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Abstract

Following their qualitative review of the findings from 10 relevant studies, Graham and Ickes (1997)
speculated that reliable gender-of-perceiver differences in empathic accuracy (a) were limited to studies in
which the empathic inference form made empathic accuracy salient as the dimension of interest. and (b)
therefore reflected the differential motivation. rather than the differential ability. of female versus male
perceivers. These speculations were tested more rigorously in the present study. which examined a larger set of
15 empathic accuracy studies and applied the techniques of quantitative meta-analysis to test Graham and
Ickes' (1997) moderating variable hypothesis. The hypothesis was strongly supported. consistent with a
motivational interpretation previously proposed by Berman (1980) and by Eisenberg and Lennon (1983).
which argues that reliable gender differences in empathy-related measures are found only in situations in
which (a) subjects are aware that they are being evaluated on an empathy-relevant dimension. and/or (b)
empathy-relevant gender-role expectations or obligations are made salient.

According to the cultural stereotype of Rosenkrantz (1994) revealed a general be-
“women’s intuition.” women are assumed lief that the ideal woman is more “sensitive
to display greater interpersonal sensitivity to the feelings of others,” whereas the ideal
than men—at least at the level of group man is perceived as “less aware of the feel-
differences. Evidence for this stereotype ings of others.”
within American culture can be found in a Such beliefs imply that the assumed gen-
number of studies cited by Manstead der difference in interpersonal sensitivity is
(1992). in which women were specifically  primarily one of differential ability. In other
rated as being more empathic than men. words, at the level of group differences,
For example, when responding to items on  women are assumed to possess greater
the “Beliefs about Women Scale™ (Belk &  empathic ability than men. Interestingly.
Snell, 1986). both male and female respon-  however. when Graham and Ickes (1997)
dents agreed with the generalizations that  conducted a qualitative review of the gen-
women have more emotional insight than  der-of-perceiver differences reported in 10
do men. In addition, research by Brover- studjes of empathic accuracy. they con-
man. Vogel. Broverman. Clarkson. and  ¢jyded that reliable differences favoring fe-
male perceivers are the exception—rather
than the rule—in empathic accuracy re-
The authors would like to thank Greg Pool and three search. occurring in only 3 of the 10 avail-
anonymous reviewers for their comments on a pre-  able studies. Even more important, Graham
vious draft of this article. - and Ickes concluded that this gender-of-
Requests for reprints should be sent to William . pp . .
Ickes. Department of Psychology. University of Texas pe_rcelYer difference. \_Nhen lt' does ogcur., 18
al Arlington. Arlington. TX 76019-0528. E-mail; Primarily one of differential motivation
ickes@uta.edu. rather than differential ability.
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To understand these somewhat surpris-
ing conclusions. it 1s necessary to review the
evidence on which they were based. Before
doing so. however. it will be useful to exam-
ine the conceptual meaning of empathic ac-
curacy and to consider how this construct
was measured in the studies included in the
qualitative synthesis reported by Graham
and Ickes (1997).

Empathic Accuracy

Empuathic inference 1s the “everyday mind
reading” that people do whenever they at-
tempt to infer other people’s thoughts and
feelings. Empathic accuracy 1s the extent 1o
which such “mind reading” attempts are
successful (Ickes, 1997). According to Gole-
man (1995), the ability to accurately “read”
other people’s thoughts and feelings is an
important skill that affects people’s social
adjustment in all phases of their life: as stu-
dents in the classroom. as playmates and
platonic friends, as dating and marriage
partners. as parents, as members of the
work force, and as members of the larger
communitv. Indeed. this ability may be the
quintessential aspect of what is commonly
termed “social intelligence.”™ All else being
equal, it is this ability that distinguishes “the
most tactful advisors. the most diplomatic
officials. the most effective negotiators. the
most electable politicians, the most produc-
tive salespersons, the most successful teach-
ers. and the most insightful therapists”
(Ickes. 1997.p. 2).

Measuring empathic accuracy

A general procedure for measuring em-
pathic accuracy was developed by the first
author and his colleagues (Ickes, Bisson-
nette, Garcia. & Stinson. 1990a: 1ckes. Stin-
son. Bissonnette. & Garcia, 1990b). There
are two major research paradigms in which
this procedure has been applied. The first is
the wunsiructured dvadic interaction para-
digm, in which dvad members attempt to
infer each other’s thoughts and feelings
from a videotaped record of their spontane-
ous interaction during a briel period in
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which the experimenter has left them alone
together (Ickes & Tooke. 1988: Ickes et al..
1990a: Stinson & Ickes. 1992). The second 1s
the standard stinutlus paradigm, in which
individual participants each view the same
standard set of videotaped interactions and
attempt 10 infer the thoughts and feelings
of the same set of "target” persons (Gesn &
Ickes. 1999: Marangoni, Garcia. lckes. &
Teng, 1995).

