprocity when they enter into interpersonal relationships otherwise, lack 

of reciprocity is likely to result in negative effects (Buunk and Schaufeli, 2014). Also 

considered as a ubiquitous phenomenon, reciprocity is considered an important element in 

human social relationships as indicated by work from several theorists (Buunk and Schaufeli, 

2014). The highest level of outcomes in relationships is realised in behavioural strategies that 

are reciprocal. A general assumption made during research on early social support stated that 

the “the availability of supportive others and the provision of actual support by others” (Buunk 

and Schaufeli, 2014 p.274) contributes significantly to the well-being of individuals. Since 

then, many scholars have concluded that social support benefits are evident in interactions 

characterised by equitable patterns of exchange (Buunk and Hoorens, 1992). The first part of 

this paper reviews the concept of reciprocity in reference to interpersonal relationships. Second, 

Henry Sullivan’s Theorem from the perspective of social relationship is discussed briefly 

followed by a section that looks at the relevance of this theorem to studies of personalities and 

close relationships. Lastly, a summary of key points is provided in the last section of the paper.  

Reciprocity and interpersonal relationships  

Edwin (1995) looks at the concept of reciprocity from two perspectives or reciprocity 

constructs, that is, the moral norm and pattern of exchange. The moral norm construct directs 

that what one individual or party gets from another party needs some return. The pattern 

exchange reciprocity pattern which is the more familiar is premised on the fulfilment “of 

interlocking status duties that people owe one another, and that are associated with specific 

social ties” (Edwin, 1995 p.484). Reciprocity may be considered as a dynamic phenomenon 

where mutual dependence of individuals is realised. However, reciprocity is perceived as a 

self-perpetuating phenomenon when regarded as a mutually rewarding pattern of resource 
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exchanging. A problem manifests in the context where power differences is witnessed between 

the people involved in the exchange. Gouldner (1960) alluded that egoistic motivations attempt 

to receive benefits without returning them implying that such a scenario is ripe for reciprocity 

breakdown, and there is a possibility of exploitation happening.  

Taken from that, Gouldner (1960) stresses that the moral norm construct of reciprocity 

engenders a pattern of returning benefits irrespective of the presence of power differences that 

may possibly attract exploitation. According to this theorist, the moral norm safeguards 

powerful individuals against their ego thus it regulates and motivates reciprocity as a means of 

exchange. As a result, the tendency of exploitative relations is inhibited. According to this 

construct, people do not meet their obligations because of mutual dependency, but rather they 

do so because higher levels of moral norms are shared in such a relationship; a person should 

render benefits to partners or friends that reciprocate them with benefits. In view of that, the 

motivation for reciprocity is not based absolutely on gratification, but also on “internalisation 

of the norm of reciprocity” (p.485) which morally demands an individual to return the benefits 

gained.                

Henry Sullivan’s Theorem of Reciprocal Emotion 

The theory of reciprocal emotion as postulated by Sullivan underlines three conditions 

under which the integration in interpersonal situations occur. Interpersonal relationships are 

reciprocal processes where; i) complementary needs are aggravated or resolved ii) reciprocal 

behavioural patterns are developed or broken and iii) anticipation of satisfaction or a snub of 

the same needs is enhanced (Gaines, 2007; Sullivan, 1953).      

Henry Sullivan’s Theorem and studies on interpersonal relationships 

Other scholars refined Sullivan’s theorem to understand the dynamics of interpersonal 

relationships in-depth. For instance, the research program undertaken by Leary (1957) changed 

the “theorem of reciprocal emotion” to the “principle of reciprocal interpersonal relations” 



 

 

 

4 

 

which was later articulated as the “principle of complementarity” (Carson, 1969). According 

to the principle of complementarity, interpersonal acts seek to establish emotional relationships 

of the actors towards themselves and towards other partners besides establishing self-social-

relationships and other individuals in the context of a large reference group. Further, the 

behaviour of individuals seek to give or deny love to oneself or others.  

In essence, the persons involved in every interpersonal interaction tries to define that 

particular association in a way that their self-esteem is sustained. If an individual offers what 

the other partner needs in the relationship, it is regarded as complementary. Ideally, the other 

partner meets the emotional need(s) of the actor’s actions with a corresponding degree of hate 

or love. In case the other partner fails to give whatever is being sought, the response is known 

as non-complementary or anti-complementary. Three kinds of interactions are possible in a 

relationship, that is, complementary, anti-complementary, and acomplementary (Kiesler, 

1983). In the first type of behaviour, interpersonal relationships arouse approach behaviours 

from the actors where both participants feel secure as it happens in the adult relationships. 

Conversely, anti-complementary interactions are characterised by escape or avoidance actions 

as participants face a growing anxiety; this is common in pre-adolescent and some adolescent 

interactions. Lastly, acomplementary interactions blends approach and avoidance behaviours.        

Conclusion 

Sullivan theorem of reciprocal emotion has been applied in different contexts including 

the therapist-client relationships and parent-offspring relationships. The Sullivan’s 

interpersonal theory of personality can be applied as a conceptual reference or framework of 

understanding research findings on personal relationships and personalities. The bottom-line is 

that every inter-personal relationship consists needs that have to be satisfied (Gaine, 2007. The 

needs to be satisfied come in various forces for instance, hunger, lust, love, hate etcetera. Other 

than that, people in relationships have a need to feel personally secure. More so, the principle 
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of complementarity is paramount in as far as reciprocity is to be realised in a close relationship. 

It is important to note that individuals develop various personalities within social contexts, 

otherwise without people, human beings can hardly have any personality. Sullivan’s 

interpersonal theory stresses on the significance of developmental stages in understanding 

diverse personalities and personal relationships. According to the theorist, healthy development 

of individuals is pegged on the person’s capability to forge intimacy with other people albeit 

anxiety can hinder fulfilling interpersonal relations at any age.     
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