
Introduction

      Undergraduate level university experience, particularly for those 

who move away from home to go to a university, represents a 

significant change in the lives of the students. During this time 

several challenges are faced, including managing the demands of 

newly independent living, mastering new skills, adapting to a series 

of novel experiences, and sustaining a focus on academic demands, 

all without the comforts of one’s home, usual support system, and 

parental monitoring (Arnett, 2009). In a bid to adjust to the 

university environment, interpersonal dependency may occur 

among undergraduates. Interpersonal dependency is a stable 

personality trait characterized by the tendency to rely on others for 

nurturance, support, and guidance (McClintock et al., 2017). 

Interpersonal dependency is a particular personality dimension that 

can have a significant impact on relationships. Although there has 

been considerable research conducted regarding the construct of 

dependency, interpersonal dependency research has been neglected 

in comparison to other relationship research (Hepp et al., 2023). An 

individual with dependency is motivated to receive support and 

protection from others can form close, nurturing relationships, 

develop unhealthy, one-sided relationships, or have both types of 

relationships (Bornstein, 1997). 

Interpersonal dependency has three dimensions, namely, 

emotional reliance on another person, lack of social self-confidence, 

and assertion of autonomy (Avcı Çayir et al., 2018). Emotional 

reliance on another person reflects the notions of attachment and 

dependency. It expresses a wish for contact with and emotional 

support from specific other persons, as well as expresses a dread of 

loss of that person. It also involves a general wish for approval and 

attention from others. Lack of social self-confidence reflects the 

notion of dependency. It expresses wishes for help in decision-

making, in social situations, and in taking initiative. Assertion of 

Autonomy denies dependency or attachment. It asserts preferences 

for being alone, and for independent behavior. It also expresses the 

conviction that self-esteem does not depend on the approval of 

others (Leboeuf, & Antoine, 2023).  

 As with many psychological constructs, the multifaceted 

nature of dependency is often overlooked. Rather, dependency is 

viewed categorically as present or absent, or as pathological or 

healthy. In the same vein, maladaptive dependent behaviours tend to 

be generalized into an overarching dependent personality style. In 

fact, dependency has been defined, studied, and expressed in various 

ways, including as a personality style, traits, behaviours, and affect 

(McBride & Bagby, 2006). Most individuals exhibit some type of 

dependent behaviour in specific relationships and behave 

independently in other relationships. Therefore, characterizing or 

labeling an individual�s personality as definitively dependent may 
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not be accurate. In addition, individuals who may be labeled 

dependent may not always exhibit stereotypically dependent 

behaviours. For example, individuals with dependency are often 

expected to be passive and submissive. Research (Bornstein et al., 

1996) has found that individuals with dependency will engage in 

active behaviour to please an authority figure. In this case, the need 

or goal of the individual with dependency remains the same, but the 

behaviour would not be classified as dependent. 

Interpersonal dependency as a complex and multifaceted 

personality trait has adaptive and maladaptive variants (Bornstein 

2005). Both adaptive and maladaptive forms of dependency involve 

relying on others for nurturance, support, and/or guidance. However, 

healthy dependency is marked by behaviour flexibility, wherein the 

individual relies on others when the situation is appropriate and 

engages in self-reliance when autonomous functioning is required. 

These individuals tend to see themselves as competent, and they 

develop strong, secure bonds with significant others. Therefore, 

dependent behaviours may also be viewed as adaptive. For example, 

individuals with secure attachment who are able to depend on and 

rely upon others are typically viewed as psychologically healthy 

(Collin & Read, 1990). In contrast, individuals who lack the interest, 

desire, or ability to form relationships with others may be diagnosed 

with maladaptive personality disorders, such as schizoid or avoidant 

personality disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 1994). In 

his review, Bornstein (2005) describes a form of adaptive 

dependency termed mature dependency. Individuals with mature 

dependency can adapt their dependent behaviour according to the 

situation and relationship. These individuals also can receive 

support, as well as provide support to others in a reciprocal 

interdependence. Individuals with immature dependency are more 

rigid and exhibit one-sided dependency across situations and 

relationships. In this example, as with other personality variables 

and behaviours, the adaptability of dependency is contingent on the 

amount of flexibility in cognition, emotion, and behaviour. 

