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This study investigated circumstances in which romantic partners may be motivated to inaccurately
infer each other's thoughts and feelings. Dating couples rated and discussed pictures of opposite-sex
people with whom they might later interact in a dating context. Couples evaluated either highly
attractive persons or less attractive persons. As predicted, dating partners who were close, who were
insecure about their relationship, and who evaluated highly attractive opposite-sex persons displayed
the least empathic accuracy when they tried to infer each other's actual thoughts and feelings from
the videotape of the rating and discussion task. The effects of these variables were additive, and they
were mediated by the degree of perceived threat to the relationship. Theoretical implications of these
findings are discussed.

Delusions are as necessary to our happiness as realities.
—Bovee

But love is blind, and lovers cannot see
The pretty follies they themselves commit.

—Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice

Considerable attention has recently focused on empathic ac-
curacy—the extent to which partners in a relationship can ac-
curately infer each other's thoughts and feelings during an in-
teraction episode (Ickes, 1993b). Empathic accuracy has be-
come a focal construct because the degree to which partners
can accurately infer what each other is thinking and feeling is
presumed to be an indicator of several important facets of a
relationship, including its satisfaction, openness, quality of
communication, and overall functioning (Knudson, Sommers,
& Golding, 1980; Noller & Ruzzene, 1991; Sillars & Scott,
1983).

Recent studies have identified some of the factors that en-
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hance empathic accuracy. Relative to couples who avoid con-
flicts, couples who resolve conflicts in a direct and open fashion
tend to develop more accurate understandings of each other's
thoughts and feelings as their discussions unfold (Knudson,
Sommers, & Golding, 1980), perhaps because direct confron-
tation of problems permits new and diagnostic information to
become available. Individuals also tend to be more accurate at
judging the emotionally negative behaviors displayed by their
partners than the emotionally positive or neutral ones (Gaelick,
Bodenhausen, & Wyer, 1985), an outcome that probably re-
flects the greater salience and importance of negative informa-
tion in dyadic interactions. In therapy settings, the empathic
accuracy of perceivers tends to improve with increasing
exposure to clients, and the rate of improvement can be accel-
erated by providing perceivers with corrective feedback about
clients' actual thoughts and feelings (Marangoni, Garcia, Ickes,
& Teng, 1995). Same-sex friends tend to display greater em-
pathic accuracy than same-sex strangers, apparently because
they have more detailed, personal knowledge about each other
(Stinson & Ickes, 1992). Empathic accuracy in mixed-sex dy-
ads tends to be greater if people are more behaviorally involved
in the interaction, if perceivers have higher grade point averages,
if targets are more physically attractive, and if perceivers report
a larger percentage of partner-relevant thoughts and feelings
(Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, & Garcia, 1990).

Empathic Accuracy and Relationship Quality

At first glance, the relation between empathic accuracy and
relationship quality appears to be strangely inconsistent. Some
evidence indicates that empathic understanding and relation-
ship quality are positively associated (e.g., Kahn, 1970; Noller
& Ruzzene, 1991; Ruzzene, 1990), whereas other evidence
points to a negative link (e.g., Floyd, 1988; Gottman, 1979; Ko-
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walik & Gotlib, 1987; Sillars, Pike, Jones, & Murphy, 1984).
Evidence for a positive association includes: (a) Noller and
Ruzzene's (1991) finding that happily married couples tend to
be more accurate at identifying both the kind of affect experi-
enced by their partners during conflict episodes and their spe-
cific goals and intentions; (b) Ruzzene's (1990) finding that
people in relatively happy marriages are more accurate in judg-
ing the affect and intentions of their spouses; (c) Kahn's (1970)
finding that satisfied married couples, relative to dissatisfied
couples, have less discrepant interpretations of nonverbal com-
munication during interactions; and (d) clinical observations
that high levels of inaccuracy often characterize unhappy, dys-
functional relationships (see Gottman, 1979).

On the other hand, evidence for a negative association be-
tween empathic accuracy and relationship quality can also be
found. This evidence includes: (a) Sillars and Scott's (1983)
observation that, in studies focusing on high-conflict issues,
couples who are close and relatively happy display lower levels
of empathic accuracy than couples who are less close and rela-
tively unhappy; (b) the finding that greater accuracy concerning
partners' assessments of the importance of problems discussed
during an interaction is associated with more negative vocal
tone and more negative verbal statements (Sillars et al., 1984);
and (c) the finding that, compared to happily married couples,
unhappy couples tend to agree more closely with neutral ob-
servers regarding the extent to which messages conveyed during
their interactions are positive versus negative in tone (Floyd,
1988; Gottman, 1979; Kowalik & Gotlib, 1987).

The key to resolving this paradox may lie in an observation
advanced by Sillars et al. (1984): The relation between em-
pathic accuracy and relationship quality should be positive
when more mundane, less conflictive, or less threatening issues
to the relationship are the focus of discussion, but it should be
negative when more important, more conflictive, or more
threatening issues must be confronted. To state this proposition
metaphorically, empathic accuracy is like a sharp-edged tool
that can cut both ways. It can have a positive effect on relation-
ship quality when it is used to cut through the relatively trivial
misunderstandings and minor disagreements that surface in
any close relationship. Conversely, because it can evoke intense
negative feelings when it is used to uncover differences that
threaten the continued existence of a relationship, empathic ac-
curacy can at times exert a profoundly negative effect on rela-
tionship quality—cutting right to the exposed core of the part-
ners' pain and dissatisfaction.

A fascinating implication of this two-edged sword view of
empathic accuracy is the possibility that relationship partners
might, under some circumstances, be motivated to inaccurately
infer each others' thoughts and feelings in order to spare them-
selves—and their relationship—the undesirable consequences
that might otherwise result. Unfortunately, however, past re-
search has focused almost exclusively on conditions that en-
hance empathic accuracy; little, if any, research has systemati-
cally explored the conditions associated with decreased accu-
racy. Accordingly, a major goal of the present study was to
examine conditions in which empathic inaccuracy might occur
in the context of a close relationship in the service of relation-
ship maintenance.

Empathic Inaccuracy and Relationship Maintenance

Based on a comprehensive review of the interpersonal per-
ception literature, Sillars and Scott (1983) noted that biases in
interpersonal perception tend to occur when interactions are
highly stressful, when interactants experience strong positive or
negative emotions, and when the perceptual task is ambiguous
in nature (see also Fletcher & Kininmonth, 1991). In view of
these considerations, several theoretical perspectives suggest
predictions about the specific conditions in which relationship
partners should be most likely to display empathic inaccuracy.

As a rule, people should be motivated to misperceive the
thoughts and feelings of their partners if accurate perceptions
might threaten the stability of well-established, close relation-
ships (cf. Kelley, 1979). According to interdependence theory
(Kelley&Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut& Kelley, 1959), the stability
of a relationship depends on the extent to which it provides out-
comes better than those that could be found in the best alterna-
tive relationship. If dating partners are exposed to highly attrac-
tive, available alternative partners (i.e., those capable of raising
the comparison level for alternatives), the stability of their rela-
tionship should be threatened and they should attempt to de-
fend and maintain it.

Guided by interdependence theory, recent research on relation-
ship maintenance has revealed that people involved in relation-
ships appear to control and diminish their own attraction to desir-
able alternative partners by derogating the alternative partners'
personal attributes (Johnson & Rusbult, 1989) and their physical
attractiveness (Simpson, Gangestad, & Lerma, 1990). However,
no research to date has examined the perceptual processes associ-
ated with how people deal with their partner's attraction to alterna-
tive partners during actual dyadic interactions. According to a re-
lationship maintenance perspective, individuals should make less
accurate inferences about what their partner is thinking and feel-
ing when he or she evaluates highly attractive alternatives because
accurate inferences might destabilize the relationship, especially if
the partner is harboring strong, positive thoughts and feelings
about the desirability of the alternatives. Accordingly, we predicted
that when dating partners evaluate and discuss alternative part-
ners, couples who discuss highly attractive alternatives should dis-
play less empathic accuracy concerning each other's actual
thoughts and feelings than couples who discuss less attractive
alternatives.

