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The present study explored how men’s attentional disengagement, affective reac-
tions, and inferential bias contribute to their wife-directed aggression. We used
signal detection analyses, the standard-stimulus empathic accuracy paradigm,
and mediation analyses to replicate and extend findings by Schweinle, Ickes, and
Bernstein (2002). The results indicated that more aggressive husbands appear to
maintain their bias to overattribute criticism and rejection (C/R-O Bias) to women
through two independent mechanisms: emotional countercontagion, in the form
of contemptuous feelings, and attentional disengagement (i.e., “tuning out”) when
a woman expresses herself. These findings inform our theoretical understanding of
abusive husbands’ social cognition and have important implications for future
research and intervention.

Wife—directed violence and aggression are present in an alarming num-
ber of marriages. Using national survey methods, Straus and Gelles
(1986) and Heyman and Schlee (1997) reported that roughly one in eight
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husbands will physically aggress against their wives. This aggression
often carries severe physical and psychological consequences for wives
and children (for reviews, see Holtzworth—Munroe, Smutzler, & Bates,
1997; Holtzworth-Munroe, Smutzler, & Sandin, 1997). These sobering
findings argue for the importance of research into the characteristics of
abusive and aggressive husbands in order to develop more effective
methods for reducing husbands’ wife—directed aggression.

Animportant area of recent exploration is the social cognition of mari-
tally aggressive husbands. Several authors have noted that men’s mari-
tal aggression is often associated with their hypervigilance for any possi-
ble hint of criticism or rejection from their female partners (Berry, 1998;
Deschner, 1984; Downey, Feldman, & Ayduk, 2000; Dutton, 1995a, 1998;
Jacobson & Gottman, 1998; Nelson, 1997; Walker, 1979). It also appears
that maritally aggressive men’s hypervigilance for relationship threat
generalizes to women other than the men’s own wives. For example,
Dutton and Browning (1988) found that, relative to nonviolent men,
physically assaultive husbands perceived more relationship threat
when they viewed a standard videotape of a staged relationship conflict,
even though the participants did not know either the male or the female
actors. Similarly, Holtzworth-Munroe and Hutchinson (1993) used a vi-
gnette paradigm and found that maritally violent men attributed more
negative intent to wives’ behavior than nonviolent men did.

Schweinle, Ickes, and Bernstein (2002) demonstrated that more ag-
gressive husbands tend to be biased to overattribute criticism and rejec-
tion to women. Their data enabled them to rule out the contrasting possi-
bility that the men’s wife-directed aggression is related to a heightened
level of accuracy about the critical and rejecting thoughts and feelings
that women actually have about their male partners. These findings sup-
port Holtzworth-Munroe’s (1992) theoretical speculations about abu-
sive men’s deficient social information processing (McFall, 1982) and the
biased inferences made by maritally violent men. Schweinle and his col-
leagues labeled this phenomenon the critical/rejecting overattribution bias
(C/R-O bias).

The primary goal of the present study stems from the question, “How,
in light of the social information available to them, are aggressive men
able to make such consistently biased inferences about women’s criti-
cism and rejection?" To answer this question, we replicated and ex-
tended the primary results reported by Schweinle et al. (2002). We also
explored the role of two factors that could potentially “enable” and sus-
tain the men’s C/R-O bias: affect and attention.



MEN’S BIAS, AFFECT, ATTENTION AND MARITAL AGGRESSION 175

AGGRESSIVE HUSBANDS’ AFFECTIVE
RESPONSES TO WOMEN

Although more aggressive husbands tend to exhibit the greatest bias to-
ward inferring criticism or rejection in women, the process(es) that un-
derlie this association remain unclear. There is some evidence to support
the hypothesis that whenever aggressive men have a negative emotional
reaction to a woman’s expressed concerns, the negative affect biases the
men’s judgment in a way that leads them to overattribute criticism and
rejection to the woman, and this overattribution bias in turn precipitates
the men’s aggressive behavior.

Several authors have noted the association between negative or ag-
gressive affect and men’s wife-directed aggression (Dutton, 1998;
Downey et al., 2000). Battered wives report that their husbands com-
monly expressed contempt and belligerence toward them prior to the vi-
olent behavior (Jacobson & Gottman, 1998). Moreover, compared to
nonviolent husbands, violent husbands also appear to be more con-
temptuous and belligerent toward their wives in a laboratory setting (Ja-
cobson & Gottman, 1998). In a similar vein, Holtzworth—-Munroe and
Smutzler (1996) observed that violent husbands reported less sympathy
and more anger in response to standard videotapes of various wife be-
haviors. Further, Moore, Eisler, and Franchina (2000) found that abusive
husbands attributed more negativity and reported more negative feel-
ings when listening to standardized audiotapes of hypothetical dating
situations in which the female target was highly provocative, moder-
ately provocative, or not provocative of confrontation. Finally,
Betancourt and Blair (1992) found that when male participants made
certain attributions to the characters in an interpersonal conflict vignette
and responded to the characters with more anger and less sympathy,
these negative affective reactions were associated with more aggressive
hypothetical reactions by the male participants.