Additionally, Rude and Burnham (1995) contend that 

interpersonal dependency can be divided further into two constructs, 

connectedness, and neediness, with the former being more adaptive 

and the latter being maladaptive. Interestingly, in their studies they 

found that connectedness, which is based on trust and closeness with 

others, was found stronger in women than in men, but was unrelated 

to level of depression. In contrast to connectedness, neediness, 

defined by fears of losing closeness with the other, was unrelated to 

gender. 

Personality trait has been argued to be associated with 

interpersonal dependency. Personality traits is defined as a 

consistent pattern of thinking, feeling, and behaving of individual 

(American Psychological Association, 2017). The Big Five Factor 

Model of personality traits of openness to experience, 

conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and emotional 

stability has provided a meaningful theoretical framework for 

studying the likely traits that lead to the development of 

interpersonal dependency in people (Ayodele, 2013). Openness to 

experience is characterized by individual willingness to try new 

things, ability to be vulnerable, and the capacity to think outside the 

box (Lebowitz, 2016). These Individuals may show adaptive 

interpersonal dependency in the sense that they love learning, enjoys 

the arts, engage in creative career/hobby, and likes meeting people 

(Lebowitz, 2016).

Conscientiousness is described as the tendency to control 

one’s impulses and act in socially acceptable ways, behaviours that 

facilitate goal-directed behaviour. Conscientious people excel in 

their ability to delay gratification, work within the rules, and plan and 

organize effectively. Individuals high in conscientiousness are likely 

to be successful in school and in their careers, excel in leadership 

positions and be doggedly pursue their goals with determination and 

forethought (Lebowitz, 2016). Extraversion is manifested in being 

energetic, participative, gregarious, and expansive people (Roos & 

Kazemi, 2021). These individuals may show adaptive 

interdependency because they tend to be social, assertive, and bold in 

nature, extraverted individuals form and maintain interpersonal 

relationships at all levels including schools. Individuals high on 

extraversion enjoy socializing and developing relationships (Roos & 

Kazemi, 2021).

Agreeable individuals are described as compassionate, 

flexible, fair, generous, and considerate (Barrick et al., 2002). They 

have the tendency to be highly approachable because of their 

supportive nature and sensitivity. Agreeable individuals are 

predisposed to seek out interpersonally dependency and accepting 

environments (Barrick et al., 2002). Emotionally stable individuals 

are described as confident, controlled, and well adjusted. They tend to 

be calm, unemotional and secure (Barrick et al., 2002). These 

characteristics combined with their positive disposition attract others 

to emotional stable individuals as a source of support and may not 

fully rely on interpersonal dependency (Roos & Kazemi, 2021). 

Emotionally stable individuals are more likely to be liked by others, a 

basic prerequisite for forming and maintaining interpersonal 

relationships at school.

 The present study is anchored on the Trait Theory by Costa 

and McCrae (1992) called the Five Factor Model (FFM). The tenet of 

this theory is that personality is seen as habitual patterns of behaviour, 

thought, and emotions that are manifest in a wide range of situations, 

at different degrees of expression in different individuals, and 

influences ones� behaviour.  Each of the Big Five has been shown to 

predict several important life outcomes and may be attributed to the 

level of interpersonal dependency that one has. Therefore, drawing 

from the perspectives of trait theory, ones� quality of interpersonal 

dependency is a function of his or her personality. Scholars have 

shown that personality is implicated interpersonal dependency. For 

instance, Ulusoy and Dumus (2011) study on the Big-Five and 

Interpersonal dependency revealed a positive significant association 

between agreeableness, neuroticism, and interpersonal dependency, 

while negative association was found on extraversion and openness 

to experience. Furthermore, there was no relationship between 

conscientiousness and interpersonal dependency.
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Similar studies (Bornstein & Cecero, 2000; Esplin et 

al.,2024; Furnham, 2018) revealed a positive association between 

extraversion and agreeableness, and a significant negative 

association between neuroticism, openness to experience. In 

addition, Maccaferri et al (2020) as well as Kane and Bornstein 

(2018) reported a significant negative association between 

conscientiousness and interpersonal dependency. Thus, it is 

concluded that people with high interpersonal dependency levels are 

less extravert, more agreeable, and more neurotic, and that people 

with low interpersonal dependency levels are more extravert, less 

agreeable, and less neurotic. Dependency levels and personality 

traits did not differ across age and gender. In another study, Nadeem 

et al. (2018) reported that agreeableness and extraversion were 

negatively associated with the interpersonal difficulties and 

neuroticism has a strong positive link with interpersonal problems.