The unstructured dyadic interaction para-
digm. In the first research paradigm, pairs
of subjects are unobtrusivelv audiotaped
and videotaped during an initial, unstruc-
tured interaction (Ickes et al.. 1990a). At
the end of a brief (6-to-10-minute) observa-
tion period. the dvad members are seated in
separate cubicles and asked to view a vide-
otape of the interaction that has just oc-
curred and to provide data about the
thoughts and feelings they experienced
during the interaction. The subjects are
each given a start/pause control to use
while viewing their respective copies of the
videotape, along with a supply of stand-
ardized thought/feeling coding forms. At
each point a subject remembers having had
a specific thought or feeling during the in-
teraction, the subject’s task is to pause the
tape and write down (a) the exact time the
thought or feeling occurred (available from
a running timer that is superimposed on the
video image at the top of the screen), and
{b) the specific content of that thought or
feeling (expressed in the form of a sentence
beginning with one of two sentence stems:
“I was thinking” or “I was feeling™).

After making a complete log of their
own thoughts and feelings during the inter-
action, the subjects are asked to view the
videotape a second time. This time the tape
is stopped for them at each of those points
at which the subject’s partner reported hav-
ing had a thought or feeling. It is now the
task of each subject to infer the specific
content of each of his or her partner’s
thoughts and feelings. Following the collec-
tion of all of the thought/feeling data. inde-
pendent raters are asked to judge the simi-
larity between each of the actual thoughts
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and feelings reported by one partner and
the corresponding thought/feeling infer-
ences reported by the other partner. These
similarity ratings are then aggregated to
create a measure of empathic accuracy that
is scaled—Ilike a percentage measure—to
range from 0 (no accuracy) to 100 (perfect
accuracy). For a more detailed description
of these procedures, see Ickes et al. (1990a.
1990Db).

The standard stimulus paradigm.  In the
second research paradigm, individual par-
ticipants are asked to view the same stand-
ard set of videotaped interactions and at-
tempt to infer the thoughts and feelings of
the same “target™ persons. The prototype
for these studies was the study by Maran-
goni et al. (1995) of empathic accuracy in a
clinically relevant setting. In this study. indi-
vidual participants were asked to view
three videotaped interactions. Each inter-
action depicted a female client discussing a
genuine personal problem with a client-
centered male therapist.

Each participant independently viewed
all three stimulus tapes, and in each case
attempted to infer the content of the
thought or feeling the client had reported at
each of 30 tape stops. Using a written log of
the times at which each client’s tape stops
had occurred, either the experimenter or a
research assistant paused the tape at each
stop. The participant then wrote down her
or his thought/feeling inference on the em-
pathic inference form, and restarted the
tape by means of the remote control. Em-
pathic accuracy scores were later derived in
the manner described above. Highly edited
versions of the stimulus tapes developed by
Marangoni et al. (1995) were later used in a
study by Gesn and Ickes (1999).

In the most recent application of the
standard stimulus paradigm. Kelleher
(1998) used a set of four standard stimulus
tapes to study perceivers’ ability to infer the
thoughts and feelings of individuals who
were trying to influence their partner’s be-
havior by carrying out an assigned “hidden
agenda™ during their initial, mixed-sex dy-
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adic interaction. For a more complete de-
scription of this study. see Kelleher (1998).

Reliability and validitv of the empathic ac-
curacy measure. Recall that independent
raters are asked to judge the similarity be-
tween each of the actual thoughts and feel-
ings reported by one partner and the corre-
sponding thought/feeling inferences made
by the other partner. Interrater reliabilitv in
the empathic accuracy studies conducted at
the University of Texas at Arlington has
consistently been quite high, ranging from a
low of .85 in a studv in which only four
raters were used to a high of 98 in two
studies tn which either seven or eight raters
were used. Across all of the studies we have
conducted to date, the average interrater
reliability has been about .90.

The predictive validity of the empathic
accuracy measure has been established in
several studies. One of our first predictions
was that if our procedure for assessing em-
pathic accuracy was indeed valid. close
friends should display higher levels of accu-
racy than should strangers when inferring
the content of each other’s thoughts and
feelings. This prediction was confirmed in
studies by Stinson and Ickes (1992) and
Graham (1994). In the clinically relevant
study conducted by Marangoni et al. (1995).
the predictive validity of our empathic ac-
curacy measure was further tested with re-
spect to the hvpotheses that (a) perceivers’
empathic scores should be significantly
greater at the end of the psychotherapy
tapes than at the beginning. reflecting their
greater acquaintance with the clients and
their problems, and (b) perceivers who re-
ceive immediate feedback about clients’
actual thoughts and feelings during the
middle portion of each tape should sub-
sequently achieve better empathic accuracy
scores than perceivers who do not receive
such feedback. Statistically significant sup-
port for both of these hypotheses was ob-
tained. Further evidence for the predictive
validity of the empathic accuracy measure
is available in studies by Simpson. Ickes,
and Blackstone (1995), Kelleher (1998).
and Gesn and Ickes (1999).
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Graham and Ickes' (1997) Qualitative
Review

Given this background on the empathic ac-
curacy construct and how it is measured, we
are now in a better position to evaluate the
somewhat unexpected conclusions reached
by Graham and Ickes (1997). Following
their qualitative review of the gender-of-
perceiver differences reported in 10 studies
of empathic accuracy, Graham and Ickes
(1997) reached two conclusions that were
somewhat counterintuitive with respect to
the widelv held belief that. at the level of
group differences. women are better able
than men to accurately infer the content of
other people’s thoughts and feelings. First.
they concluded that reliable differences fa-
voring female perceivers are the excep-
tion—rather than the rule—in empathic ac-
curacy research. Second, they concluded
that this gender-of-perceiver difference.
when it does occur, is primarily one of dif-
ferential motivation rather than differential
ability.