When interactions focus on alternative partners, certain fea-
tures of the relationship in which partners are involved should
produce heightened perceptions of threat. The development of
closeness in a relationship requires the investment of consider-
able time, effort, and resources (Kelley et al., 1983), and the
dissolution of a close relationship often generates substantial
emotional distress (Berscheid, 1983; Simpson, 1987). Because
of this, partners who have a relatively close relationship (i.e., a
relationship in which they have strong, frequent, and diverse
impact on each other over time: see Kelley et al., 1983) should
be more threatened by the potentially destabilizing effects of
alternative partners. As a consequence, partners involved in
close relationships should be more strongly motivated to shield
themselves from the threats posed by alternative partners than
should partners involved in relationships that are less close. Ac-
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cordingly, we predicted that couples involved in close relation-
ships, relative to those who are less close, would display less
empathic accuracy when evaluating and discussing alternative
partners.

Perceived threat also should be greater among partners who
are insecure about the long-term stability of their relationship
(cf. Berscheid & Fei, 1977). Whereas relationship closeness re-
flects the extent to which an individual has strong, frequent, and
diverse emotional and behavioral ties to a relationship partner,
insecurity reflects the degree to which an individual is confident
that his or her partner is strongly bound to the relationship.
When couples who are insecure must discuss and evaluate al-
ternative partners, the vulnerability and tenuous nature of their
relationship should be accentuated. To diminish this strong and
unavoidable threat, insecure partners ought to /waccurately in-
fer the thoughts and feelings that their partner may be having
about alternative partners, because accurate assessments might
be too threatening and perhaps damaging to the relationship.
Thus, we predicted that insecure couples would display less em-
pathic accuracy when discussing alternative partners than se-
cure couples would.1

All three conditions—exposure to attractive alternatives,
greater closeness, and greater insecurity—should be associated
with greater perceived threat and, therefore, with less empathic
accuracy. Perceived threat and empathic inaccuracy should be
most pronounced when all three conditions are simultaneously
present in a relationship. Hence, we predicted that couples who
are close, insecure, and exposed to attractive alternatives would
display the least empathic accuracy, particularly when com-
pared to couples possessing the opposite constellation of
features.

It is important to emphasize that the biases underlying em-
pathic inaccuracy are likely to differ from person to person. In
response to threat, some people may display less empathic ac-
curacy because they underestimate the degree to which their
partner perceives opposite-sex alternatives to be appealing.
Other people may misdirect their attention toward features of
alternative partners that are less desirable than those to which
their partner is really attending. Still others might avoid making
any inferences that their partner is having thoughts or feelings
about alternative partners. Although each of these responses re-
flects a different source of empathic inaccuracy, they all should
serve the same function: to reduce the negative impact of
strong, external threats to the current relationship. Thus, we
offer no predictions about what specific kinds of misperceptions
should play a larger role in reducing empathic accuracy, and we
do not address this issue in the present investigation.

Another major unresolved issue concerns how empathic ac-
curacy relates to long-term relationship stability. Marital part-
ners who have incongruent perceptions of each other's attitudes,
role expectations, and self-perceptions tend to have poorly ad-
justed marriages (Dymond, 1954; Ferguson & Allen, 1978;
Murstein & Beck, 1972), and poor adjustment is a predictor of
divorce (Gottman, 1979). Most previous research, however,
has focused on the extent to which partners have concordant
impressions of each other in nonthreatening situations. When a
direct and unavoidable threat to the relationship must be han-
dled, empathic accuracy should not necessarily predict greater

relationship stability considering the potentially damaging
effects that accurate inferences might have.

However, relationship stability might be associated with the
level of disparity in empathic accuracy that exists between part-
ners. High levels of disparity should be indicative of a power
imbalance in the relationship (Ickes, 1993a; 1993b), and this
imbalance should have deleterious effects on the long-term sta-
bility of the relationship from the vantage point of both the
more accurate partner and the less accurate partner. If one part-
ner has substantially more insight into the other partner's
thoughts and feelings, the less accurate partner may feel and
indeed may be more vulnerable to cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral manipulation. Conversely, the more empathically
accurate partner may feel misunderstood—a situation that
could produce resentment and feelings of inequity in the rela-
tionship. In addition, pronounced disparity in empathic accu-
racy should make it more difficult for partners to feel that they
share (or eventually can share) important experiences with
each other, and this also might destabilize relationships (Ickes,
1993a; 1993b). Based on these considerations, we hypothesized
that dating partners who exhibit more similar (i.e., less
discrepant) levels of empathic accuracy should have relation-
ships that are more likely to endure over time.

In sum, this study tested two major hypotheses: (a) Dating
couples who are faced with a clear, unavoidable threat to their
relationship (i.e., having to evaluate attractive, opposite-sex
persons as potential dates), who have a close relationship, or
who are insecure about the future of their relationship, should
display less empathic accuracy during dyadic interaction. Em-
pathic inaccuracy should be greatest in relationships that pos-
sess all three attributes, and least in relationships that possess
none of them; (b) Dating partners who exhibit smaller dispari-
ties in empathic accuracy during the laboratory interaction
should be more likely to remain together over time.

Method

Overview

Dating couples evaluated the physical and sexual attractiveness of a
group of men and women who ostensibly were participants in a local
"dating pool." In Phase 1, the male and female members of 82 dating
couples completed questionnaires that assessed the closeness of their
relationship, their level of insecurity about its permanence, and other
relationship-based measures. In Phase 2, they jointly viewed a series of
slides during which the male partner rated 6 prospective female dates
according to their physical attractiveness and sexual appeal, and the
female partner rated 6 prospective male dates on the same dimensions.
After stating their numerical ratings aloud, the partners were asked to
discuss each stimulus person for 30 s. The couples viewed either highly

1 Recent research indicates that two major dimensions underlie ro-
mantic relationships: the extent to which partners are close and inter-
dependent and the extent to which they are emotionally insecure
(Simpson, Hebl, & Nations, 1994). The Relationship Closeness Inven-
tory (RCI; Berscheid, Snyder, & Omoto, 1989) is a central marker of the
first dimension, and the Insecurity Scale is a strong marker of the second
one. Thus, measures tapping each of these dimensions were used in the
present investigation.
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attractive stimulus persons or less attractive ones. While they rated and
discussed the slides, the couples were unobtrusively videotaped.

During Phase 3, the male and female partners independently viewed
the videotape in separate rooms, indicating at what points during the
interaction they experienced a thought or feeling, what it was, and
whether it was positive, neutral, or negative. Following this, each partner
was asked to view the interaction again, stopping the tape at each point
when their partner reported having had a specific thought or feeling. At
each stop point, the participant was asked to infer what her or his part-
ner had been thinking or feeling. Empathic accuracy scores were later
computed from these data. Four months later, during Phase 4, the dat-
ing partners were contacted by telephone to determine whether they
were still dating.

Participants

Eighty-two heterosexual dating couples (82 women and 82 men) par-
ticipated in a study on attraction and relationships. At least one member
of each couple was enrolled in introductory psychology at Texas A&M
University and received partial course credit for her or his participation.