A few meta-analyses have studied each of the Big Five 

personality factors and how they relate to relationship quality. The 

most recent of the two found a negative relationship between 

neuroticism and relationship quality from a total of 18 studies 

conducted only in Iran (Sayehmiri et al., 2020). Another meta-

analysis found a similar but smaller association based on 10 studies 

examining heterosexual relationships (Malouff et al., 2010) while 

other meta-analysis demonstrated a significant positive correlation 

between neuroticism and interpersonal dependency such that highly 

neurotic individuals tend to be overly sensitive to interpersonal 

relationships (Kong et al., 2014) and are prone to social problems in 

real life (Chinneck et al., 2018). There is limited research on 

personality and interpersonal dependency, especially in the African 

setting. Hence, this study is aimed at contributing to knowledge by 

filling this gap. 

 In addition to personality trait, another possible contributor 

to interpersonal dependency is gender. From the literature search, it 

has been discovered that females are more dependent than males, 

though such information has been clouded by subjective opinions 

and ideological commitments (Alonso-Arbiol et al., 2002). Some 

studies (e.g., Bornstein et al., 1997; Kass et al., 1983) have found 

gender difference in dependency, whereas others have not (Reich et 

al., 1998). For instance, Wang et al.’s (2022) study on gender and 

interpersonal dependency revealed that females are more dependent 

than males. One of the reasons may be due to their greater striving for 

social affiliation.  However, the role of gender is still unclear in 

across research, thus there is need for more studies (Pritchard, & 

Yalch, 2009).  The aim of the present study is to investigate the 

predictive role of personality and gender on interpersonal 

dependency. The review of literature shows that there is dearth of 

research in this area especially in Nigerian context. Therefore, there 

is need to extend this research in our context. By understanding the 

factors that contribute to interpersonal dependency, interventions 

can be developed to prevent and treat this problem. 

 In the light of all these considerations, the underlisted 

hypotheses were tested in this study. (1) Extraversion will negatively 

predict Interpersonal dependency. (2)  Agreeableness will positively 

predict Interpersonal dependency (3) Conscientiousness will 

negatively predict interpersonal dependency. (4) Neuroticism will 

positively predict Interpersonal dependency (5) Openness to 

experience will negatively predict interpersonal dependency (6) 

Females undergraduates will be` high on Interpersonal dependency 

than males.

Method

Participants 

Participants were 300 students (60.0% male and 40.0% 

female; mean age = 22.2 years, age range, 17-30, SD =3.4) 

conveniently drawn from the Faculty of the Social Sciences, Faculty 

of Arts and Faculty of Engineering in University of Nigeria Nsukka. 

On ethnicity of participants were Igbo (61.7%), Yoruba (18.0%), 

and Hausa (20.3%). For religion of participants, there were 

Christians (66.3%), Muslims (24.7%), and adherents of the African 

Traditional Religion (9.0%). Participants level of study was as 

follows; first years (24.3%), 61 second years (20.3%), third years 

(22.3%), fourth years (16.7%), and fifth years (16.3%). The 

participants volunteered to take part in the study. An inclusion 

criterion is that the participant must be an undergraduate in the 

selected faculties, while those who were not undergraduates were 

excluded.

 

Instruments 

The instrument section was made up of three, 

demographics, the Interpersonal Dependency Inventory (IDI) 

(Hirschfeld et al., 1977); and the Big Five Inventory (Goldberg, 

1993). 

Interpersonal Dependency Inventory (IDI). 

The IDI (Hirschfeld et al., 1977) is a 48-item self-

administered questionnaire that consists of a series of dependency-

related statements, each of which is rated on a 4-point scale (1 = not 

characteristic, 2 = somewhat characteristic, 3 = quite characteristic, 

4 = very characteristic). The authors' factor analysis of IDI items 

resulted in the formation of three subscales: emotional reliance on 

another person (ER; the degree and intensity of a relationship to a 

single other person.), lack of social self-confidence (LS; the 

individual's relationship to people in general), and assertion of 

autonomy (AA; the degree to which an individual is indifferent to or 

independent of the evaluations of others) (Hirschfeld et al., 1977). 