Some social cognition findings further support the hypothesized
causal sequence in which negative emotion precipitates biased infer-
ence-making, and biased inferences in turn precipitate aggression. This
causal sequence is consistent with a tradition of social cognition research
and theory that began with the work of Feshbach and Singer (1957) and
Schachter (1959). According to this tradition, affect precedes social cog-
nition and social judgment, which in turn influences social behavior (see
also Bless, 2000; Fiedler, 2000; Griffitt, 1970; and Schwarz & Clore, 1988).
For example, Karney, Bradbury, Fincham, and Sullivan (1994) reported
that negative affect influences the attributions that spouses make about
each other. Similarly, Fincham and Bradbury (1992) found that the nega-



176 SCHWEINLE AND ICKES

D .Attentlonal 25% Wife-directed|
1sengagem<?’r1 t | Aggression
(“‘tuning out”)

_Attentlonal 17 Wife-directed|
Disengagement N :
(“‘tuning out”) ggression

‘% C/R-O A’:

Bias

FIGURE 1. Coefficients are standardized regression coefficients (s) for effects
to be reported later in this article.

tive affect evoked by standardized stimulus material influenced
attributions of responsibility between spouses.

These arguments point to the possibility that the angry and contemp-
tuous affect of aggressive husbands is subsequently interpreted and
“explained” in terms of the criticism and rejection that these men (mis-
takenly) perceive in women’s thoughts and feelings. In other words,
they suggest a causal sequence in which the relationship between the
men’s negative affect and their marital aggression is mediated by the
men’s bias to mistakenly perceive criticism and /or rejection in women'’s
thoughts and feelings (see Figure 1).

MEN’S ATTENTIONAL DISENGAGEMENT AND
WIFE-DIRECTED AGGRESSION

It seems likely that there are other means by which maritally aggressive
men can avoid taking women'’s perspectives and thereby maintain their
biased interpretation of women’s thoughts and feelings. Although there
does notappear to be any literature directly related to this idea, there are
a few research findings that offer some promising clues.

For example, Holtzworth-Munroe and Smutzler (1996) found that
abusive husbands were less likely to discuss with their own wives the
conflict themes that were depicted in a standard videotape. The abusive
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men were also less likely to report that they would respond with sympa-
thy or comforting behavior. These findings suggest that the more ag-
gressive or abusive husbands may be less willing to engage emotionally
with women who express their relationship-related distress. If so, their
aversion to attending to women’s relationship complaints might take
the form of attentional disengagement or “tuning out," thereby forestalling
a sympathetic identification with women’s relationship distress.

Evidence for such a response has been reported by Sillars, Roberts,
Leonard, and Dun (2000). They found that people in relationship conflict
situations selectively attended to the available sources of social informa-
tion. Sillars et al. further suggested that this attentional selectivity is
somewhat idiosyncratic, thus echoing Sillars’s (1998) speculation that it
might play an important role in marital aggression. Consistent with this
speculation, we think it is possible that the C/R-O bias displayed by ag-
gressive or abusive men might be further supported and sustained by
their attentional disengagement from a woman’s expressed concerns.'

Following this logic, if more aggressive husbands disengage their at-
tention from women'’s expressed complaints, they can, in the absence of
any contradictory information, effectively sustain their bias to overat-
tribute criticism or rejection to women and respond with more aggres-
sion. If this reasoning is correct, we would expect to find a relationship
between the men’s attentional disengagement and the men’s reported
aggression against their own female partners that is mediated by the
magnitude of the men’s C/R-O bias (see Figure 2).

OVERVIEW OF THE PRESENT INVESTIGATION

The present study used an adaptation of the empathic accuracy para-
digm (see Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, & Garcia, 1990; Marangoni, Gar-
cia, Ickes, & Teng, 1995) to collect data regarding men’s empathic
inferences, their affective responses, and their attention to a woman de-
picted in a standardized videotape. Signal detection methods (for a re-
view, see MacMillan & Creelman, 1991) were used to compute indices of
the men’s inferential bias and accuracy when they attributed criticism or
rejection to the woman on the videotape. Correlation and OLS regres-
sion/mediation analyses (see Baron & Kenny, 1986) were used to deter-
mine whether the men’s negative affect, attentional disengagement, and

1.Itis noteworthy in this regard that Dodge and Frame (1982) and Dodge and Newman
(1981) found that more aggressive fifth—-grade boys attended to social cues more selectively
and less carefully than less aggressive boys did. This selective attention resulted in biased
attributions of hostility, which in turn were directly related to aggressive responses.
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FIGURE 1. Coefficients are standardized regression coefficients (s) for effects
to be reported later in this article.

C/R-O bias were related to their wife-directed aggression in the
predicted ways.

METHOD
PARTICIPANTS

Eighty-five men who had been in a close relationship with their wives
for at least one year were recruited from a large metropolitan commu-
nity in north Texas through local newspaper advertisements offering
$35 for their participation in a study related to marital problems. There
was no mention of marital aggression in the ads. The one—year require-
ment ensured that the participants had been married long enough to re-
spond effectively to several of the measures used in this study. Two of
these 85 men withdrew from the study about halfway through the pro-
cedure. An equipment malfunction and local construction noise ren-
dered data from three other participants invalid. The following results
are therefore based on the remaining sample of 80 men. All 85 partici-
pants were debriefed at the end of their session and were paid the full
$35 participation fee.

The 80 men included in the study sample ranged in age from 21 to 73
years old (M =43.4, SD =12.5). At the time of testing they had been mar-
ried from 4.5 months to 50 years (M = 14.6, SD = 12.5) and had from zero
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to five children (Mdn =2,SD =1.6). Of the 80 participants, 56 were White,
13 African American, seven Hispanic, and four reported their ethnicity
as “Other." Thirteen participants reported being in an ethnically mixed
marriage; the rest reported being married to a woman of the same ethnic
background.

When each participant reported to the lab, he was met by the male ex-
perimenter, the only person with whom the participants had contact
during this study. Each participant was seated alone in a cubicle. He was
then given an informed consent form that described the procedure with-
out revealing either the hypotheses of the study or the fact that the par-
ticipant himself would be covertly videotaped while he viewed and
responded to the stimulus tape.