How did Graham and Ickes (1997) ar-
rive at these conclusions? They were at-
tempting to understand why, after seeing no
evidence of a reliable gender-of-perceiver
difference in empathic accuracy in the first
seven studies using the procedure devel-
oped by Ickes and his colleagues (Ickes et
al., 1990a, 1990b), reliable gender differ-
ences favoring female over male perceivers
were evident in the next three studies using
this procedure. As Graham and Ickes (1997.
pp. 128-132) noted:

Results of the first seven studies. . . . Taken to-
gether. the results of [the] first seven studies
revealed no evidence that the average levels of
empathic accuracy are rehably greater for fe-
male than for male perceivers. In virtually all of
these studies. the relevant F statistic for the gen-
der-of-perceiver difference had a value of less
than one. Furthermore. the only excep-
tions—the nonsignificant trends in Replication 2
of Hancock and Ickes’ (1996) study of same-sex
groups and in Thomas and Fletcher’s (1996)
study of married couples—were split in terms of
favoring female versus male perceivers.
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These null results were found in studies of
both mixed-sex and same-sex dvads: in studies
of strangers. dating pariners. and married cou-
ples: and in studies conducted in Texas. North
Carolina. and New Zealand. Moreover. these
null results cannot readily be attributed 10 either
floor or ceiling effects. because the mean em-
pathic accuracy scores tended to vary within the
general range of .15 10 .30 on an index having a
theoretical range of .00 to 1.00. and an average
standard deviation of about .11.

Results of the next three studies. In sharp contrast
to the results of the first seven studies. the next
three studies (Gesn. 1995: Ickes. Hancock. Gesn.
Graham. & Mortimer. 1995: Graham. 1996) all
vielded significant gender differences indicating
greater empathic accuracy for female than for
male perceivers. Although these three studies
were also somewhat diverse in their designs and
procedures (the first was a dvadic interaction
study: the other two used standard tapes from
the Marangoni et al.. 1995. study), all three of
them were conducted in our lab after September
of 1994, and they all used a new version of the
empathic inference form that had not been used
in any of the seven previous studies. With regard
to the studies conducted in our lab at UTA. the
new form differed from the old one in one—and
only one—respect [see Figure 1]. In the last col-
umn of this form. subjects were now required to
estimate their accuracy in inferring each and
every one of the target person’s thoughts and
feelings. instead of inferring whether the general
emotional tone of each specific thought or feel-
ing was positive (+), neutral (0). or negative

(=)

Why should changing the empathic in-
ference form in this way change the results
so dramatically.in effect creating significant
gender differences that were never evident
before? To answer this question, Graham
and Ickes (1997) turned to an important
theoretical precedent established by Eisen-
berg and Lennon (1983: Lennon & Eisen-
berg. 1987). Eisenberg and Lennon con-
ducted broad-scope reviews of gender
differences in several empathy-relevant
measures obtained in a large number of
studies that all predated the first published
study using the empathic accuracy measure
(Ickes et al., 1990b). The empathy-relevant
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measures reviewed by Eisenberg and Len-
non (1983, pp. 102-103) included:

(a) infants’ crving in response to another’s dis-
tress: (b) individual reports to the experimenter
of emotional responsiveness after [exposure] to
stories or . . . pictures containing information re-
garding a hypothetical other’s affective state: (c)
self-report (via pencil-and-paper measures) of
emotional responsiveness in simulated distress
situations: (d) observers’ ratings of individuals
facial. gestural. and/or vocal reactions to an-
other’s emotional state: (e} subjects’ physiologi-
cal responses to another’s predicament: (f) indi-
viduals” responses on self-report scales
specifically designed lo measure empathy: and
(g) report by others of individuals” empathy.

In both their original 1983 review and in
their updated 1987 review. Eisenberg and
Lennon concluded that the data revealed a
pattern of gender differences that was
highly inconsistent across the set of mea-
sures they examined. Thev further con-
cluded that this pattern could not be satis-
factorily explained either in terms of the
age of the subjects or in terms of the argu-
ment of Buck et al. (Buck, 1981: Buck,
Savin, Miller, & Caul, 1972; Buck, Miller, &
Caul, 1974) that women tend to be exter-
nalizers of their emotional responses
whereas men tend to be internalizers.
Instead, Eisenberg and Lennon con-
cluded—and provided compelling evidence
to support their claim—that this pattern
could be satisfactorily explained in terms of
the hypothesis that

[TThe inconsistent pattern of results is due to
differences in the various methods. The sex dif-
ference in empathy is most evident when it is
obvious what behavior or trait is being assessed.
Thus, when individuals have been asked to rate
themselves on behaviors or reactions clearly re-
lated to the concept of empathy. females have
scored much higher than males. When the de-
mand characteristics inherent in a methodology
have been a bit more subtle. that is. when the
purpose of the assessment situation was not
clear, females have still tended to score higher
on empathy. but the sex difference is much
smaller. Finally. when the measure of empathy
has been even more unobtrusive. for example.
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when phvsiological measures or facial/gestural
measures have been the indices of empathy. fe-
males have not exhibited more empathy than
males. (Eisenberg & Lennon. 1983. p. 124)