Procedure

Phase 1. During Phase 1, the male and female members of each
couple responded to a large battery of self-report questionnaires in pri-
vate. The participants were assured that their partner would not be al-
lowed to see their answers, and they were asked to answer all questions
as accurately and honestly as possible. Embedded in the survey were
two measures gathered specifically for this study: (a) the Relationship
Closeness Inventory (the RCI: Berscheid, Snyder, & Omoto, 1989), and
(b) the Insecurity Scale (Fei & Berscheid, 1977). Available data support
the reliability and validity of both of these measures (see Berscheid et
al., 1989, and Fei & Berscheid, 1977).2 In the present sample, the in-
ternal consistencies for the full RCI (summed across all three
components) and the Insecurity Scale were .62 and .80, respectively.
Participants also indicated how long they had dated each other (in
months) and whether they were dating each other exclusively.

Phase 2. Once both members of each couple had completed the
questionnaire, they were reunited and led to an experimental room con-
taining a table, a slide projector, two chairs, and a viewing screen. They
were asked to sit in the two chairs, which faced the viewing screen. The
chairs were situated next to one another, approximately 18 inches (.5
m) apart. The experimenter then read the following instructions:

The next phase of this study involves rating photographs of indi-
viduals who have agreed to take part in a dating study. We already
have several personality measures from our volunteers, but we need
ratings of their physical attractiveness and sexual appeal. We are
asking dating couples to make these ratings because you, in effect,
are experts on dating. Due to the delicate nature of arranging dates,
we want to be as confident of our matches as possible. Later this
semester, we may ask you to conduct interviews with our dating
study volunteers. In the event you are asked, we would arrange
for you to privately interview one of your two most highly rated
individuals.

The experimenter emphasized that it was critical to the success of
the study for both partners to provide honest, accurate ratings of each
stimulus person, based on each partner's personal perceptions. The cou-
ples then viewed a series of 12 slides depicting 6 male and 6 female
undergraduates. Couples randomly assigned to the high-threat condi-
tion saw 12 individuals who were highly attractive. In reality, these indi-
viduals were college-age professional models. Couples randomly as-
signed to the low-threat condition saw 12 individuals who were some-

what less than average in attractiveness. The pictures of these
individuals were taken from a college yearbook. Within each condition,
the order of viewing (male partners rating slides of women first vs. fe-
male partners rating slides of men first) was counterbalanced. Because
preliminary analyses revealed that the order in which ratings were made
did not affect the results, this variable will not be discussed further.

The male and female dating partners rated all opposite-sex persons
on the dimensions of physical attractiveness and sexual appeal by stat-
ing both ratings aloud, after which they discussed what they liked and
disliked about each person with their dating partner. Specifically, when
the slide depicting each stimulus person appeared on the screen, the
experimenter asked the opposite-sex dating partner, "How physically
attractive do you find this person to be as a potential dating partner?"
and "How sexually appealing do you find this person to be as a potential
dating partner?" Both questions were answered aloud using 10-point
scales, anchored by 1 (not at all) and 10 (extremely). Following the
study, we aggregated the 12 ratings (the 6 physical attractiveness ratings
and the 6 sexual appeal ratings made by each dating partner) to create
a single global index of the stimulus persons' rated physical attractive-
ness and sexual appeal. This global attractiveness index was extremely
reliable, with Cronbach alphas of .96 and .95, respectively, for the male
and female dating partners.

When the appropriate partner had made the ratings, the experi-
menter recorded them and asked the couple for a brief discussion of the
ratings. The couple then proceeded to the next slide. Each slide re-
mained on the screen for 30 s. Once the initial task instructions had
been given, the entire procedure took approximately 6 min. During this
time, each couples' interaction was covertly recorded by a concealed
videocamera mounted in the corner of the room.

When the rating task was finished, the experimenter had the participants
complete a three-item manipulation check measure that assessed how
threatened they were by the stimulus persons their partners had evaluated.
Using a 9-point Likert-type scale anchored by 1 (not at all) and 9

2 Available evidence supports the reliability and validity of both the
RCI and the Insecurity Scale. In terms of reliability, each of the sub-
scales of the RCI are internally consistent, and the coefficient alpha for
the full RCI index is .62 (Berscheid et al., 1989). The RCI also has
high test-retest reliability over 3-5 week intervals (r = .82). In terms of
convergent and predictive validity, the RCI distinguishes between close
and less close relationships (Berscheid et al., 1989), it correlates with
several face-valid indicators of closeness (Berscheid et al., 1989), and it
predicts both long-term relationship stability (Berscheid et al., 1989;
Simpson, 1987) and the extent of postdissolution emotional distress
(Simpson, 1987). As for discriminant validity, the RCI is only moder-
ately correlated with measures of liking, loving, subjective closeness,
and the frequency with which various emotions are experienced in the
relationship (Berscheid et al., 1989).

The Insecurity Scale has high internal consistency (alpha = .91).
With regard to convergent validity, Fei and Berscheid (1977) have mar-
shaled evidence that people who score higher on the Insecurity Scale
report less current life satisfaction (r = -.33), score higher on the Janis-
Field Feelings of Inadequacy Scale (Hovland & Janis, 1959: r = .28),
and believe that their current romantic partners like them less (r =
—.35), love them less (r = —.27), and are less committed to the rela-
tionship (r = —.25). Highly insecure individuals also display more dis-
trust in their relationships, and people tend to score higher on the Inse-
curity Scale when reporting on serious relationships versus more casual
ones. In terms of discriminant validity, scores on the Insecurity Scale
do not correlate with measures of intelligence, scores on the Marlowe-
Crowne Social Desirability Scale (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964), depen-
dency on the partner, or respondents' age, birth order, gender, or paren-
tal income.
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(extremely), participants indicated the degree to which they felt threat-
ened, jealous, and upset while their partner did the rating task. Responses
to these three items were aggregated to form a composite manipulation
check measure of perceived threat (Cronbach alpha = .90).

All couples were then told that they had been videotaped. The exper-
imenter explained that they were not informed about the videotaping
prior to the study because such knowledge might have led them to in-
teract in an unnatural or atypical way. The dating partners were then
asked to give their informed consent for their videotapes to be released
for research purposes. It was made clear that if either of them did not
want the tape used for any reason, they could erase it themselves imme-
diately. No couple chose to do so. Participants then were informed that
the individuals they rated were not volunteers for a dating study, and
that neither partner would be asked to meet and privately interview one
of their two most highly rated individuals. We provided participants
with this debriefing information so they would focus their attention on
the Phase 3 thought and feeling tasks. We reasoned that participants
would provide more honest and accurate data in Phase 3 if they had
been fully debriefed and were not thinking about an impending interac-
tion with one of the stimulus persons.

Phase 3. In Phase 3, the participants were led to separate rooms
that each contained a VCR and a color monitor. Here, they indepen-
dently viewed the videotape of their interaction. Following procedures
used in previous empathic accuracy studies (e.g., Stinson & Ickes,
1992), participants were instructed to provide an accurate, honest, and
complete account of all the thoughts and feelings they had during the
rating task. In addition, participants were guaranteed that their partners
would not see their actual thought and feeling entries. These procedures
were designed to increase the likelihood that the thoughts and feelings
reported by both partners were accurate and uncensored.

The participants then viewed their interaction twice. During the first
viewing, each partner was asked to watch the tape and to stop it when
he or she remembered having had a specific thought or feeling at that
moment in the interaction. Following a procedure described by Ickes et
al. (1990), participants were instructed to: (a) write down each thought
or feeling on a standardized form that was provided; (b) indicate the
number of minutes and seconds into the interaction when each thought
or feeling occurred (using a timer that was displayed on the VCR); (c)
specify whether each entry was a thought or a feeling; and (d) state
whether each entry was positive, neutral, or negative in its overall emo-
tional tone. The participants were again assured that their partners
would not be shown any of their responses. The experimenter stayed in
the room long enough to establish that each participant followed the
procedure correctly, at which point she left. The men recorded a mean
of 12.7 thought and feeling entries (range: 5-30), and the women re-
corded a mean of 11.8 entries (range: 2-28).

