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theory goes on to maintain that people also keep track of their partner’s benefits and
costs, and that people prefer equitable interpersonal relationships. An equitable rela-
tionship is one in which one person’s benefits/costs ratio equals the other person’s
benefits/costs ratio. Less formally, an equitable relationship occurs when there is a
balance between what people put into a relationship and what they get out of it.

Equity is not the same as equality. Equality occurs when people receive the same
benefits; equity occurs when people receive the same balance of benefits to contribu-
tions. Consider the data shown in Table 11.6. Here I have given two relationship part-
ners, Ken and Barbie, some arbitrary values for their benefits/costs ratio. Relationship 1
is equal (because both partners receive the same benefits) but not equitable (because
Ken puts twice as much into the relationship as Barbie). Relationship 2 is equitable
(the balance of benefits/costs is the same for both partners), but unequal (because
Barbie receives twice as much from the relationship as Ken).

Equity theory makes some interesting predictions about these relationships.
Because the theory assumes that people seek and are most satisfied with equitable
relationships, it predicts that both partners will prefer relationship 2 over relationship 1,
even though each of their benefits/costs ratio is greater in relationship 1. The theory
also makes some predictions about how Ken and Barbie will feel when they find them-
selves in an inequitable relationship, such as the one described in relationship 1.
According to the theory, inequity creates psychological discomfort of two types: Ken
will feel angry because he is being underbenefited (receiving less than he deserves),
and Barbie will feel guilty because she is being overbenefited (receiving more than
she deserves). To alleviate their distress, Ken is apt to withhold his future contribu-
tions and Barbie is likely to make reparations by giving more to the relationship.

Equity theory has received some empirical support (Hatfield, Utne, & Traupmann,
1979; Walster, Walster, & Berscheid, 1978), but research has also revealed some
important qualifications. First, people tend to overestimate their own contributions to
a relationship (M. Ross & Sicoly, 1979). Second, even when partners do agree on the
contributions each makes to a relationship, people believe their own contributions are
more valuable than their partner’s (P. C. Regan & Sprecher, 1995). Third, people who
are underbenefited feel more distressed and are more likely to leave an inequitable
relationship than are people who are overbenefited (Katzev, Warner, & Acock, 1994;
Sprecher, 2001a, 2001b). This last finding is particularly important. Inequity feels bad,
but people are more apt to leave a relationship when they feel they are being taken
advantage of than when they think they are getting more than they deserve. Although
this narrows equity theory’s power, it doesn’t negate the central point the theory

TABLE 11.6 Illustration of Equity Theory

Ken’s Benefits/Costs Barbie’s Benefits/Costs

Relationship 1: 
equal but inequitable

Relationship 2: 
equitable but unequal
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