Eisenberg and Lennon (1983, p. 125) fur-
ther noted that there is direct empirical
support for the idea “that self-report of em-
pathv may be influenced by demand char-
acteristics.” citing the results of a study by
Wispe. Kiecolt, and Long (1977). who
“found a strong relation between the out-
come for the story protagonist in the film
and self-report of affect, but only when
there were clear demand characteristics in
the experimental situation.” Finally. they
noted that Berman (1980) reached a very
similar conclusion to their own in her re-
view of the literature on sex differences in
responsiveness to the young. “In brief, Ber-
man'’s findings can be interpreted as indi-
cating that . . . [such differences are found]
only in situations in which (a) it is clear that
subjects are being evaluated on that dimen-
sion, or (b) subjects are in circumstances in
which role expectations or obligations are
salient” (Eisenberg & Lennon. 1983, p. 125,
brackets ours).

Following the theoretical precedents es-
tablished by Berman (1980). Eisenberg and
Lennon (1983) and Lennon and Eisenberg
(1987), Graham and Ickes argued that the
same interpretation could be applied to the
data from the 10 empathic accuracy studies
that were included in their 1997 gqualitative
review. Specifically, they argued that the
empathic inference form used in the first
seven studies did not make salient to sub-
jects the fact that their empathic accuracy
was being assessed. Only in the last three
studies, when the new empathic inference
form required the perceivers to think about
and rate how empathically accurate they
were with respect to each and every
thought/feeling inference they made. was
there a salient demand characteristic of the
type emphasized by Berman (1980) and by
Eisenberg and Lennon (1983). Graham and
Ickes (1997) therefore endorsed Eisenberg
and Lennon’s (1983) conclusion that gen-
der differences in empathic accuracy are
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CATE
NUMBER
M £
TIME THOUGHT OR FEELING +, 0, -

[JHe/she was thinking: .
T He/she was feeting: O

CIHe/she was thinking:
[Hefshe was feeling *
0

[ClHe/she was thinking:
IHeflshe was fealing: +
0

[CHe/she was tiiinking:
CJHe/she was fezling: +
0

JHe/she was thinking:
[He/she was feeling: S

[CIHe/she was thinking:
[JHe/she was feeling: +
0

[JHe/she was thinking:
[JHe/she was fesling: +
0

[CHe/she was thinking:
CIHe/she was feeling: +
0

[JHe/she was thinking:
[CHe/she was feeling: g

JHe/she was thinking:
[JHe/she was feeling: S

Figure 1. Old (this page) and new (facing page) empathic inference forms
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DATE

NUMBER

M F

TIME

THOUGHT OR FEELING

How accurate do
you think you were?

TJHe/she was thinking: G- not at all
JHe/she was feeling: 1 - slightly

2 - moderately

3 - very
[CIHe/she was thinking: 0- not at all
[CJHe/she was feeling: 1 - slightly

2 - moderately

3 -very
OHe/she was thinking: 0-not at all
[JHe/she was feeling: 1 - slightly

2 - moderately

3 -very
[JHe/she was thinking: 0 - not at all
[OHe/she was feeling: 1 - slightly

2 - moderately

3 - very
JHe/she was thinking: 0 - not at all
[CJHe/she was feeling: 1 - slightly

2 - moderately

3-very
TJHe/she was thinking: 0-not at all
[CJHe/she was feeling: 1 - slightly

2 - moderately

3 -very
[CIHe/she was thinking: 0 - not at all
[JHe/she was feeling: 1 - stightly

2 - moderately

3 -very
JHe/she was thinking: 0 -not at all
[JHe/she was feeling: 1 - slightly

2 - moderately

3 -very
[OHe/she was thinking: 0 - not at all
JHe/she was feeling: 1 - slightly

2 - moderately

3 -very
CIHe/she was thinking: 0-not atall
[JHe/she was feeling: 1 - slightly

2 - moderately

3 -very

Figure 1. (continued)
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evident onlv in circumstances that (a) make
it clear that subjects are being evaluated on
that dimension. or (b) make salient the gen-
der-role expectation that females are sup-
posed to display greater empathy than
males.

According to this interpretation. our
new empathic inference form evoked real
gender differences that we had not ob-
served before. but differences that should
be attributed more to differential motiva-
tion than to differential ability. In other
words. although the average difference in
the empathic ability of women versus men
may be slight, or limited more specifically
to women's greater ability to decode emo-
tions from visual cues (Eisenberg & Len-
pon, 1983, pp. 119-123), female perceivers
may (a) want to appear more empathic
than men and/or (b) feel a greater obliga-
tion to do so. If female perceivers have
been socialized to believe that women are,
and should be, more empathic than men
{see Cross & Madson, 1997), then the de-
ceptively simple change we made in our
response form may have been all that was
needed to engage the female perceivers’
greater motivation to appear highly em-
pathic. And this enhanced motivation,
rather than greater empathic ability per se,
might account for the significant gender
differences that were evident in the last
three empathic accuracy studies reviewed
by Graham and Ickes (1997) but not in the
seven previous ones.