After both partners had viewed the videotape once, they were given a
second set of thought/ feeling forms similar to the first ones. Although
this set contained each of the times at which their partner had reported
having a specific thought or feeling, it did not contain the contents of
those thoughts or feelings. The participants' task during this second
viewing of the tape was to: (a) record what they thought their partner
had been thinking or feeling at each of the times specified; (b) indicate
whether each inferred entry was a thought or a feeling; and (c) rate or
judge its overall emotional tone.

Following this assessment, both partners were thanked for their par-
ticipation and more fully debriefed. As in the earlier debriefing, they
were reminded that the individuals they rated were not part of a dating
pool, and that the study concerned the extent to which dating partners
could accurately infer each other's thoughts and feelings when exposed
to attractive versus less attractive opposite-sex persons. The reason for
the unobtrusive videotaping was carefully explained, and participants
were told that their videotapes would be seen only by trained research

assistants. No couple was allowed to leave until the experimenter was
convinced that both partners felt good about participating in the study
and fully understood why various procedures were followed.

Phase 4. Approximately 4 months later, an attempt was made to
recontact all participants by telephone. Both members of 79 dyads
(96% of the original sample) were successfully contacted. Participants
responded to a telephone survey that inquired, among other things,
about whether they were still dating the same partner. In particular, they
were asked: "When you participated in the study last fall, you were dat-
ing a person named [ name of dating partner]. Are you still dating this
person?" (answered either "Yes" or "No"). Both partners had to agree
about the current status of their relationship (still dating vs. no longer
dating) for their data to be used on this follow-up measure. Only one
couple did not agree about the current status of their relationship.

Construction of the Empathic Accuracy and Covariate
Measures

Two sets of measures were constructed from the participants' ratings
of the videotapes. The first set included the original and baseline mea-
sures of empathic accuracy from which the final, revised measure of
empathic accuracy was computed. The second set included measures of
two theoretically relevant covariates: the level of stress associated with
each thought or feeling reported by each participant during the slide
rating task (rated by four independent judges), and the relative ease
versus difficulty of inferring each thought or feeling from each partici-
pant's verbal and nonverbal behavior on the videotape (also rated by
four independent judges). As discussed in greater detail below, the two
covariate measures were collected to potentially rule out two alternative
explanations: (a) that the lower empathic accuracy of partners who
were close, insecure, and exposed to attractive alternatives was attribut-
able to higher levels of stress or tension in their thoughts and feelings
compared to other types of partners; or (b) that their lower empathic
accuracy was attributable to the fact that their thoughts and feelings
were more difficult to infer.

Empathic accuracy measures. Empathic accuracy was operation-
ally defined as the degree to which a dyad member's written description
of the inferred content of his or her partner's thought/feeling entry
matched the actual content of the sentence the partner had written
when reporting the thought or feeling. All of the actual and inferred
thought/feeling entries were typed into word processor files that pro-
vided the input to one of the programs in the COLLECT YOUR
THOUGHTS software package (Ickes et al., 1990). When this program
was run, each dyad member's actual thought/feeling entry appeared in
sequence on the top portion of the CRT screen, with the corresponding
inferred entry appearing directly below it. Separate copies of the soft-
ware (and the accompanying thought and feeling data) were given to six
independent judges who had been trained individually in its use. Each
judge compared the written content of each actual entry with that of the
corresponding inferred entry and rated the degree of similarity (i.e.,
content accuracy) using a 3-point scale ranging from essentially differ-
ent content (0), through somewhat similar, but not the same, content
(1), to essentially the same content (2) .3

With the six independent judges treated as items, the internal consis-
tency of this original measure of empathic accuracy was .93. A second

3 An examination of the thoughts and feelings of couples in the high-
threat condition revealed few instances in which one partner inferred
greater attraction to the stimulus person than was apparent in the other
partner's actual thoughts or feelings about the stimulus person. Thus,
misperceptions of this nature probably did not play a major role in re-
ducing empathic accuracy.
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software program was then used to compute the mean of the six judges'
similarity ratings for each actual-compared-with-inferred thought/
feeling entry. These means were summed across all of the actual/
inferred entry pairs within a given participant's protocol. The summed
values were then divided by the maximum number of accuracy points
that could be obtained for a given number of actual/inferred entry pairs
in order to derive an overall accuracy score that controlled for individual
differences in the number of entries/inferences reported. This last step
resulted in a global accuracy score that was conveniently rescaled so
that it had a possible range of .00 (total inaccuracy) to 1.00 (perfect
accuracy).

Following the logic and procedures described by Ickes et al. (1990),
a measure of baseline accuracy was similarly derived. Another program
in the COLLECT YOUR THOUGHTS software package was used to
randomly pair actual and inferred thought/feeling entries. A different
set of six independent judges made similarity ratings of these randomly
paired actual/inferred entries using the same software program de-
scribed above. With the six independent judges treated as items, the
internal consistency of this baseline measure of empathic accuracy was
.83. A revised measure of empathic accuracy was then computed by
subtracting the baseline accuracy score for each participant (i.e.,
perceiver) from the original global accuracy score for that participant.
This adjusted measure of empathic accuracy was used as the dependent
variable in the analyses reported below. It reflects the empathic accu-
racy of each perceiver that remains after removing a baseline compo-
nent which estimates the degree of accuracy that might be expected by
chance.

Stress measure. Four independent judges then reviewed all of the
actual thought/feeling entries and rated each one according to whether
it contained stress or tension. Ratings were made on a 2-point scale such
that 0 = no stress and 1 = stress. The interrater reliability computed
across all of the entries was .85. The judges' ratings for the stress content
of each thought/feeling entry were then aggregated and divided by the
total number of thought/feeling entries reported by each participant to
create a global stress index for each partner.

Inferential difficulty measure. Finally, four independent judges who
were not involved in the stress rating task watched each couple's video-
taped interaction and stopped the tape at each point when either the
male or the female partner reported having a thought or feeling. They
then read what the thought or feeling was and rated it according to how
difficult it would be for a perceiver (i.e., the partner) to accurately infer
its content. Ratings were made on a 2-point scale such that 0 = relatively
easy to infer this thought or feeling and 1 = relatively difficult to infer
this thought or feeling. The judges' ratings for each thought/feeling en-
try were then aggregated for each partner. Across all entries, the in-
terrater reliability was .97. We then divided the judges' ratings by the
total number of thought/feeling entries made by each participant to
create a global inferential difficulty index for each partner.

Results

Because the dyad members' responses were reliably corre-
lated (i.e., nonindependent) for nearly all of the measures used
in this study, we averaged the responses of the male and female
partners on each measure to create aggregated, dyad-level vari-
ables (see Kenny, 1988; Kenny & LaVoie, 1985). Except for
some repeated-measures analyses in which the male and female
partners' scores are treated as levels of a within-dyad variable,
all of the results reported below are dyad-level findings in which
the couple serves as the unit of analysis. It is important to note
that the two nonmanipulated independent variables—relation-
ship closeness and insecurity—were almost perfectly orthogo-

nal in this sample, regardless of whether they were treated as
continuous measures, r = -.08, ns, or as dichotomous ones, r =
-.05, ns.

Manipulation Checks

We hypothesized that the level of perceived threat during the
rating task would be greater for couples who (a) evaluated
highly attractive alternative partners, (b) were close, and (c)
were insecure about their relationship. To test this prediction,
we conducted a 2 (relationship closeness: high vs. low) X 2
(insecurity: high vs. low) X 2 (threat level of slides: high vs. low)
X 2 (gender: male vs. female) repeated-measures analysis in
which closeness, insecurity, and threat were treated as between-
dyad factors and gender was treated as a within-dyad factor. The
dependent measure was each partner's score on the three-item
measure of perceived threat.