MEASURES

Initial Questionnaire Battery. Among the initial battery of self-report
measures were: (1) the Propensity for Abusiveness Scale (PAS; Dutton,
1995b), a nonreactive self-report measure with excellent internal consis-
tency and substantial evidence supporting its construct validity
(Dutton, 1995a, 1995b, 1998; Dutton, Landolt, Starzomski, &
Bodnarchuk, 2001); (2) the MC1-(10) (Strahan & Gerbasi, 1972), a
10—-item version of the Marlowe-Crowne measure of socially desirable
response set; (3) the Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (RDAS; Busby,
Christensen, Crane, & Larson, 1995); and (4) several demographic items
that assessed age, years married, number of children, and so on.

The PAS (Dutton, 1995b, Dutton et al., 2001) is a 39—item measure with
low reactivity that is designed to yield a continuous index of men’s part-
ner-abuse propensity. The PAS was created by Dutton (1995b), who val-
idated it against the Psychological Maltreatment of Women Inventory
(PMWI; Tolman, 1989). PAS scores were found to correlate significantly
with both of the PMWI subscale measures: dominance/isolation and
emotional/verbal abuse. The PAS appears to be a good measure of
men’s potential for marital aggression, and it typically yields reliability
alphas greater than .90 (Dutton, 1995b; Dutton et al., 2001).

The MC1-(10) (Strahan & Gerbasi, 1972) is a 10-item, true—false ver-
sion of the Marlowe-Crowne measure of socially desirable responding
(oo = .54 in the present sample). There is evidence supporting its con-
struct validity relative to the full-length Marlow-Crowne scale (Fraboni
& Cooper, 1989). To statistically control for socially desirable response
bias, scores on the MC1—(10) were used to adjust scores on the more sen-
sitive or reactive measures in the final set of questionnaires (see below).

The Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (RDAS; Busby et al., Crane, &
Larson, 1995) is a 14—item version of the original Dyadic Adjustment



180 SCHWEINLE AND ICKES

Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976). The revised measure was edited specifically
to assess distress versus satisfaction in married or cohabitating relation-
ship partners. By statistically controlling for RDAS scores as a covariate,
we could establish that the participants’ bias to infer criticism or rejec-
tion in the thoughts and feelings of women is a general bias rather than
one that derives more specifically from the participant’s dissatisfaction
with his own marital relationship.

Empathic Accuracy Stimulus Material. The stimulus materials for the
empathic accuracy assessment included an instructional videotape that
explained the procedure and a stimulus tape that was a slightly edited
version of one that was developed by Marangoni et al. (1995). The tape
depicts a female client participating in a simulated Rogerian psycho-
therapy session with a male therapist. The client was White, 24 years old,
college—educated, and from a middle- to upper-middle—class back-
ground. She had previously consented in writing to have her session
videotaped and to allow the videotape to be used as stimulus material in
subsequent research.

The client was debriefed immediately after her therapy session and
was asked to read and sign a second consent form in which she agreed to
(1) watch the videotape of her therapy session, (2) pause the tape at each
point that she remembered having had a specific thought or feeling, (3)
write down the time at which that thought or feeling occurred (using a
running timer that appeared as an overlay on the video image), and then
(4) write a sentence containing the actual content of that thought or feel-
ing on a standardized thought/feeling reporting form. She was asked to
be as honest and accurate as possible when reporting the thoughts or
feelings she remembered having during her therapy session, and not to
report any thoughts or feelings that she did not distinctly remember
having during the session.

To determine whether each thought or feeling reported by the client
was critical/rejecting or not critical/not rejecting, five female under-
graduate students independently viewed the entire therapy session
tape. The female raters were instructed to view the tape and to stop it at
each of the points where the female client had reported a thought or feel-
ing. Ateach tape stop, the raters read the client’s actual reported thought
or feeling, considered the actual thought or feeling in the videotaped
context in which it had occurred, and then decided whether the thought
or feeling was either critical or rejecting (CR) or noncritical /nonrejecting
(NCR) of the client’s ex-husband.

The final judgment about the theme of each thought or feeling, either
CR or NCR, went to the majority of the raters. Fifteen of the 30 thoughts
and feelings were rated as critical or rejecting and 15 were rated as not
critical or rejecting. The two types of thoughts and feelings (CR and
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NCR) were distributed throughout the tape as the female therapy client
had actually experienced them, rather than being segregated into clus-
ters. The overall kappa coefficient (see Fleiss, 1981) for these ratings was
significant (x = .31, z = 5.30, p < .001).

Final Measures. A second battery of aggression measures was admin-
istered at the end of the procedure. These more face—valid aggression
scales included: (1) the Conflict Tactics Scale, Form N (CTS; Straus,
1979); (2) an adapted version of the Psychological Maltreatment of
Women Inventory (PMWI; Tolman, 1999); and (3) three questions about
the respondent’s relationship with his wife.

The Conflict Tactics Scale — Form N (CTS; Straus, 1979) is a widely
used, 19-item index of conflict and violence within the family that reli-
ably measures self-reported aggression between marital partners dur-
ing the preceding year (Avakame, 1998; Downey et al., 2000; Dutton,
1998; Ehrensaft & Vivian, 1999; Hanley & O’Neill, 1997; Ryan, 1998). Ac-
cording to Straus (1979), responses on this measure can be aggregated to
create three subscales: (1) reasoning tactics (CT-Reasoning), (2) verbal
aggression, and (3) physical aggression. For our purposes, however, it
made more sense to combine each participant’s verbal and physical ag-
gression scores into a single continuous measure of wife-directed ag-
gression, which we adjusted for socially desirable response bias using
the MC1-(10) scores (see Saunders, 1991). We will refer to this combined
measure as CT-Aggression.”