In the present study, we sought to pro-
vide a more rigorous test of Graham and
Ickes’ (1997) hypothesis that the magnitude
of gender differences in empathic accuracy
was moderated by the type of empathic in-
ference form used in the studies reviewed
by Graham and Ickes (1997). This study
provided a more rigorous test in two re-
spects. First. we analyzed the results of 15
empathic accuracy studies, in contrast to
the smaller set of 10 studies included in
Graham and Ickes’ (1997) review. Second.
we subjected these data to a quantitative
meta-analysis that enabled us to assess the
statistical significance of the hypothesized
moderating variable, a feature that was
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lacking in Graham and Ickes’ previous
qualitative review.

1f Graham and Ickes™ (1997) conclusions
are upheld by the results of this more rigor-
ous test. there will be a stronger evidentiary
basis for arguing that differential motiva-
tion. rather than differential ability, contrib-
utes more to the advantage of female over
male perceivers in accurately “reading”
other people’s thoughts and feelings. In ad-
dition. there will be further evidence for the
generality of Berman’s (1980) and Eisen-
berg and Lennon’s (1983) argument that
reliable gender differences in empathy-re-
lated measures are found only in situations
in which (a) subjects are aware that they
are being evaluated on an empathy-rele-
vant dimension, and/or (b) empathy-rele-
vant gender-role expectations or obliga-
tions are made salient.

Method

Results of Graham and Ickes' (1997) quali-
tative review suggested that the change we
made in our empathic inference coding
form might account for the presence or ab-
sence of significant gender-of-perceiver dif-
ferences in the set of 10 available empathic
accuracy studies in which such differences
could be tested. The results of our current
quantitative meta-analysis include the 10
studies considered in Graham and Ickes’
(1997) review. plus five more recent studies
for which gender-of-perceiver differences
could also be tested. Our goal was to deter-
mine whether Graham and Ickes' (1997)
moderating variable hypothesis would be
supported by the results of a quantitative
meta-analysis that included the data for all
15 studies.

The 15 studies

The 15 studies we examined all used Ickes,
et al.’s (1990b) procedure for assessing em-
pathic accuracy. Twelve of the studies were
conducted in the Social Interaction Lab at
the University of Texas at Arlington. Of the
other three studies. one was conducted at
Texas A & M University (Simpson et al..
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1995). another at the University of North
Carolina (Bissonnette et al.. 1997). and the
last at the University of Canterbury in
Christchurch. New Zealand (Thomas.
Fletcher, & Lange. 1997). A search of
PsvchInfo and other electronic databases
did not reveal anyv additional studies that
were relevant to the present meta-analytic
review.

Standard stimulus paradigm. Eight of the
15 studies employed the siandard stimulus
paradigm (see Ickes, in press). in which in-
dividual participants each view the same
standard set of videotaped interactions and
attempt to infer the thoughts and feelings
of the same set of “target” persons (Gesn &
Ickes.1999; Graham, 1996: Ickes et al., 1995:
Ickes et al., 1996: Kelleher, 1998: Marangom
et al.., 1995; Mortimer, 1996; Renshaw,
1998). Of these eight studies, seven used
etther two or all three of the stimulus tapes
of simulated psychotherapy sessions that
were originally developed for use in the
study by Marangoni et al. (1995). (Highly
edited versions of these three tapes were
used in the study by Gesn and Ickes, 1999.)
The only exception was the study by Kelle-
her (1998).in which the perceivers inferred
the thoughts and feelings of the male and
female members of four mixed-sex dyads
whose 1initial interactions were unobtru-
sively recorded and used as the standard
stimulus tapes.

The perceivers in all eight standard
stimulus paradigm studies were college stu-
dents who were currently enrolled in intro-
ductory psychology at the University of
Texas at Arlington. In all but the Kelleher
(1998) study. the target persons whose
thoughts and feelings they attempted to in-
fer were three Caucasian women 1n their
mid-20s who discussed their actual relation-
ship problems with the same male, Ro-
gertan-trained therapist. The edited tapes
of the psychotherapy sessions used in these
studies ranged from 26 to 36 minutes in
length. In the Kelleher (1998) study. the tar-
get persons were eight students (four male.
four female) at the University of Texas at
Arlington whose initial interactions in op-
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posite-sex dyvads were unobtrusively vide-
otaped during their participation in a study
for credit in their introductory psychology
course. The tapes of each of the four inter-
actions in the Kelleher (1998) study were
each shown through the first six minutes of
the dvad members’ interaction.

Dyadic interaction paradigm. Seven of the
15 studies employed the unstructured dy-
adic interaction paradigm, in which dyad
members attempt to infer each other’s
thoughts and feelings from a videotaped re-
cord of their spontaneous interaction dur-
ing a brief period in which they were left
alone together (Bissonnette et al., 1997:
Thomas et al., 1997: Gesn, 1995: Graham.
1994: Hancock & Ickes, 1996, Ickes et al.,
1990b; Simpson et al., 1995). The dyad
members were married couples in the stud-
ies by Bissonnette et al. (1997) and Thomas
et al. (1997); dating couples in the study by
Simpson et al. (1995); a mix of same-sex
friends and same-sex strangers in the stud-
ies by Gesn (1995), Graham (1994), and
Hancock and Ickes (1996); and opposite-
sex strangers in the study by Ickes et al.
(1990b). Because the participants in the dy-
adic interactions recorded in these studies
served as both perceivers and as targets, the
perceiver characteristics and the target
characteristics were essentially the same.