As expected, three main effects emerged. Couples who evalu-
ated more attractive stimulus persons reported more perceived
threat during their discussions than did couples who evaluated
less attractive stimulus persons, Ms = 20.6 and 15.3, respec-
tively, F( 1, 74) = 5.58, p < .03. Couples who scored higher on
the RCI reported feeling more threat than did couples who
scored lower, Ms = 21.3 and 16.4, respectively, F{ 1,74) = 6.27,
p < .02. And couples who were more insecure reported more
threat than couples who were less insecure, Ms = 21.6 and 16.0,
respectively, F(l, 74) = 7.32, p < .01. These effects were addi-
tive, such that perceived threat was greatest in couples who were
close, insecure, and who evaluated highly attractive alternatives.
There were no interaction effects.

As an additional check on the success of our manipulated
threat variable, we examined participants' aggregated ratings of
the physical attractiveness and sexual appeal of the 6 stimulus
persons whom they evaluated during the slide rating task. Spe-
cifically, we conducted a 2 (relationship closeness: high vs. low)
X 2 (insecurity: high vs. low) X 2 (threat level of slides: high vs.
low) X 2 (gender: male vs. female) repeated-measures analysis
in which closeness, insecurity, and threat were treated as be-
tween-dyad factors and gender was treated as a within-dyad fac-
tor. The dependent measure was each partner's rating of the six
stimulus persons whom he or she evaluated (i.e., each partner's
score on the global physical and sexual attractiveness index).
Only one main effect emerged. Stimulus persons in the high-
threat condition were rated as significantly more physically at-
tractive and sexually appealing than stimulus persons in the low
threat condition, F( 1, 74) = 214.00, p < .0001. Breaking the
data down by gender indicated that the male participants who
viewed the more attractive set of women rated them higher (M
= 6.5) than did men who viewed the less attractive women (M
= 3.0), f(80) = 15.10,/x .0001. Similarly, female participants
who evaluated the more attractive men rated them higher (M =
6.3) than did women who evaluated the less attractive men (M
= 3.1), /(80) = 12.65, p < .0001. No effects emerged for either
closeness or insecurity, both Fs < 2.20, ns.

Because.lower empathic accuracy could result from system-
atic distortions in the mean ratings of stimulus persons provided
by certain couples (particularly those who were close, insecure,
and who evaluated attractive stimulus persons), we also con-
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ducted a series of planned contrasts on the physical/sexual at-
tractiveness index. Specifically, we tested whether the mean at-
tractiveness ratings provided by couples who were close, inse-
cure, and who saw attractive stimulus persons (M = 6.3)
differed from the means of couples in the other high-threat con-
ditions (i.e., high threat/less closeness/less insecurity: M = 6.3;
high threat/more closeness/less insecurity: M = 6.0; high
threat/less closeness/more insecurity: M = 6.6). No significant
differences were found, all ts < 1, ns. Thus, compared with other
couples who also were assigned to the high-threat condition,
couples who were closer and more insecure neither underesti-
mated nor overestimated the attractiveness of the stimulus per-
sons whom they rated. Any empathic inaccuracy displayed by
this group, therefore, probably does not stem from systematic
distortions in the ratings of the stimulus persons.

Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations for the Dyad-Level
Empathic Accuracy Index

Situational threat

High Low

Relationship status M SD M SD

High closeness/high insecurity
High closeness/low insecurity
Low closeness/high insecurity
Low closeness/low insecurity

5.1°
11.5C

8.7e

13.8"

7.9
9.6
7.8
7.9

11.9"
9.9"

13.7r

17.6"

6.9
5.2
/.6
9.4

Note. Number of dyads per cell:' = 13;b = 5; c = 13;d = 6; ' = 13; f =
h

Results for the Empathic Accuracy Measure

To test our primary hypotheses, we first conducted a 2
(relationship closeness: high vs. low) X 2 (insecurity: high vs.
low) X 2 (threat level of slides: high vs. low) X 2 (gender: male
vs. female) repeated-measures analysis in which closeness, in-
security, and threat were treated as between-dyad factors and
gender was treated as a within-dyad factor. The dependent mea-
sures were the male and female partners' scores on the empathic
accuracy index. Three main effects and a single two-way in-
teraction emerged (see Table 1 ).4

As the means in Table 1 indicate, couples in the high-threat
condition displayed less empathic accuracy than did couples in
the low-threat condition, F( 1,71) = 4.25, p < .05. Couples who
scored higher on the RCI showed less empathic accuracy than
couples who scored lower on it, F( 1,71) = 3.98, p < .05. And
couples who exhibited greater insecurity were less accurate than
couples who were more secure, F( 1, 71) = 5.22, p < .03. The
only significant interaction found was a Gender X Threat in-
teraction, which indicated that women were more empathically
accurate than men in the low-threat condition, whereas men
were more accurate than women in the high-threat condition,
F( 1, 71) = 9.86, p < .002. Tests for gender differences within
each condition revealed that the women displayed greater em-
pathic accuracy (M = 16.7) than the men (M = 10.7) in the
low-threat condition, /(54) = 2.09, p < .05. However, in the
high-threat condition, the men were marginally more accurate
(M= 11.6) than the women (M = 7.8), t{ 100)= 1.81,p<.08.

Planned Contrasts

We next conducted a series of planned contrasts (Kirk,
1982). Given that (a) none of the planned contrasts involving
empathic accuracy were qualified by interactions with gender,
and (b) the male and female partners' empathic accuracy scores
were nonindependent (r = .20, p < . 15) using the criterion rec-
ommended by Kenny and LaVoie (1985), we averaged the part-
ners' scores on the empathic accuracy index and conducted
three planned contrasts on this aggregated (i.e., dyad-level)
measure of empathic accuracy.

The first contrast pitted the empathic accuracy scores of cou-
ples who were high in closeness, high in insecurity, and exposed

to highly attractive opposite-sex persons (M = 5.1) against the
average empathic accuracy scores of all other couples in the
study (M = 12.3). This contrast revealed that couples who were
highly threatened, close, and insecure were reliably less accu-
rate during the rating task than couples who did not have this
specific configuration of attributes, t{ll) = 2.87, p < .01.

The second contrast compared couples who were close, inse-
cure, and situationally threatened with those who possessed the
opposite set of attributes (i.e., couples who were less close, less
insecure, and less threatened). This contrast revealed that
highly threatened, close, and insecure couples displayed mark-
edly less empathic accuracy (M = 5.1) than did couples with
the opposite set of attributes, M = 17.6, t{ 19) = 3.41, p < .01.

In a previous study, Ickes et al. (1990) examined the empathic
accuracy of opposite-sex strangers in an unstructured, weak situa-
tional context. Given that the same measure of empathic accuracy
was used in both the Ickes et al. study and the present study, the
empathic accuracy of opposite-sex strangers provides a reference
point against which the extent of empathic inaccuracy in the pres-
ent investigation can be gauged. Accordingly, the third contrast
compared the empathic accuracy scores of the high-threat/high-
closeness/high-insecurity couples in the present study against the

4 We also conducted a regression analysis in which the dyad-level
measure of empathic accuracy was treated as the dependent measure,
and situational threat (dichotomously coded), closeness (assessed by
continuous scores on the RCI), insecurity (measured by continuous
scores on the Insecurity Scale), and all two- and three-way interactions
served as predictors. Results nearly identical to those reported above
were found when regression techniques were used. Although closeness
and insecurity were analyzed as continuous measures in most of the
analyses described below (e.g., the Probit analyses and the mediation
analyses), closeness and insecurity were dichotomized, and repeated
measures analyses were conducted initially for two reasons. First, we
wanted to compare the level of empathic accuracy in various conditions
of this study with the level of empathic accuracy observed in previous
studies involving strangers, all of which have reported and analyzed cell
means for empathic accuracy (see Ickes et al., 1990). Comparisons
across different studies are necessary to gauge the relative level of em-
pathic accuracy that is occurring in a given social context. Second, the
use of a repeated measures analysis strategy was needed in order to con-
duct the hypothesized planned contrasts.
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average empathic accuracy scores of all of the mixed-sex dyads in
the Ickes et al. (1990) study. This contrast revealed that the high-
threat/high-closeness/high-insecurity couples displayed reliably
less empathic accuracy than did mixed-sex strangers in an un-
structured interaction setting, Ms = 5.1 and 15.9, respectively,

= 3.35,.p<.01.