Sample items include: “I would feel helpless if deserted by someone 

I love,”  “In an argument, I give in easily,” and” I hate it when people 

offer me sympathy.” Corrected split-half reliabilities were: .87 for 

ER, .78 for LS, and .72 for AA (Hirschfeld et al., 1977). IDI yielded a 

total alpha reliability of .85 in the present study.

The Big Five Inventory (BFI)  

This is a 44-item scale developed by John and Srivastava 

(1999) to assess personality from five-dimensional traits of 

openness (10 items), conscientiousness (9 items), extroversion (8 
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items), agreeableness (9 items), and neuroticism (8 items). 

Sample items on the Big-Five are as follows: “I see myself as 

someone who has an active imagination” (openness to experience), 

“I see myself as someone who tends to be lazy” (Conscientiousness), 

“I see myself as someone who is a talkative” (extraversion), “I see 

myself as someone who has a forgiving nature” (agreeableness), and 

“I see myself as someone who can be moody (neuroticism). The 

instrument is a five-point Likert scale with the response format of 

strongly disagree (1), disagree a little (2), neither agree nor disagree 

(3), agree a little (4), strongly agree (5). Items scored directly were 

awarded score range of 1-5 and reverse scored items were also 

awarded sores range of 5-1. A high score on each scale indicated a 

high personality trait on each dimension. Across the five subscales, 

John and Srivastava obtained a convergent validity correlation of 

.75. Extraversion and agreeableness were reliable with α of .90 each, 

while each of conscientiousness, neuroticism, and openness had α of 

.92.  In the present study, the internal consistency reliability 

(Cronbach's alpha, α) of the scales of the Big Five were .72 

(Openness to experience), .76 (Conscientiousness), .74 

(Extraversion), .73 (Agreeableness) and .77 (Neuroticism).

  Procedure 

Approval for the study was given by the Ethical Committee 

of the Department of Psychology, University of Nigeria, Nsukka. 

Subsequently, a letter of introduction was also obtained from the 

Department by the researchers. The students were met in their 

departmental classrooms within their respective faculties during free 

lecture time. The researchers addressed the students by informing 

them that the questionnaire is for research purposes, and that they 

have choice to participate or not, and are free to withdraw at any time. 

They were also told to give their honest and accurate responses to the 

items on the questionnaire and it will be treated with absolute 

confidentiality. Appropriate instructions on how to fill the 

questionnaire were given to the participants. There were no time 

limits in the filling of the questionnaire. A total of 325 copies of the 

questionnaire were distributed to the students in the various faculties 

to only students who were willingly to participate in the study. After 

completion and collection, the researchers noted that 25 copies were 

incorrectly filled, while (300) valid copies were used for analysis. 

Thus, the response rate was 92.3%. 

Design and Statistics 

 Cross-sectional design was employed because of its ability 

to capture a particular group of people with different ages at a given 

point in time. Hierarchical multiple regression was used to examine 

the prediction of the dependent variable by the independent 

variables. It also could estimate the contributions of the predictors in 

relation to interpersonal dependency.  

                                     Results

Table 1: Pearson’s correlations of demographic variables, 
gender, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and 
interpersonal dependency among undergraduates.

Variables

 

Mean

 

SD

 

1

 

2

 

3

 

4

 

5

 

6

 

7

 

8

 

1

 

Age

 

22.19

 

3.37

 

-

        

2

 

Gender

 

-

 

-

 

.18**

 

-

       

3

 

Level

 

-

 

-

 

.19**

 

-.15**

 

-

      

4

 

Extraversion

 

27.91

 

10.27

 

.04

 

.05

 

.04

 

-

     

5

 

Agreeableness

 

26.63

 

11.76

 

-.04

 

-.07

 

-.06

 

-.84***

 

-

    

6

 

Conscientiousness

 

27.84

 

10.15

 

.06

 

.08

 

.05

 

.91***

 

-.87***

 

-

   