Wealso tested our participants with the section of the CTS in which the
respondent reports the levels of aggression exhibited by his or her part-
ner (in this case, the participants” wives). This assessment was included
to encourage honest responses by giving each participant the impres-
sion that the goal of the CTS was to assess the overall level of conflict in
his marriage, and not specifically his own aggressive behavior.

The Psychological Maltreatment of Women Inventory (PMWI;
Tolman, 1989) is a 58—-item, Likert-type scale designed to assess the ex-
tent to which males psychologically abuse their female partners. Re-
sponses to PMWI items can be separated into two subscales: domi-

2. There is a widely acknowledged problem with collecting self-reported marital ag-
gression data only from husbands: the correlations between a husbands’ self-reported ag-
gression and wives’ reports of husbands’ aggression tend to be moderate at best
(Browning & Dutton, 1986; Jouriles & O’Leary, 1985; Szinovacz, 1983). Reports by Dutton
and Hemphill (1992) and by Tolman (1989) suggest that men tend to under—report their ag-
gressive behavior in relation to their scores on socially desirable response measures. We
therefore used a computational method proposed by Saunders (1991) to adjust partici-
pants’ continuous CT-Aggression scores according to their scores on the M—C 1(10) (Strah-
an & Gerbasi, 1972).
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nance/isolation (PMWI-DI) and emotional/verbal abuse (PMWI-EV).
Each subscale score reflects a different type of men’s psychological
abuse of women. Given the correlational focus of the present study, we
combined the 23 PMWTI items that significantly differentiated between
battering and relationship—distressed respondents (Tolman, 1999) into a
single, first-person, self-report scale. Thirteen of the 23 items were from
the dominance—-isolation subscale and ten were from the emotional-ver-
bal subscale. Because this first-person adaptation of the PMWI is
face—valid and potentially subject to self-presentation bias, we adjusted
these scores for socially desirable response bias (see Saunders, 1991).

Wealso included a key question in the final questionnaire battery, “To
what extent would you characterize your wife or female partner as being
critical or rejecting of you?” Participants were asked to respond on a
5—point response scale (from “not at all” to “extremely”). This last ques-
tion was included for use as a control covariate in analyses of the rela-
tionship between inferential biases and aggression. By controlling for
how critical or rejecting husbands think their own wives are, we can rule
out the possibility that the level of inferential bias displayed by the par-
ticipant could be a function of the amount of criticism or rejection that he
perceived in his own marriage.

EMPATHIC ACCURACY INFERENCE PROCEDURE

The participant first viewed an instructional videotape that described
the basic procedure for the empathic accuracy assessment task. It in-
formed the participant that he would view a videotape of a psychother-
apy session. Atspecific points throughout the session, the videotape was
paused by the experimenter. The participant’s task during each of the 30
tape stops was to write down, on specially prepared forms and in the
form of a complete sentence for each inference, his inference regarding
the content of the specific thought or feeling that the female client had re-
ported at that point during the videotaped interaction (for more details,
see Ickes, 2001).

After writing down each thought/feeling inference, the participant in-
dicated whether he thought that the client’s thought or feeling was criti-
cal or rejecting (CR) or not critical/not rejecting (NCR) of her ex—hus-
band by checking the appropriate box on the inference form. The
participant then restarted the tape by means of a remote control and
viewed the videotape until the experimenter paused the tape again. The
participant was asked to follow this procedure for all 30 thought—feeling
inferences.

During this empathic inference phase of the procedure, the partici-
pant’s facial expressions and behaviors were videotaped with a hidden
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camera. The camera recorded the participant’s facial expressions onto
the video track while the audio track of the psychotherapy session was
recorded directly from the client tape.

PARTICIPANTS” AFFECT REPORTING PROCEDURE

After a rest break, the participant was reseated in the cubicle and in-
formed that he had been videotaped during the previous phase of the
procedure. The experimenter asked each participant whether he was
suspicious that he had been observed or videotaped. Forty—eight of the
80 participants indicated that they had, at least once, thought about the
possibility of having been observed or videotaped while in the cubicle.
However, as noted previously, none of the participants asserted any
confidence in his suspicion or knew where the camera was located.’ The
experimenter then briefly explained (1) why the participants were vid-
eotaped, (2) that the participant would be viewing this tape, and (3) that
the participant could opt at any time to have the videotape immediately
erased and be paid the $35 if he did not want to continue. The participant
was then given a second consent/release form and informed that he
could (1) stop the procedure and have the tape erased, (2) continue with
the procedure and allow the tape to be used only as data for the present
study, or (3) continue with the procedure and fully release the tape for
use beyond this study (e.g., as stimulus material in other studies or for
professional presentations). The participant was further informed that
he could change his decision and that, regardless of his decision, he
would be paid the full $35.

Twenty—five of the 80 participants consented at the “data-only” level
and 55 consented at the “full-release” level. Two participants changed
their release levels after seeing the tape of themselves—one from data
only to full release and the other from full to data only.

The participants were asked to report their own feelings during the
empathicinference task while watching the videotape of their own facial
expressions—with the therapy client’s audio track running in the back-
ground. Participants were specifically asked to report only the feelings
they remembered having while they watched the client tape and use a

3. There was no significant difference between the disengagement scores for the men
who reported suspicion of being videotaped (M = 389s) and the disengagement scores for
the men who reported no suspicion (M = 529s; F(1, 76) = 2.49, ns). Nor was there a signifi-
cant relationship between the men’s scores on the MC1—(10) social desirability index and
the men’s attentional disengagement (r = —.02, ns). Neither of these results challenges our
conclusion that the camera was well-hidden and did not affect the participants’ behavior
or the findings reported here.
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mood adjective checklist (MACL) to report those remembered feelings.
The MACL choices were irritated, annoyed, sympathetic, concerned, indif-
ferent, unaffected, insulted, contempt, uncaring, and sad.

