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Thinking Sociologically
Describe some ways in which your life feels like a dra-
matic production. Identify front-stage and backstage 
behaviors you carry out on a daily basis.

Rational Choice Theory.  Rational choice or 
exchange theorists look at a different aspect of inter-
action—why relationships continue, considering the 
rewards and costs of interaction for the individual. 
They argue that the choices we make are guided by 
reason (“rational choices”). If the benefits of the inter-
action are high and if the costs are low, the interac-
tion will be valued and sustained. Every interaction 
involves calculations of self-interest, expectations of 
reciprocity (a mutual exchange of favors), and deci-
sions to act in ways that have current or eventual pay-
off for the individual (Smelser 1992).

Reciprocity is a key concept for rational choice the-
orists. The idea is that if a relationship is imbalanced 
over a period of time, it will become unsatisfying. As 
theorists from this perspective see human interaction, 
each person tends to keep a mental ledger of who 
“owes” whom. If I have done you a favor, you owe me 
one. If you have helped me in some way, I have an obli-
gation to you. If I then fail to comply or even do some-
thing that hurts you, you will likely view it as a breach 
in the relationship and have negative feelings toward 
me. Moreover, if one person has more power in the 
relationship, there is an imbalance in what each brings 
to the relationship.

In the study of families, scholars use the “principle 
of least interest,” which states that the person with the 
least interest in the relationship has the most power. 
The person with the least interest is the person who 
brings more resources (financial, physical, social, per-
sonal) to the relationship and receives less. That per-
son could easily leave. The person who offers less 
to the relationship or who has fewer assets is more 
dependent on the relationship. This person is likely to 
give in when there is a disagreement, so the person 
with less interest gets her or his way. 

Sometimes a person may engage in a behavior 
where there is little likelihood of reciprocity from the 
other person—as in cases where the behavior is altru-
istic or self-giving. Rational choice theorists would 
argue that there is still a benefit. It might be enhanced 
feelings of self-worth, positive recognition from oth-
ers, hope for a place in heaven, or just the expectation 
of indirect reciprocity. This latter notion is akin to the 
idea of “paying it forward”: The person you help might 

not help you, but if you are in a similar situation, you 
could hope for and expect someone to come to your 
assistance (Gouldner 1960; Turner 2003).

Social Status:  
Individuals’ Link to Groups
As you will recall from Chapter 4, a social status is a 
social position in society. We interact with others and 
they react to us based in part on the statuses we hold. 
We interact differently when in the daughter status 
with our parents, in a student status with our profes-
sor, or in friend status with our peers. Each individual 
holds many statuses, and this combination held by any 
individual is called a status set: for instance, daughter, 
sister, worker, teammate, and student.

Statuses affect the type of interactions individu-
als have. In some interactions (as with classmates), 
people are equals. In other situations, individuals 
have interchanges with people who hold superior 
or inferior statuses. If you are promoted to supervi-
sor, your interaction with former peers and subordi-
nates will change. Consider the possible interactions 
shown in Figure 5.2, in which the first relationship is 
between equals and the others are between those 
with unequal statuses.

With a friend, these status relationships are con-
stantly being negotiated and bargained: “I’ll do what 
you want tonight, but tomorrow I choose.” By contrast, 
when individuals are in dominant or subordinate posi-
tions, power or deference affects their interactions. 
Gender, power, and hierarchical relationships are 
important in determining interaction patterns. The 
more powerful person, such as one who has more 
wealth or privilege, can interrupt in a conversation with 
his or her partner and show less deference in the inter-
action (Kim et al. 2007; Reid and Ng 2006; Wood 2008). 

People have no control over certain statuses they 
hold. These ascribed statuses are often assigned at 
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FIGURE 5.2  Types of Status 
Relationships Experienced by You