Measure of effect size

Pearson correlation coefficients for the
gender-of-perceiver effect were computed
for each study as a measure of effect size
using the method suggested by Rosenthal
(1991) for calculating Pearson r directly
from ¢ values. These r values were then used
to calculate Cohen’s effect size d for each
study. Effect size d can be interpreted as a
standardized mean difference that indexes
the magnitude of a given effect (Cohen.
1988).

Results

The values of r and d for each study. along
with their associated p-values. are pre-
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sented in Table 1. Consistent with the Gra-
ham and Ickes (1997) hypothesis. the stud-
ies in Table ! are grouped nor according to
the type of paradigm used (standard stimu-
lus paradigm vs. dyadic interaction para-
digm) but rather according to the type of
empathic inference coding form used (selt-
ratings of accuracy required vs. no self-rat-
ings of accuracy required).

The results reveal that the effect sizes for
the gender-of-perceiver differences in the
first set of studies (those in which the par-
ticipants did not rate the accuracy of their
empathic inferences) were consistently low
and were associated with correlations that
were all nonsignificant. In contrast, the ef-
fect sizes of the gender-of-perceiver differ-
ences in the second set of studies (those in
which the participants did rate the accuracy
of their empathic inferences) were consis-
tently higher and were associated with cor-
relations that were significant in every case
but one. The single exception was the study
by Thomas et al. (1997). which Graham and
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Ickes (1997) had originally categorized as
one in which no self-ratings of accuracy
were made. This categorization was
changed in the present study. however. fol-
lowing the recommendation of Geoff
Thomas (the first author of Thomas et al..
1997). who argued that the confidence rat-
ings the perceivers made following each of
their empathic inferences were similar
enough to our accuracy ratings to justify
moving the Thomas et al. (1997) studv from
the first subset of studies to the second. In
the interest of ensuring a conservative test
of our moderating variable hypothesis. we
were happy to accept this recommendation.

Mean effect sizes and the p-values for
their associated 1 or F tests are provided in
Table 2. The first thing to note in Table 2 is
that across all 15 studies there is a statisti-
cally significant gender-of-perceiver differ-
ence in our performance measure of em-
pathic accuracy (i.e.. women obtained
higher empathic accuracy scores than did
men, p < .001. The effect size, as indexed by

Table 1. Significance tests and gender-of-perceiver effect sizes

Studyv t(df} p value Pearson r Cohen's d
No Self-Ratings of Accuracy
Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette,

& Garcia (1990b) 1.05 (37) 15 17 35
Graham (1994) ~.66 (46) 26 -.10 -.19
Marangoni, Garcia. Ickes,

& Teng (1995) —.14 (78) 45 —.02 -.03
Simpson. Ickes. & Blackstone

(1995) —.24 (78) 41 -.03 -.05
Hancock & Ickes (1996) —.56 (28) .29 -.11 —.21
Bissonnette, Rusbult. & Kilpatrick

(1997) 38 (23) .35 .08 .16
Kelieher (1998) .79 (41) 43 a2 24
Renshaw (1998) 97 (71) 33 11 22
Gesn & lckes (1999) 87 (71) .20 10 21

Self-Ratings of Accuracy
Gesn (1995) 2.83(62) .003 .34 72
Ickes. Hancock, Gesn.

Graham. & Mortimer (1995) 2.68 (126) 004 23 48
Graham (1996} 4.31 (94) .001 41 .89
Ickes. Gesn. Dugosh. Pham.

& Renshaw (1996) 2.22 (49) 02 .30 .63
Mortimer (1996) 1.66 (70) 05 19 40
Thomas. Fletcher. & Lange (1997) 1.21 (73) 12 14 28

*All p values are one-tailed. consistent with the hypothesis based on the “women's intuition™ stereotype.
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Table 2. Combined effect sizes and significance levels

p value* Pearson r Cohen's d
Studies with no self-ratings of accuracy Al .02 04
Studies with self-ratings of accuracy < .001 27 56
All studies < .001 13 26

*All p values are one-tailed.

Cohen’s d, 1s a moderate .26. with a 95%
confidence interval (CI) of .10 to .43.

Of much greater importance, however, is
the evidence in Table 2 that the change in
our empathic inference coding form reli-
ably moderated the presence or absence of
significant gender-of-perceiver differences
in the 15 studies we examined. The mean
effect size 4 for the nine studies in which
self-ratings of accuracy were not obtained
(top of Table 1) was small (.04). with a 95%
CI of —.03 to .10. The combined probability
level for these nine studies was not signifi-
cant (.41). In contrast, the mean effect size
for the six studies in which self-ratings of
accuracy were obtained (bottom of Table 1)
was large (.36), with a 95% CI of .38 to .74.
The combined probability level for these
six studies was p < .0001. Moreover, the
difference between the two mean effect
sizes (.10 and .62) was clearly significant, z
= 3.85, p < .0001.