7

 

Neuroticism

 

23.43

 

10.10

 

-.04

 

-.07

 

-.06

 

-.85***

 

1.00***

 

-.88***

 

-

  

8

 

Openness

 

26.19

 

12.25

 

.04

 

.09

 

.04

 

.96***

 

-.85***

 

.86***

 

-.85***

 

-

 

9

 
ID

 
120.10

 
42.42

 
-.03

 
-.10

 
-.04

 
-.85***

 
.93***

 
-.88***

 
.94***

 
-.86***

 

 

*** ** *Note. p<.001; p<.01; p<.05; ID = interpersonal dependency; 

Gender (Coded 1 = Male, 2 = Female). 

Table 1 shows the correlation among the study variables.  

Older age was associated with being female but associated 

positively with level. Being male was associated with higher level. 

Extraversion was negatively related with agreeableness, 

neuroticism, and interpersonal dependency, but correlated 

positively with conscientiousness, and openness to experience. 

Agreeableness correlated negatively with conscientiousness, and 

openness to experience, but correlated positively with neuroticism 

and interpersonal dependency among undergraduates. 

Conscientiousness associated negatively with neuroticism, and 

interpersonal dependency among undergraduates, but associated 

positively with openness to experience. Neuroticism associated 

negatively with openness to experience but associated positively 

with interpersonal dependency among undergraduates. Openness 

correlated negatively with interpersonal dependency among 

undergraduates.

Results of the hierarchical multiple regression for the test 

of the hypotheses is shown in Table 2. In Step 1, extraversion was a 

significant positive predictor of interpersonal dependency, β = .52, 

p<.001. The B showed that for each one unit rise in extraversion, 

interpersonal dependency among undergraduates increases by 

2.13 units.  Agreeableness was a significant negative predictor of 

interpersonal dependency, β = -1.46, p<.001. The B showed that 

Predictors Step 1 Step 2

B Β t B β t

Extraversion 2.13 .52 5.79*** 2.10 .51 5.74***

Agreeableness

 

-5.28

 

-1.46

 

-6.27*** -5.29

 

-1.47 -6.29***

Conscientiousness

 

-1.32

 

-.32

 

-6.06***

 

-1.30

 

-.31 -5.96***

Neuroticism

 

8.70

 

2.07

 

8.73***

 

8.71

 

2.07 8.77***

Openness

 

-1.95

 

-.56

 

-7.50***

 

-1.94

 

-.56 -7.48***

Gender

    

-2.53

 

-.03 -1.70
R2

 

.91

 

.91

∆R2

 

.91

 

.00

F

 

612.36 (5, 294)***

 

541.53 (6, 293)***

∆F

 

612.36 (5, 294)***

 

2.87 (1, 293)
 

*** ** *Note. p<.001; p<.01; p<.05. 

Table 2: Hierarchical multiple regression predicting 
interpersonal dependency among undergraduates by gender, 
extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism 
and openness to experience.

 Nwufo  et al. (2024) - Interpersonal Dependency in a Sub-Saharan African Sample of Undergraduates: Personality and Gender as Factors.

18



for each one unit rise in agreeableness, interpersonal dependency 

decreases by -5.28 units.  Conscientiousness was a significant 

negative predictor of interpersonal dependency, β = -.32, p<.001. 

The B showed that for each one unit rise in conscientiousness, 

interpersonal dependency decreases by -1.32 units. Neuroticism 

was a significant positive predictor of interpersonal dependency, β 

= 2.07, p<.001. The B showed that for each one unit rise in 

neuroticism, interpersonal dependency increases by 8.70 units. 

Openness to experience was a negative significant predictor of 

interpersonal dependency, β = -.56. The model was significant, F∆ 
2 2(5, 294) = 612.36, R  = .91. The R  of .91 indicated that 91% of 

variance in interpersonal dependency was explained by the five 

facets of personality.

In Step 2, gender was not a significant predictor of 

interpersonal dependency, β = -.03. The model was not significant, 
2 2F∆ (1, 293) = 2.87, R ∆= .00. The R ∆ of .00 indicated that 0% of 

the variance interpersonal dependency was explained by gender. 

All the variable in the study explained 91% of the variance in 

interpersonal dependency.