Alternative Explanations

We predicted that couples who are highly close, insecure
about their relationship, and confronted with strong situational
threat should be most likely to display empathic inaccuracy in
order to insulate their relationships from destabilizing infer-
ences. Yet empathic inaccuracy might exist for reasons other
than defensive, motivationally based ones. For example, per-
ceivers may have difficulty accurately inferring the thoughts and
feelings of others if the verbal and nonverbal behaviors that oth-
ers display are difficult to read or interpret. If couples who are
close, insecure, and highly threatened provide each other with
behavioral cues that are difficult to interpret, the empathic in-
accuracy we observed may not stem from motivated inaccuracy
per se. Similarly, if such couples differ from other couples in the
level of stress or tension that is evident in their thought and feel-
ing entries, their empathic accuracy could be attenuated be-
cause higher stress might either distract their attention from the
verbal and nonverbal cues emitted by their partners or interfere
with complex inferential activity (cf. Schroder, Driver, & Streuf-
ert, 1967;Suedfeld&Tetlock, 1977).

To examine these possibilities, we conducted two analyses of
covariance in which relationship closeness (high vs. low), inse-
curity (high vs. low), and threat level of slides (high vs. low) were
between-dyad factors, gender (male vs. female) was a within-
dyad factor, and each partner's score on the empathic accuracy
index served as the dependent variable. In the first analysis, each
partner's score on the difficulty-of-inference index was treated
as the covariate; in the second analysis, each partner's score on
the stress index served as the covariate.

When scores on the difficulty-of-inference index were statisti-
cally controlled, two of the three main effects along with the single
two-way interaction reported above were still significant or mar-
ginally significant. Specifically, couples who evaluated more
threatening (i.e., attractive) stimulus persons still displayed less
empathic accuracy compared to couples who evaluated less
threatening persons, F( 1,69) = 5.72, p < .02. Couples who were
more insecure continued to be less empathically accurate than
couples who were more secure, although this effect was marginal,
F{ 1,69) = 3.72, p < .06. The third main effect for closeness was
slightly more attenuated, F( 1, 69) = 2.07, p < .16. The Gender
X Threat interaction—in which women were more empathically
accurate than men in the low-threat condition, but men were more
accurate than women in the high-threat condition—remained re-
liable, F( 1,69) = 9.42, p < .OO3.5

When scores on the stress index were controlled for, two of the
three main effects and the lone two-way interaction remained
significant or marginally significant. Couples who were more
insecure continued to exhibit less empathic accuracy, F( 1, 67)
= 4.88, p < .04. Couples who were closer displayed marginally
less accuracy, F( 1, 67) = 3.06, p < .09. And couples who eval-

uated more attractive stimulus persons were less accurate, al-
though this effect was marginal, F{ 1, 67) = 2.74, p = .10. The
Gender X Threat interaction also remained reliable, F{ 1, 67)
= 6.81,p<.02.«

The Gender X Threat Interaction: A Closer Look

To clarify the nature of the Gender X Threat interaction for
empathic accuracy, we examined its relationship with the two
covariates: participants' difficulty of inferring the thoughts and
feelings reported by their dating partners and the level of stress
evident in their own thoughts and feelings during the rating
task. Accordingly, we conducted two additional 2 (relationship
closeness: high vs. low) X 2 (insecurity: high vs. low) X 2 (threat
level of slides: high vs. low) X 2 (gender: male vs. female) re-
peated-measures analyses in which closeness, insecurity, and
threat were between-dyad factors and gender was the within-
dyad factor. In the first analysis, the partners' scores on the
difficulty-of-inference index were the dependent measures; in
the second analysis, the partners' scores on the stress index were
the dependent measures.

When the difficulty-of-inference index was the dependent
measure, a marginally significant main effect emerged for situ-
ational threat, indicating that the partners' thoughts and feel-
ings were judged by raters as somewhat more difficult to infer in
the high-threat condition than in the low-threat condition, F( 1,
69) = 2.87, p <. 10. The Gender X Threat interaction, however,
was not significant, F( 1, 69) < 1, suggesting that difficulty-of-
inferences was not a plausible mediator of this interaction
effect.

When the stress index was the dependent measure, couples
who were assigned to the high-threat condition, F(l , 67) =
9.94, p < .005, and who were closer, F( 1, 67) = 6.19, p < .02,
reported thoughts and feelings that reflected more stress or ten-
sion, as judged by raters. In addition, the Gender X Threat in-
teraction was significant, F{ 1, 67) = 7.58, p < .01. The pattern
of means indicated that women experienced somewhat less
stress {M = 7.4) than did men {M = 11.3) in the low-threat
condition, whereas women experienced slightly more stress (M
= 14.2) than men (M = 12.4) in the high-threat condition.
These findings suggest that the stress level of the perceiver was a
possible mediator of the Gender X Threat interaction effect.

5 Correlational analyses revealed that female partners were less em-
pathically accurate when the thoughts and feelings of their male part-
ners were rated as more difficult to infer, r = —.32, p < .01. There was
no significant association, however, between the empathic accuracy dis-
played by the male partners and the extent to which the thoughts and
feelings of their female partners were difficult to infer, r = —.10, ns.
These correlations were not significantly different in magnitude, z =
1.42, ns.

6 Similar to the inferential difficulty analyses, female partners were
less empathically accurate when the thoughts and feelings of their male
partners were rated as containing greater stress, r = —.24, p < .05. How-
ever, no association emerged between empathic accuracy displayed by
male partners and the extent to which the thoughts and feelings of their
female partners were rated as containing stress, r = .07, ns. The differ-
ence between these correlations proved to be marginally significant, z -
1.93,p<.10.
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Viewed as a pattern, these results indicate that the decline in
empathic accuracy experienced by women in the high-threat
condition did not occur because the thoughts and feelings of
their male partners were more difficult to infer. Although
women in the high-threat condition did evidence greater stress,
it is important to note that the Gender X Threat interaction
remained reliable even when participants' level of stress was sta-
tistically controlled. Our subsequent analyses, therefore, cen-
tered on the most plausible and theoretically interesting media-
tor: the degree of perceived threat reported by dating partners.

Mediation Analyses

We hypothesized that the effects of the three independent
variables on empathic accuracy should be mediated by the level
of perceived threat that participants felt during the rating and
discussion task. To test for this mediation, we performed a series
of path analyses using the LISREL 7 program (Joreskog & Sor-
bom, 1989). The exogenous variables in these analyses were the
dyad-level measures of closeness, insecurity, and experimen-
tally manipulated threat.7 The endogenous variables in the first
set of analyses were the dyad-level measures of perceived threat
and empathic accuracy. When perceived threat was not allowed
to serve as the mediator between the three independent vari-
ables and empathic accuracy, all of the paths from the indepen-
dent variables to empathic accuracy were significant or margin-
ally significant, but the model provided a rather poor fit to the
data, x2 (4) = 30.98, p < .0001, goodness-of-fit index = .88,
Adjusted goodness-of-fit index = .57. As indicated in Figure 1,
when perceived threat was introduced as the mediator, all paths
were significant and the fit improved considerably, x2 (3) =
6.36, ns, goodness-of-fit index = .97, Adjusted goodness-of-fit
index = .85. We then calculated the chi square value forthe null
model in which all paths were set to 0. The normed fit index
(the NFI: Bender & Bonett, 1980) indicated that the mediation
model fit the data fairly well, NFI = .86.