Briefly, in this phase of the session, (1) the participant viewed the vid-
eotape of himself with the client audio track running in the background;
(2) the experimenter paused the tape at the time the client tape had been
paused; (3) the participant indicated on the MACL which affect word or
words described his feelings; and then (4) restarted the tape. The partici-
pant then (5) resumed viewing the tape of himself until the experimenter
paused the tape again.

When the participant had completed the affect coding phase of the
procedure, the experimenter entered the cubicle, collected the MACL
forms, and asked the participant to complete the final set of self-report
measures that we have described above in the “Final measures” subsec-
tion of the section on the various self-report measures collected in the
study.

The experimenter then carefully debriefed each participant and gave
him his payment, a debriefing form, copies of the consent forms, and the
experimenters’ phone numbers. The participant was encouraged to
keep the debriefing form and to call the experimenters if he had any
questions in the future. Finally, information about obtaining marital or
individual counseling was available to all interested participants.

During the entire procedure, the experimenter remained blind to any
information reported on any of the scales and questionnaires that the
participant had filled out.

INFERENTIAL ACCURACY AND BIAS SCORING METHODS

Thematic (CR vs. NCR) Accuracy and Bias Scores. Signal detection
(TSD) methods are ideally suited to analyze the CR versus NCR data
that were obtained in the present study (see MacMillan & Creelman,
1991 for a clearly stated overview of signal detection theory and meth-
ods). TSD analyses were used to partition the participants” individual
CR versus NCR inference patterns into two components: (1) the thematic
accuracy or discrimination (d’) with which participants inferred the
theme of the female client’s thought or feeling (CR vs. NCR), and (2) the
degree and valence of any bias (B"’p, Donaldson, 1992) on the part of the
participant when inferring criticism or rejection in the female client’s
thoughts and feelings. Although accuracy and bias are not orthogonal
measures, they do reflect distinct characteristics of a person’s response
performance.

Empathic Accuracy Scores. As opposed to thematic inference charac-
teristics, empathic or content accuracy refers to the accuracy with which
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participants inferred the specific content of the female client’s thoughts
and feelings. The female therapy client’s actual thoughts and feelings
and the participants” written inferences about them were transcribed
into WillMind (Schweinle & Ickes, 2000). WillMind is a customized soft-
ware application based on specially formatted Microsoft Excel
(Microsoft Corp.,1999) spreadsheets that enabled the six undergraduate
raters to view and rate—one pair at a time—each actual thought or feel-
ing paired with a participant’s corresponding inference of that thought
or feeling. Each of the ratings was made on a three—point scale (0 = essen-
tially different content; 1 = similar, but not the same, content; 2 = essen-
tially the same content). The WillMind program stored the ratings in a
form that facilitated subsequent data management. From a functional
standpoint, WillMind is identical to previous software programs
developed for the same purpose (see Ickes et al., 1990; Ickes & Trued,
1985).

The interrater reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for these empathic accu-
racy ratings was .89. A final accuracy score for each inference was calcu-
lated as the mean of all six raters’ similarity ratings. These ratings were
collapsed across all 30 inferences to compute an aggregated empathic
accuracy (EA) score for each participant. These scores were then divided
by 2 (the highest possible EA score per item) and multiplied by 100, re-
sulting in scores with a theoretical range from 0 to 100, which are easy to
interpret as a percentage—analogue measure.

Attentional Disengagement Scores. Of the 80 “participant videotapes,”
78 were coded by two independent raters for the total amount of time the
participant was looking away from the monitor while the stimulus tape
was playing. Two participant tapes were not used, because there was
not enough discernable videotape of the participants to accurately code
their behavior during the inference phase.

Of the 78 remaining participants, 72 were visible throughout the entire
empathic inference phase and six were visible for at least two-thirds of
their tapes. In these six cases, we extrapolated estimates of each partici-
pant’s total attentional disengagement by dividing each “looking away”
score by the proportion of time that the participant was visible to the
behavior raters.

The two raters used an electronic timer to record how long the partici-
pant was not looking at the monitor while the client tape was playing.
The interrater reliability coefficient for the attentional disengagement
scores was high, r = .98, p < .01. Accordingly, we averaged the scores
from both raters to compute the attentional disengagement scores for
each of the 78 participants that could be rated.
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RESULTS

In this section, we limit ourselves to describing the results that are di-
rectly relevant to the various predictions that we have made above. For
those who are interested, the descriptive statistics for each of the mea-
sures used in this study are reported in Table 1.

REPLICATION FINDINGS

As predicted, we replicated the most important finding reported by
Schweinle et al. (2002). There was a significant partial correlation be-
tween the participants’ bias to infer criticism or rejection (C/R-Obias) in
the stimulus target’s thoughts and feelings and the extent to which the
participants reported aggressing against their own wives, controlling
for the extent to which participants felt that their own wives were critical
or rejecting of them and their scores on the RDAS, r = .25, p < .05. This
finding discourages the conclusion that the relationship between the
men’s marital aggression and their C/R-O bias derives from either the
amount of criticism or rejection they encountered from their own wives
or from the perceived quality of their marital relationship.