The interpretation of this significant
moderating effect will be considered at
length below. For the present, an issue that
is highly relevant to this interpretation is
whether the effect of using the new, as op-
posed to the old, empathic inference form
was to (a) increase the empathic accuracy
of the female, but not the male, perceivers,
(b) decrease the accuracy of the male, but
not the female, perceivers, or (c¢) increase
the females® accuracy slightly but decrease
the males” accuracy slightly. Using the data
from her dissertation study in combination
with data from the Marangoni et al. (1995)
study. Graham (1996) was able to provide a
preliminary answer to this question. Gra-
ham’s (1996) study was designed to repli-
cate and extend the findings obtained by

Marangoni et al. (1995). Because some of
the cells in her design corresponded to ones
in the design used by Marangoni et al.
(1995).she was able to apply i-tests to make
a number of relevant cross-study compari-
sons.

After transforming the data from each
study to z-scores to remove any main effect
differences between the two studies, Gra-
ham (1996) compared the mean empathic
accuracy scores obtained by male and fe-
male perceivers in the Marangoni et al.
(1995) study (in which the old inference
form was used) with those obtained by the
male and female perceivers who were run
in the corresponding cells of her own study
(in which the new inference form was
used). These comparisons revealed that (a)
the female perceivers in Graham’s study
performed significantly better than did the
female perceivers in the corresponding
cells of the Marangoni et al. (1995) study.
whereas (b) the male perceivers in Gra-
ham’s study performed exactly the same as
did the male perceivers in the Marangoni et
al. (1995) study (i.e., the means for the male
perceivers in the two studies were virtually
identical). These results, depicted in Figure
2. confirmed Graham and Ickes® (1997) as-
sumption that changing the empathic infer-
ence form affected the performance of the
female, but not the male, perceivers.

Discussion

The results of the present gquantitative
meta-analysis of the data from 15 empathic
accuracy studies offer compelling statistical
support for Graham and Ickes' (1997) more
gualitative conclusion that the presence or
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Figure 2. Cross-study comparison of gender differences in empathic accuracy using the
old and new empathic inference forms (Graham. 1996).

absence of significant gender-of-perceiver
effects is moderated by the type of em-
pathic inference coding form the perceivers
in these studies used. When the coding form
required the perceivers to provide self-esti-
mates of their empathic accuracy for each
of the thought/feeling inferences they
made, women achieved significantly higher
empathic accuracy scores than did men in
five of the six relevant studies. However,
when the coding form did not require the
perceivers to provide such self-estimates,
the women did not score significantlv
higher than the men in any of the nine rele-
vant studies.

The moderating effect of the empathic
inference form was, in statistical terms, a
strong one. There was minimal overlap be-
tween the effect sizes found in the subset of
studies in which the perceivers did not pro-
vide self-estimates of their empathic accu-
racv and the effect sizes found in the subset
of studies in which they did. Moreover, the
95% CI (—.03 to .10) for the mean effect
size (d = .04) of the nine studies in the first
subset included zero. suggesting that, for
these studies, the null hypothesis of no gen-

der differences cannot be rejected. In con-
trast. the 95% CI1 (.38 to .74) for the mean
effect size (d = .56) of the six studies in the
second subset did not include zero. suggest-
ing that the significant gender differences
obtained in these studies were real, robust,
and replicable. Finally, the difference be-
tween the mean effect sizes (.10 and .62) for
the two subsets of studies was clearly sig-
nificant, p < .0001.

In summary, when the empathic infer-
ence coding form does not require the per-
ceivers to estimate the accuracy of each of
their inferences. no reliable gender differ-
ences in empathic accuracy are found. It is
only when the empathic inference coding
form requires the perceivers to make such
estimates that reliable gender differences
favoring female perceivers are evident.

Graham and Ickes™ (1997) motivational
tnterpretation

How. exactly. should these results be inter-
preted? The interpretation proposed by
Graham and Ickes (1997) is that the signifi-
cant gender-of-perceiver effects {found in
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the studies using the newer empathic infer-
ence form reflect differences in motivation
rather than differences in ability. This inter-
pretation was suggested by Eisenberg and
Lennon’s earlier reviews of the literature
on several other empathy-relevant mea-
sures (Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983; Lennon
& Eisenberg. 1987). In their reviews, Eisen-
berg and Lennon concluded that female
perceivers score higher than did male per-
ceivers on certain empathy-related mea-
sures, but that this effect appears to be lim-
ited to studies in which situational cues
were available that reminded the partici-
pants that some aspect of empathy was be-
ing measured, thereby activating the gen-
der-role stercotype that women are
supposed to be more empathic than men.
The women’s higher scores on these tasks
might therefore have reflected a higher
level of motivation to present themselves as
being highly empathic, consistent with the
gender-role stereotype, rather than a higher
level of empathic ability per se.

Graham and Ickes (1997) proposed that
the same motivational interpretation could
be applied to the gender-of-perceiver data
from the 10 empathic accuracy studies that
were included in their qualitative review.
Specifically, they argued that the effect of
the new empathic inference form was to
require the perceivers to think about and
rate how empathically accurate they were
with respect to each thought/feeling infer-
ence they made. Thus, in studies in which
the new empathic inference form was used,
participants should have been more aware
that their empathic accuracy was being
measured—an awareness that potentially
activated the gender-role stereotype that
women are supposed to be more empathic
than men and thereby motivated the fe-
male perceivers to display average levels of
empathic accuracy that were reliably
greater than those of the male perceivers.