Additional analyses were conducted to determine whether ei-
ther the inferential difficulty index or the stress index mediated
relations between the three independent variables and empathic
accuracy. Path analyses using LISREL 7 revealed that the infer-
ential difficulty index was not a good mediator, x2 (3) = 11.13,
p < .02, goodness-of-fit index = .95, adjusted goodness-of-fit
index = .75. The stress index, however, was a fairly good medi-
ator (x2 [3] = 5.33, ns, goodness-of-fit index = .97, adjusted
goodness-of-fit index = .87), providing a much better fit com-
pared to when it was not allowed to serve as a mediator, x2 (4)
= 25.17, p < .0001, goodness-of-fit index = .90, adjusted good-
ness-of-fit index = .63. Next, we calculated the null model and
found that the Bentler and Bonett index confirmed this conclu-
sion, NFI = .88.

Given these findings, we then tested whether perceived threat
mediated relations between the three independent variables and
empathic accuracy, even when participants' level of stress was
statistically controlled. To accomplish this, we partialed scores
on the stress index from the relations between empathic accu-
racy, perceived threat, and the three independent variables.
When the effect of stress was statistically controlled, the fit of
the model in which perceived threat was treated as a mediator

Interdependence
(Closeness)

Experimental ,
Threat

Insecurity

7
Perceived
Threat

Empathic
Accuracy

Figure 1. Standardized betas are presented. *p< .05. **p<.01.

actually improved slightly, x2 (3) = 4.33, ns, goodness-of-fit
index = .98, adjusted goodness-of-fit index = .89. Although de-
finitive conclusions cannot be drawn from these analyses, they
are consistent with the hypothesis that perceived threat medi-
ates the links between the three independent variables and em-
pathic accuracy, and that it does so independently of stress.
These results suggest that perceived threat and stress may both
be important mediating variables that reduce empathic accu-
racy via different routes.

Relationship Stability

Four months after the laboratory task, both partners of each
dyad were contacted by telephone and asked whether they were
still dating one another. Of the 78 couples who were reached and
who agreed about the status of their relationship, 60 couples
were still dating and 18 had disbanded. We first conducted a
Probit analysis in which relationship stability (coded 1 = still
dating and 0 = no longer dating) was the dependent measure,
and situational threat, closeness (the continuous dyad-level
measure), and insecurity (the continuous dyad-level measure)
served as predictors. The results revealed that couples who were
closer, F( 1, 73) = 5.54, p < .01, and who were less insecure,
F( 1,73) = 3.69,p < . 10, were more likely to be dating at follow-
up, although the effect for insecurity was marginally significant.
No other significant main effects or interactions emerged.

We next tested the hypothesis that couples who displayed
more similar levels of empathic accuracy should be less likely
to break up. Preliminary analyses indicated that among couples
who were still dating, the correlation between the empathic ac-
curacy scores of the male and female partners was positive and
reliable, r = .29, p < .05. For couples who had broken up, there
was a nonsignificant, negative correlation between the partners'
empathic accuracy scores, r = - . 10, ns. To test whether greater
similarity predicted long-term relationship stability, we con-
ducted another Probit analysis following recommendations for

7 Because the level of threat in the laboratory task was dichotomous
(i.e., high or low), we calculated point-biserial correlations between
threat and the other continuous measures prior to conducting the path
analyses. This allowed us to estimate what the relations between threat
and the other measures would have been if threat had been a continuous
measure.
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testing discrepancy scores proposed by Cohen and Cohen
(1983). Specifically, we entered the three independent variables
(threat, closeness, and insecurity) as a block at Step 1, the fe-
male partner's empathic accuracy score at Step 2, and the male
partner's empathic accuracy score at Step 3. If the variable en-
tered in the last step (male empathic accuracy) significantly
predicts relationship stability when the preceding predictor
variable (female empathic accuracy) is partialed out, the dis-
crepancy between these two measures is significant. The results
revealed that male scores on the empathic accuracy index sig-
nificantly predicted relationship stability when entered in the
final step, F( 1, 73) = 4.12, p < .05. Thus, partners who were
more similar to each other in empathic accuracy during the
laboratory interaction were more likely to be dating 4 months
later.

To determine whether the absolute level of empathic accu-
racy forecasted relationship stability, we also conducted a
Probit analysis in which relationship stability was the depen-
dent variable and the dyad-level measure of empathic accuracy
was the predictor. No effect emerged, F < 1, ns. In fact, the
point-biserial correlation between relationship stability and ab-
solute level of empathic accuracy was r = .00. Hence, couples
who were more empathically accurate during the laboratory
task were neither more nor less likely to disband compared to
couples who exhibited less empathic accuracy.

None of the 13 couples in the high situational-threat/high-
closeness/high-insecurity condition had broken up at follow-
up, whereas the breakup rate for couples in the other conditions
averaged 28%. To determine whether the breakup rate was sig-
nificantly less among couples in the high-threat/high-
closeness/high-insecurity condition compared to couples in all
other conditions, we conducted a chi-square test in which the
occurrence of dissolution for couples constituting each "group"
was the dependent measure (see Hays, 1981). The results indi-
cated that the breakup rate was significantly lower for couples
in the high-threat/high-closeness/high-insecurity condition
compared to all other couples, x2( 1) = 4.68, p < .05. Thus, in
line with a motivated inaccuracy interpretation, couples who
were closer, more insecure, and who evaluated more attractive
stimulus persons were relatively more likely than other couples
to still be dating 4 months later.

Discussion

In the present study, we investigated conditions in which dat-
ing partners might be motivated to /^accurately infer each oth-
er's thoughts and feelings. Dating partners who were close, inse-
cure about their relationship, and required to evaluate highly
attractive opposite-sex persons in each other's presence dis-
played the least empathic accuracy when they attempted to in-
fer each other's thoughts and feelings. These effects were medi-
ated by the degree to which partners felt threatened during the
rating task. The mediational effect of perceived threat on em-
pathic accuracy was not attributable to the amount of stress
evident in dyad members' thoughts and feelings or to the ease
with which their thoughts and feelings could be inferred from
their behavior. Finally, partners who displayed similar (as op-
posed to divergent) levels of empathic accuracy in the rating

task were more likely to be dating 4 months later, whereas the
absolute level of couples' empathic accuracy was unrelated to
long-term relationship stability.

The Case for Motivated Inaccuracy

Researchers have only begun to explore the conditions that
promote empathic inaccuracy in relationships. The present
findings suggest one set of conditions that may generate moti-
vated inaccuracy in romantic relationships. Although it is pre-
mature to claim that the case for motivated inaccuracy is de-
finitive, six lines of argument are consistent with this interpreta-
tion. First, in addition to the nonmanipulated variables of
relationship closeness and relationship insecurity, the experi-
mentally manipulated variable of situational threat produced
decrements in empathic accuracy. According to a motivated in-
accuracy perspective, strong situational threat should act as the
primary motivational impetus that triggers perceptions of
threat which, in turn, should impair empathic accuracy. The
results of our path analysis confirm each of the conjectured
links in our model.