We are able to report a multi-measure replication of the basic
Schweinle et al. (2002) finding using PMWI (Tolman, 1989) scores. The
correlation between participants’ scores on the emotional /verbal abuse
subscale and their C/R-O bias approached significance (r = .21, p <.075,
see Table 1). However, this was not the case with respect to the correla-
tion between the participants’ scores on the dominance/isolation
subscale and their C/R-O bias (r = .03, ns). This pattern of results sug-
gests that men’s bias to overattribute criticism or rejection to a woman is
related to their tendency to verbally and emotionally abuse their own
wives, but is not related to their tendency to dominate or isolate their
wives.

In the present study, the strength of the men’s C/R-O bias was not cor-
related with their accuracy in inferring the specific content of the ther-
apy client’s thoughts and feelings (r = .08, ns). It was, however, strongly
and negatively correlated with the men’s thematic accuracy (i.e. their abil-
ity to accurately determine when the therapy client really was [or was
not] having critical or rejecting thoughts or feelings) (r =-.55, p <.01). At
a more general level than we expected, then, this finding offers addi-
tional support for Schweinle et al.’s (2002) conclusion that men’s C/R-O
bias is implicated in the type of decoding deficit proposed by
Holtzworth—-Munroe (1992).
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MEDIATION ANALYSIS: FEELINGS OF CONTEMPT

We predicted that the men’s C/R-O bias would mediate the relation-
ship between the men’s affective responses to the therapy client and the
men’s wife—directed aggression. We found that only one negative affec-
tive response to the therapy client, contempt, appeared to be relevant to
the proposed hypothesis (see Table 2). The men’s feelings of contempt
were significantly related to the men’s CT-Aggression scores (r =.22,p <
.05) and to their C/R-Obias scores (r = .32, p <.01). These data are consis-
tent with Jacobson and Gottman’s (1998) finding that abusive husbands
display more contempt for their wives than do nonabusive husbands.
Further, contempt is commonly expressed as an emotional counter—con-
tagion mechanism (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994). Accordingly,
we conducted follow—up mediational analyses that focused on the
men’s reported feelings of contempt for the female therapy client.

To conduct these analyses, we followed Baron and Kenny’s (1986) rec-
ommendation that three steps are needed to test for possible mediation.
In carrying out these steps, we used OLS regression methods, which are
appropriate for analyses with continuous variables (see Figure 1).

Step 1: We established that the frequency of the men’s contempt for the
stimulus client was a significant predictor of the men’s CT-Aggression
scores (B = .22, p <.05). Step 2: We established that the men’s contempt
was a significant zero—order predictor of their level of C/R-O bias (f =
.32, p <.05). Step 3: We found that when the men’s contempt and their
C/R-O bias were successively entered in a model predicting the men’s
aggression, the standardized coefficient for the men’s contempt was no
longer significant (B = .15, ns), whereas their C/R-O bias score was ( =
.24, p <.05). This outcome is evidence that the men’s level of C/R-O bias
mediated the relationship between their feelings of contempt for the
therapy client and the men’s aggression against their own wives. This
conclusion is reinforced by the results of a Sobel test for mediation
(Sobel, 1982), which revealed that the mediation effect was significant (z
=1.69, p <.05).

MEDIATION ANALYSIS: ATTENTIONAL DISENGAGEMENT

Recall our prediction that the men’s C/R-O bias would also mediate the
relationship between the men’s attentional disengagement from the
woman in the psychotherapy tape and the men’s reported aggression
against their own female partners (see Figure 2).

To test this prediction, we again followed the steps outlined by Baron
and Kenny (1986). Step 1: We established that the men’s attentional dis-
engagement scores were significant predictors of the men’s CT-Aggres-



100" > yxe 10" > s 'SO” > dy ‘G20 > d } "9JON

[0 gl €L #xG€ S0 80— 74 80 HT Gl= AF-IMWJ
90° €= 20— 10— oL L0’ 10— gL 90— 40} 1d-IMWd
0 61— 0 T 60 ¥0— 60— qlL 60° 80— IMWd
€L L= S0 T 90— [40) - #«CC 6L 74 OAISSaIB3Y— | D
wx L€ L= PRRYAY 45 4 9l 10— 60— «£C +0C— Adeinooy oyreduwy
+0T #x0€8— 40} oL +1T— 40} 0Cc— #xCC *«€C 0 (selg O—¥/0) 9,4
+lLC— (N [40) 00 L [ +1T «EC~ L0— ¥0 P
Sunedun paayeun dnayledwAis peg pajen) paynsul  uaseyipul  1dwLluo)  PauIsdu0)  pakouuy

uoIssa188y pue ‘selg [eljualaju] ‘ADeINDDY [BIUSISBJU] JO SDINSESN PUe 10a)y JuedIdilied U9am]ag SUOIe[21I0D)

‘¢ 314vL

189



190 SCHWEINLE AND ICKES

sion scores (B = .25, p < .05). Step 2: We established that the men’s
attentional disengagement significantly predicted their C/R-O bias
scores (=.29, p<.01). Step 3: We found that the men’s attentional disen-
gagement was no longer a significant predictor of the men’s CT-aggres-
sion scores in a model that includes the men’s C/R-O bias as a predictor
(B = .17, ns), and the Sobel test for mediation (Sobel, 1982) was statisti-
cally significant (z = 1.74, p < .05). This pattern of results indicates the
men’s level of C/R-O bias also mediated the relationship between the
men’s attentional disengagement from the therapy client and the men’s
aggression against their own wives.

EXPLORATORY ANALYSES

To explore the processes that might lead to marital aggression in even
greater detail, we decided to conduct the following exploratory analy-
ses. These analyses could not be guided by empirical precedents, as no
previous studies have assessed husbands’ attentional disengagement
from women in addition to their C/R-O bias. However, because the fol-
lowing analyses might prove to be important for the development of the-
ory and for the design of future investigations, we present them with the
standard caveats about models whose structures were not predicted a
priori.