According to this interpretation, differ-
ential motivation rather than differential
ability accounts for the significant gender
differences that were evident in the subset
of studies in which the perceivers were
asked to provide estimates of their em-
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pathic accuracy following each inference
they made. The plausibility of this interpre-
tation is further supported by Graham'’s
(1996) finding that changing the empathic
inference form seemed to enhance the per-
formance of the female perceivers. but ap-
parently had no effect on male perceivers’
performance.

An alternative interpretation

Can an alternative interpretation be of-
fered to account for the present findings?
Could one propose, for example. an inter-
pretation based on the assumption that the
significant gender-of-perceiver differences
in empathic accuracy found in studies using
the newer empathic inference form reflect
differences in ability rather than differ-
ences in motivation? If so, what supporting
assumptions would such an interpretation
require?

One might argue that, as a group, women
really do have more empathic ability than
men do, but that women are only motivated
to display their greater ability when situ-
ational cues remind them that, according to
their gender-role stereotype, they are sup-
posed to excel in this domain. The plausibil-
ity of this alternative interpretation can be
questioned, however, because it would re-
quire us to assume that whenever such situ-
ational cues are not available, women either
(a) work less hard than men do on empathic
accuracy tasks, thus performing no better
than men despite their superior ability, or
(b) work below their superior potential for
some other unspecified reason(s).

For a number of reasons, we find this
alternative interpretation to be less com-
pelling than the motivational interpretation
proposed by Eisenberg and Lennon (1983;
Lennon & Eisenberg, 1987) and by Graham
and Ickes (1997). First, it 1s clearly less par-
simonious from a theoretical standpoint. re-
quiring that an additional assumption be
made (i.e., that women, more often than
men, perform below their potential on em-
pathic accuracy tasks). Second, it is also less
parsimonious in the broader sense that it
cannot readily account for the patterns of
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findings reviewed by Berman (1980). Eis-
enberg and Lennon (1983: Lennon & Elis-
enberg. 1987). and the present authors.
whereas the motivational interpretation
can. Third. the alternative explanation re-
quires its advocates to provide a plausible
rationale to account for what would appear
to be an unexpected and rather puzzling
phenomenon (i.e.. why should female per-
ceivers so often perform below their poten-
tial on empathic accuracy tasks?). Fourth.
the alternative explanation itself runs
counter to another cultural stereotype (i.e.,
one that holds that it is men. rather than
women. who generally perform below their
potential on empathic accuracy tasks).
Fifth. the alternative explanation, though
seemingly based on the assumption of dif-
ferential ability, must itself invoke the as-
sumption of differential motivation in or-
der to explain why female perceivers
should not always perform better than male
perceivers, given their presumably superior
level of ability.

Given these conceptual difficulties, we
are inclined to accept Graham and Ickes’
(1997) conclusion, based on the earlier con-
clusions of Eisenberg and Lennon (1983:
Lennon & Eisenberg, 1987). that the em-
pathic advantage of female perceivers is
most likely the product of differential moti-
vation rather than differential ability. Per-
haps a viable alternative explanation can be
proposed that would deal satisfactorily with
each of the five objections we have noted
above. Any theorists who would like to pro-
pose such an explanation are encouraged to
so do. Until they do, however, we must re-
gard the kind of ability-based alternative
explanation we have just considered as
both unparsimonious and theoretically im-
plausible.

Limitations of the Present Study

As intriguing as the present findings are
from a theoretical standpoint, there are at
least two reasons to question their general-
ity. First, only one “manipulation”—a vari-
ation in the empathic inference form—was
used to elicit the observed gender differ-
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ences in empathic accuracy. Thus. our ef-
fects at present are confined 1o only one
“manipulation.” Second. all but one of the
standard stimulus paradigm studies used
the same set of videotapes (the cli-
ent—therapist interactions) as the stimuli.
Hence. there is reason to question whether
the effects in these studies would generalize
to other standard stimulus tapes as well.

With regard to the first limitation. Klein
and Hodges (1999) have recently reported
two studies in which a female advantage
was evident only when the perceivers rated
their sympathy for the target prior to per-
forming the empathic accuracy task. If the
sympathy assessment can be interpreted as
another way of manipulating the salience
of empathy-relevant gender-role expecta-
tions, then Klein and Hodges’ findings may
complement-—and extend the generality of
—the ones we have reported here. With re-
gard to the second limitation, Klein and
Hodges also used a standard stimulus para-
digm. but with tapes of their own creation
in which college student targets were inter-
viewed about a recent academic problem
that each had experienced. Thus, Klein and
Hodges’ (1999) data may also extend the
generality of the present findings with re-
spect to the type of standard stimulus tapes
that are used.

Implications for Future Research

Although we think the differential-ability
alternative to our differential-motivation
explanation is implausible on conceptual
grounds, we would encourage proponents
of this alternative (or a more creative one)
to explore its viability in future research.
For the present. the contribution of our
current meta-analvsis has been to demon-
strate that the basis of the advantage in
interpersonal sensitivity that is commonly
referred to as “women’s intuition” must be
regarded as an open rather than a closed
guestion. Is this advantage the product of
differential ability. as is commonly as-
sumed, or is it the product of differential
motivation. as Eisenberg and Lennon’s
broad-scope reviews of the empathy litera-
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ture have suggested. and as our current
quantitative meta-analysis of the data from
15 empathic accuracy studies also sug-
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