           

Discussion

The major goal of this study was to examine whether 

personality traits and gender predict interpersonal dependency 

among undergraduates in Nigeria. The result of this study showed 

that extraversion was a significant positive predictor of 

interpersonal dependency among undergraduates. Hypothesis 1 

which stated that extraversion will negatively predict interpersonal 

dependency was not supported.  This finding is consistent with 

previous studies (Uye et al., 2022; Ulusoy & Dumus, 2011) which 

reported that extraversion had a strong positive relationship with 

interpersonal relationship. This indicates that increase in 

extraversion was associated with high interpersonal dependency 

among undergraduates. Extroverts are more likely to be bold, 

assertive, and social. They may be more likely to seek relationships 

with people at all levels, including in schools. This makes them 

more likely to develop interpersonal dependency. This implies that 

undergraduates who are highly extroverted are likely going to 

display high interpersonal dependency.

 Similarly, agreeableness was a negative significant 

predictor of interpersonal dependency among undergraduates, 

indicating that increase in agreeableness was associated with low 

interpersonal dependency among undergraduates. Thus hypothesis 

2 which stated that agreeableness will positively predict 

interpersonal dependency was rejected. This present finding 

contradicts previous studies (Epslin, 2022; Bornstein & Cecero, 

2000) which reported that agreeableness had a strong positive 

relationship with interpersonal relationship but supports that of 

Nadeem et al.'s (2018) finding. Our findings may be explained, in 

part, by the fact that agreeable people are characterized as 

approachable, flexible, fair, generous, and considerate. Self-

assured, in control, and well-adjusted, emotionally stable people 

help without depending on others. Undergraduates with high 

agreeable traits may adapt well in school without developing 

interpersonal dependency.

Conscientiousness was a significant negative predictor 

of interpersonal dependency indicating that increase in 

conscientiousness was associated with low interpersonal 

dependency among undergraduates. This is consistent with 

previous studies by Maccaferri et al (2020), Kane and Bornstein 

(2018) which reported that conscientiousness had a strong 

negative relationship with interpersonal relationship. Thus, 

hypothesis 3 which stated that Conscientiousness will negatively 

predict  interpersonal  dependency was supported.  

Undergraduates who are conscientious are excellent at 

postponing gratification, following guidelines, making wise 

plans, and tenaciously pursuing objectives. They ensure success 

by excelling in leadership, education, and flexibility. They are 

less likely to exhibit interpersonal dependency.

Neuroticism was a significant positive predictor of 

interpersonal dependency, indicating that increase in neuroticism 

was associated with high interpersonal dependency among 

undergraduates. Thus, hypothesis 4 which stated that neuroticism 

will positively predict Interpersonal dependency was supported. 

This finding is consistent with previous studies (Carvalho et al., 

2019; Bornstein et al., 2010) which reported that neuroticism 

dimension of personality trait had a strong positive relationship 

with interpersonal relationship. The present finding can be 

attributed to the trait-like propensity of neurotic people "to report 

distress, discomfort, and dissatisfaction over time regardless of 

the situation. These characteristics make those undergraduates 

more prone to acquire interpersonal dependency since they are 

more likely to have a negative life view, feel dissatisfied with 

their lives, and consequently become dissatisfied with their 

relationships. 

The finding also showed that openness to experience 

was a negative predictor of interpersonal dependency among 

undergraduates, indicating that increase in openness to 

experience was associated with low interpersonal dependency 

among undergraduates. Thus, hypothesis 5 which stated that 

openness to experience will negatively predict interpersonal 

dependency was supported. This finding is consistent with 

previous studies (Ulusoy & Dumus, 2011) which reported that 

openness to experience had a strong negative relationship with 

interpersonal relationship. This is because people with high 

openness are willing to try new things and can think creatively. 

They can adapt well to their surroundings rather than being 

dependent on others because they love learning, appreciate the 

arts, pursue creative careers or hobbies, and like meeting new 

people. Consequently, open-minded freshmen are less likely to 

become dependent on others. 

 Gender was not a significant predictor of interpersonal 

dependency among undergraduates. Thus, hypothesis 6 which 

stated that female undergraduates will be` high on interpersonal 

dependency than males was not supported. This demonstrates 
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