We wondered whether men’s feelings of contempt and attentional
disengagement might provide independent “mechanisms” by which
aggressive husbands can sustain their biased inferences in the face of a
woman’s bids for sympathy and understanding. To answer this ques-
tion, we added the interaction between the two centered (see Aiken &
West, 1991) predictors (contempt x disengagement) to the model
[F(3,77) = 4.3, p < .01]. The addition of the interaction term did not im-
prove the fit in comparison to the 2—predictor (contempt and attentional
disengagement) model [F(1,75) <1, 115; B mteraction = —02, £ ==.10, ns]. These
results lead us to propose that feelings of contempt for women and
attentional disengagement from women are independent mechanisms
by which maritally aggressive men can sustain their bias to overattribute
criticism and rejection to women’s thoughts and feelings.

Itis important to note that the present findings may or may not gener-
alize to the interactions between abusive husbands and their own wives.
For example, Johnson (1995) has argued that studies such as this one,
which use the Conflict Tactics Scale as a measure of wife—directed ag-
gression, tend to measure what is called “common couple violence”
(CCV), whereas other studies of known batterers typically involve a dif-
ferent form of violence known as “patriarchal terrorism” or “intimate
terrorism” (IT). IT is characterized by the men’s motivation to control
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their partners. Graham-Kevan and Archer (2003) found substantial em-
pirical support for this dichotomy in violence against women. And
given that, in the present study, (1) we found a significant relationship
between the men’s PMWI-Emotional/Verbal scores and their CR-O
bias scores but that (2) such a relationship did not exist between the
men’s Dominance/Isolation scores and their bias scores, it might indeed
be the case that men’s attentional disengagement, feelings of contempt,
and their C/R-O bias may relate to CCV rather than to IT.

However, both Johnson (1995) and Graham-Kevan and Archer (2003)
point out that common couple violence and intimate terrorism might
share common causes that can be conceptualized as continuous mea-
sures. Perhaps the continuous predictors and the causal structure pre-
sented in the present study are related also to IT. To test this possibility,
we used scores from the PMWI to determine whether the men’s aggres-
sion was controlling in nature. (The 23 items in the version of the PMWI
used in the present study correspond very closely with the scale items
used by Graham—-Kevan & Archer to determine whether wife-directed
aggression was CCV or IT.) First, we standardized the men’s CT-Ag-
gression scores and their PMWI scores. Next, we relocated them such
that neither distribution contained any negative scores. Finally, we mul-
tiplied the two standardized scores to create a proxy measure of IT, with
the highest scores going to the men who were the most aggressive and
also the most controlling.

The results revealed that the men’s C/R-O bias scores were signifi-
cantly related to their IT scores, 7 = .20, p < .05, suggesting that men’s
C/R-O bias may be general to both CCV and IT. Further, the men’s con-
tempt scores were significantly related to their IT scores, r = .24, p < .05,
and the correlation between the men’s attentional disengagement scores
and their IT scores approached significance, r = .19, p < .10. Finally, we
tested the possibility that men’s C/R-O bias mediates the relationship
between their feelings of contempt for women and their scores on our
proxy IT measure. The results approached significance, z = 1.64, p <.06,
suggesting that battering or abusive men’s contemptuous feelings for
women may serve as a means by which these men maintain the C/R-O
bias that is related to both types of wife—directed aggression.

SERENDIPITOUS FINDINGS

Because the present study was the first to measure the men’s affective re-
actions at each of the tape stops on the stimulus videotape, we were able
touncover an interesting relationship between the men’s affect and their
empathic (content) accuracy. Men who reported feeling more concern or
sympathy tended to more accurately infer the content of the therapy cli-
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ent’s thoughts and feelings at each of the tape stops, r(80) = .37, p <.001
(see Table 1). On the other hand, men who reported feeling uncaring at
the various tape stops were less accurate in their empathic inferences,
r(80) =-.31, p <.01 (see Table 1). These findings are among the first to es-
tablish a direct link between men’s emotional reactions to a woman and
their ability to accurately infer the specific content of her thoughts and
feelings.

We have already established that men’s attentional disengagement
plays a role in men’s wife directed aggression. It is therefore of major in-
terest tonote that the data further revealed that the men’s attentional dis-
engagement was (1) negatively related to the men’s relationship satis-
faction, r = —=.23, p < .05; (2) negatively related to the men’s ability to
discriminate between women’s CR and NCR thoughts and feelings, r =
-.27,p<.05; and (3) positively related to the strength of their C/R-Obias,
r=.29, p <.01. This pattern of correlations suggests that attentional dis-
engagement may be a centrally important behavioral marker of men
who are disposed to engage in wife—directed aggression.

DISCUSSION

The present study both replicated and extended the major findings re-
ported by Schweinle et al. (2002). In the following discussion, we con-
sider how these findings inform our understanding of aggressive
husbands’ interactions with women. We also consider the implications
of these findings for future research and intervention.