Second, our experimental procedures were designed to mini-
mize the likelihood that empathic inaccuracy could have re-
sulted from participants' censoring or failing to report their ac-
tual thoughts and feelings about the stimulus persons. Couples
were explicitly instructed to be as accurate as possible, both in
publicly making their attractiveness ratings of the stimulus per-
sons and in privately recording their thoughts and feelings. For
couples in the high-situational-threat condition, the mean at-
tractiveness ratings made by couples who should have been
most daunted by the rating task (i.e., couples who were close
and insecure) did not differ from the mean attractiveness rat-
ings made by other couples. Similarly, for couples in the low-
situational-threat condition, the mean attractiveness ratings did
not differ between any of the cells. Decrements in empathic ac-
curacy, therefore, do not seem to be a result of systematic dis-
tortions in the ratings made by different types of couples. A
more plausible explanation seems to be motivated inaccuracy,
which locates the source of empathic inaccuracy in the perceiv-
er's biased inferences rather than in the partner's biased
reporting.

Third, among couples in the high-situational-threat condi-
tion, there were relatively few instances in which one partner
inferred greater attraction to the depicted stimulus person than
was apparent in the other partner's actual thoughts or feelings.
Misperceptions in the direction of overestimated attraction,
therefore, were not a significant source of empathic inaccuracy.
Clearly, misperceptions should not heighten perceived threat if
motivated inaccuracy is operating.

Fourth, if motivated inaccuracy is occurring, perceived
threat should mediate the relations between empathic accuracy
and the independent variables used in this study. Our path anal-
yses confirmed this mediation. They also revealed that the me-
diational effect of perceived threat was independent of both the
level of stress apparent in dating partners' thoughts or feelings
and the ease with which their thoughts or feelings could be ac-
curately inferred. Hence, dating partners who were closer, more
insecure, and faced with strong situational threat were not more
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inaccurate simply because they experienced greater stress or be-
cause their partners' thoughts and feelings were more difficult to
infer. In accord with a motivated inaccuracy perspective, their
greater inaccuracy derived in large part from heightened per-
ceptions of threat.

Fifth, the follow-up data indicated that the subset of couples
who displayed the least empathic accuracy in the laboratory
task were more likely than other couples to still be dating 4
months later. This finding suggests that when accurate infer-
ences about a partner's current thoughts or feelings might de-
stabilize or undermine an existing relationship, greater em-
pathic inaccuracy may actually enhance relationship stability.
The potential benefits of empathic inaccuracy, however, may be
limited to circumstances in which threat to a relationship is
strong and cannot be easily ignored, averted, or discounted.

Sixth, the empathic accuracy exhibited by couples who were
closer, more insecure, and exposed to highly attractive others is
substantially lower than that found in any of the previous em-
pathic accuracy studies, despite the fact that most of these stud-
ies examined the empathic accuracy of total strangers (see
Ickes, 1993b). Why should well-acquainted dating partners dis-
play significantly less empathic accuracy than opposite-sex
strangers unless they were motivated to inaccurately perceive
each other's thoughts and feelings? Considering all of the avail-
able evidence, the most plausible and parsimonious explanation
appears to be that dating partners were motivated to disregard,
misinterpret, or distort the content of each other's actual
thoughts and feelings as a function of the perceived threat to
their relationship.

Two Mediators of Empathic Inaccuracy in Women?

An unanticipated Gender X Threat interaction effect
emerged for the empathic accuracy measure. Women displayed
greater empathic accuracy than men when couples evaluated
less attractive alternative partners, but men displayed slightly
greater accuracy than women when highly attractive alterna-
tives were rated. This interaction was driven primarily by the
greater empathic accuracy of women in the low-threat condi-
tion relative to women in the high-threat condition. Subsequent
analyses within the high-threat condition revealed that women
did not report more perceived threat than men. Moreover,
women in the high-threat condition did not have dating part-
ners whose thoughts and feelings were more difficult to infer
compared to women in the low-threat condition, yet their
thoughts and feelings did convey more stress.

These findings suggest that decrements in empathic accuracy
for men were predominately in response to perceived threat,
whereas decrements for women were independently affected by
both perceived threat and stress. That is, two independent fac-
tors seem to have produced the lower level of empathic accuracy
displayed by women in the high-threat condition. Besides the
impairing effects of perceived threat, heightened stress can re-
duce empathic accuracy by drawing perceivers' attention away
from the verbal and nonverbal cues emitted by partners or by
impeding complex inferential thought processes after cues have
been encoded (Schroder et al., 1967; Suedfeld & Tetlock,
1977).

Why were higher levels of stress evident in the thoughts and
feelings of women in the high-threat condition? One possibility
is that women might have found the rating task to be more awk-
ward and uncomfortable. Relative to men, women usually take
a more active role in maintaining romantic relationships (cf.
Surra & Longstreth, 1990). Because of this, women may be less
inclined to openly express their views about desirable alterna-
tive partners in the presence of their current partner, and they
may feel more uncomfortable doing so. These conjectures await
future research.

Relationship Stability and Similarity in Empathic
Accuracy

The relationship "stability results revealed that dating part-
ners who displayed more similar (i.e., positively correlated) lev-
els of empathic accuracy were more likely to still be dating at 4-
month follow-up. Why should similarity in empathic accuracy
enhance relationship stability? Several possibilities exist. First,
to the extent that the perception of equity strengthens most re-
lationships (see Backman & Secord, 1966; Walster, Berscheid,
& Walster, 1973), pronounced inequities in empathic accuracy
could destabilize relationships by creating corresponding ineq-
uities in feeling understood by one's partner, feeling vulnerable
to emotional exploitation by one's partner, or feeling that
different levels of commitment or investment exist in the rela-
tionship (Ickes, 1993a; 1993b). Second, disparities in empathic
accuracy might reflect flawed intersubjectivity in relationships,
a situation in which partners cannot bring their individual un-
derstandings into synchrony with each other (Ickes, 1993b;
Ickes & Simpson, in press). Both of these processes should con-
tribute to greater instability in the relationships of partners with
dissimilar levels of empathic accuracy.

Another major question for future research involves whether,
or the extent to which, psychological mechanisms that produce
motivated inaccuracy operate at the level of conscious aware-
ness. It is conceivable that the selective information processing
which takes place in conditions of high threat may occur outside
of conscious awareness. Because perception is governed by cog-
nitive processes that operate at different levels of awareness yet
are under the same central regulative control, Erydeli (1974)
has suggested that many psychological processes associated
with perceptual defense and vigilance should occur at sublimi-
nal levels of awareness. Using computer simulations, Hinton
(1992) has recently modeled how perceptual selectivity could
operate subconsciously at the level of neural networks within
the brain. Evidence that motivated inaccuracy stems from sub-
conscious processes would lend support to the proposition that
motivated inaccuracy operates as a psychological mechanism
serving a primary defensive function: to sidetrack or minimize
conscious perceptions of threat to an existing relationship.

Conclusions and Caveats

The present study has a number of features that limit the
scope of its conclusions. First, although the extent of threat was
manipulated to be either high or low, evaluating opposite-sex
persons according to their physical and sexual attractiveness in
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front of one's dating partner should have been an awkward and
relatively stressful experience, even for couples who evaluated
less attractive persons. The effects reported above, therefore,
may be confined to stressful contexts. Second, because two in-
dependent variables could not be manipulated (relationship
closeness and relationship insecurity), causal conclusions apply
to only the manipulated independent variable—situational
threat. Due to ethical and practical considerations, we did not
attempt to manipulate relationship attributes. Third, it is not
possible to determine whether empathic inaccuracy occurred
because individuals were motivated to protect themselves (e.g.,
their self-esteem or self-worth) or the stability of their relation-
ship. Indeed, individuals may have experienced threat from
both sources, which are often naturally confounded (see Aron,
Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991). These caveats notwithstanding,
the present investigation opens new and exciting avenues for fu-
ture research on the origins, the nature, and the multifaceted
functions that motivated inaccuracy may serve in romantic
relationships.
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