THE MEN’S C/R-O BIAS AND THEIR
WIFE-DIRECTED AGGRESSION

In the present study, we replicated the most important finding reported
by Schweinle et al. (2002), that husbands” aggression toward their own
wives was positively correlated with the strength of the husbands’
C/R-O bias. It is important to note that our study and the Schweinle et
al. (2002) study used different samples and somewhat different stimulus
materials. Yet, taken together, the results of these studies provide con-
verging evidence that the aggression displayed by maritally abusive
men probably derives in some measure from the social cognition of the
men themselves, and not necessarily from provocation by their female
partners. Maritally abusive men may provide their own “self-provoca-
tion” through their biased inferences that women are having more criti-
cal and rejecting thoughts and feelings than is really the case.
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THE ROLE OF THE MEN'S C/R-O BIAS
IN THE AFFECT-AGGRESSION LINK

The present study was designed to extend the findings of Schweinle et
al. (2002) by exploring the nature of men’s affective responses to a stimu-
lus tape in which a recently divorced woman talked about her ex-hus-
band. Consistent with our predictions, the men’s feelings of contempt
for the woman in the stimulus tape seemed to have served as a mecha-
nism by which the men were able to sustain their biased inferences about
the woman'’s presumed criticism and rejection. This appears to be an ex-
ample of emotional countercontagion (see Hatfield et al., 1994), in which
the men avoid identifying with and more accurately inferring women’s
expressed thoughts and feelings by experiencing a contrary,
nonsympathetic emotion instead of a sympathetic one.

It is impossible to conclude with certainty that the affective responses
of the participants originated from the female stimulus target or that the
participants’ reports were accurate representations of their affect. On the
other hand, there is reasonably compelling evidence that the men’s feel-
ings of contempt do not result in wife-directed aggression unless they
are accompanied by the biased attribution that a woman’s thoughts and
feelings are highly critical and rejecting.

The possible role of the men’s C/R-O bias in wife-directed aggression
may have implications for the treatment of maritally aggressive or abu-
sive men that deserve serious consideration. Therapeutic intervention
aimed at reducing abusive men’s C/R-O bias might be effective, al-
though it remains to be seen whether the C/R-O bias of maritally ag-
gressive men is amenable to therapeutic change. This is an important
direction for future research.

Future research should also consider the possibility that the present
findings might not generalize across all of the different types of abusive
husbands (see Holtzworth—-Munroe, 2000 for a concise review). For ex-
ample, findings by Holtzworth-Munroe, Meehan, Herron, Rehman and
Stuart (2000) would lead us to predict that, of the two major types of
male batterers, the dysphoric/borderline type should be more likely
than the antisocial type to exhibit the C/R-O bias. The reason for this
prediction is that the dysphoric/borderline men are the ones who are
characterized by fear of abandonment, insecure attachment, and de-
pendency. On the other hand, a contrasting interpretation is suggested
by the results of a study by Gottman and his colleagues (1995), who re-
ported that the antisocial batterers in their sample were the most con-
temptuous of their female partners and the least capable of empathy.
These findings raise the possibility that contemptuous feelings, a pro-
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nounced C/R-O bias, and deficits in empathy might characterize both
types of abusive husbands, although to differing degrees.

Because the present study was the first to measure the men’s affective
reactions at each of the tape stops on the stimulus videotape, we were
able to uncover an interesting relationship between the men’s affect and
their empathic (content) accuracy. Men who reported feeling more con-
cern or sympathy tended to more accurately infer the content of the ther-
apy client’s thoughts and feelings at each of the tape stops (see Table 2).
On the other hand, men who reported feeling uncaring at the various
tape stops were less accurate in their empathic inferences (see Table 2).
Future research in empathic accuracy can profit from using this or a sim-
ilar technique to more thoroughly probe the relationships between affect
and empathic accuracy. Research of this type should shed light on a
number of issues, including the hypothesized relationship between
emotional contagion (Hatfield et al., 1994) and empathic accuracy.

THE ROLE OF THE MEN'S C/R-O BIAS IN THE
ATTENTIONAL DISENGAGEMENT/AGGRESSION LINK

To the best of our knowledge, the present study was also the first to un-
obtrusively measure men’s “attentional disengagement” to a woman'’s
relationship concerns. The results indicated that the men’s attention to
the woman in the stimulus tape was related to the strength of the men’s
C/R-O bias as well as to their level of aggression against their own
wives. In addition, the results suggest that disengagement may be a
mechanism by which abusive men are able to avoid more accurate infer-
ences about the nature of women'’s thoughts and feelings, allowing them
to make biased inferences of criticism and rejection instead.

Further, the present findings suggest that men’s attentional disen-
gagement may be a central behavioral marker of the disposition toward
wife—directed aggression. It was related in our sample to lower marital
satisfaction, to inaccurate and biased inferences of women’s criticism
and rejection, and, ultimately, to increased wife—directed aggression.
These findings suggest another possible path for intervention. Perhaps
improving men’s attention to women’s expressions might improve the
men’s (and perhaps the wives’) relationship satisfaction and the men’s
inferential accuracy, and thereby reduce the possibility of marital ag-
gression and violence. We therefore recommend that marital aggression
researchers begin to routinely code this important behavior of
attentional disengagement in their observational research.

Finally, we considered the possibility that attentional disengagement
and contemptuous affective responses (i.e., emotional counterconta-
gion) might co-occur in maritally aggressive men. The data suggested,
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however, that these are independent mechanisms that can each sustain
the C/R-O bias of maritally aggressive men. Studies involving larger
samples and more varied stimulus materials may be needed to clarify
this issue.

SUMMARY

In summary, the present study provides some new and revealing in-
sights about the social cognition of maritally aggressive and/or abusive
husbands. Specifically, more aggressive husbands appear to be biased to
infer women’s criticism or rejection in instances when women do not ac-
tually harbor those sentiments. In addition, more aggressive husbands
appear to sustain this biased way of perceiving women through two in-
dependent mechanisms: emotional counter—contagion in the form of
contemptuous reactions to women, and attentional disengagement, in
which men “tune out” women'’s relationship-relevant expressions. In
essence, aggressive husbands have already pre—judged women’s
thoughts and feelings to be critical and rejecting, and they behave ag-
gressively to the extent that they can sustain this biased prejudgment
through feelings of contempt or by ignoring the cues that might reveal
what the woman actually thinks and feels.
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