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Abstract
The current research examined how intimate partners’ affect is related, on a moment-to-moment
basis, to their level of empathic accuracy during conflict interactions. To this end, we analyzed
data from two laboratory-based studies (n = 155 and n = 172 couples) in which couples
participated in a conflict interaction task, followed immediately by a video-review task during
which they reported on their own feelings and thoughts and inferred those of their partner at
different moments in the interaction. We found that the partners’ affective similarity — for both
positive (Study 1 & 2) and negative affect (Study 2) — was related to greater perceiver empathic
accuracy for both the partner’s feelings (Studies 1 & 2) and the partner’s thoughts (Study 2).
The data from Study 2 also revealed a complementary effect: lower levels of empathic accuracy
for feelings at moments of affective dissimilarity between the partners (i.e., when a perceiver
was feeling positive while his/her partner was feeling negative).
Key words: affect, empathic accuracy, affective similarity, conflict, intimate

relationships
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Associations between Affect and Empathic Accuracy
during Conflict Interactions in Couples

Accurately understanding one’s partner’s feelings and thoughts during ongoing
interactions (i.e., empathic accuracy; Ickes et al., 1990) is assumed to play an important role in
how conflict or differences of opinion are dealt with within couples’ interactions (Sillars et al.,
2000). More specifically, higher levels of empathic accuracy in couples during conflict tends
to foster adequate problem-solving and accommodative behavior (Kilpatrick et al., 2002; Sened
et al., 2020).

However, the task of accurately inferring the continuous stream of feelings and thoughts
of one’s partner when discussing a relational stressor can be challenging, as conflict episodes
between partners are often quite emotionally charged (Berscheid & Ammazzalorso, 2001;
Schoebi & Randall, 2015). Because affect! is known to influence cognitions in multiple ways
(for a review, see Forgas & Eich, 2013), empathic inferences will probably be influenced by
the partners’ affective states. Indeed, in some studies affect has already been found to be
associated with empathic accuracy (e.g., Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019; Devlin et al., 2014; Howland
& Rafaeli, 2010). Despite the promising nature of these findings, existing studies have, for the
most part, been conducted outside the context of relationship conflict in intimate relationships,
and they do not fully capture the dyadic interdependence and the ongoing temporal dynamics
of affect and empathic accuracy.

Additional research is therefore needed to determine the role of the partners’ affect in
empathic accuracy during conflict. In examining this association, it is important to bear in mind
that empathic accuracy is an interpersonal process (Ickes et al., 1990) involving the affect of

both partners in the interaction. Consequently, the perceiver’s affect, the target’s affect (the

! The terms affect and emotion, although sometimes interpreted in different ways, are used
interchangeably.
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person whose feelings and thoughts are inferred), and their interaction could potentially
influence the perceivers’ empathic accuracy.

Accordingly, the current study sought to clarify how a person’s own affect (perceiver
affect) as well as their partner’s affect (target affect) and the interaction between their affect
is associated with their level of empathic accuracy from moment to moment during conflict
interactions. In what follows, we provide some background on these major features of the
current investigation.
The Perceiver’s Affect and Empathic Accuracy

First, many studies have supported the idea that there is an affect-congruent influence
on cognition, meaning that the content and valence of one’s cognitions are likely to match one’s
current affective state (for a review, see Forgas & Eich, 2013). This phenomenon implies that
there could be an affect-congruent influence on empathic inferences (e.g., the perceiver’s
negative affect leading the perceiver to making more negative inferences), which could either
promote or inhibit empathic accuracy depending on the affect of the target.

Affect can also influence how people process information (Fiedler, 2001; Forgas &
Eich, 2013) and therefore impact their performance on certain tasks (Matovic & Forgas, 2018).
In tasks relying mainly on automatic processing (Bargh, 1994) positive affect has been related
to increased accuracy (Ambady & Gray, 2002), whereas in tasks that require more detailed
processing, negative affect seems to be more beneficial (e.g., Forgas & East, 2008). Because
research has demonstrated that systematic thought, rather than intuition, produces greater
accuracy (Ma-Kellams & Lerner, 2016), one might predict that negative affect could foster
greater empathic accuracy in couples.

Another theoretical view, the empathy-amplification hypothesis, states that positive
affect should be associated with greater levels of empathy (Devlin et al., 2014). Because

empathic accuracy can be viewed as a specific (cognitive) form of empathy (Verhofstadt et al.,



AFFECT AND EMPATHIC ACCURACY DURING CONFLICT 5

2016), one might predict that positive affect would be related to heightened empathic accuracy
in intimate relationships.

There are also reasons to believe that negative affect might harm empathic accuracy
during couples’ conflict interactions. Negative affect might point to the presence of
(relationship) threat in the interaction, which has been found to lead to empathic inaccuracy
(Simpson et al., 1995). Although the empathic accuracy model (Ickes & Simpson, 1997, 2001)
is based on this assumption, there is some evidence that does not support this hypothesis
(Hinnekens et al., 2018).

The competing predictions noted above do not allow us to derive unequivocal
predictions about the associations between a perceiver’s affect and his or her empathic
accuracy. In addition, there are few studies of empathic accuracy (both in general and for
conflict episodes) that can inform our predictions. Important exceptions are studies by Ickes
and colleagues (1990) and Devlin and colleagues (2014). The first authors found that the
frequency with which a perceiver smiles (a sign of positive affect) while interacting with a
stranger is tied to greater empathic accuracy. Devlin and colleagues (2014), however, found no
association between a perceiver’s positive state emotion and empathic accuracy. They did find
a perceiver’s trait positive emotion to be associated with less overall empathic accuracy towards
a high-intensity negative target and positively related to detecting emotion upshifts in positive
targets. The latter finding clearly points at the role of another important player in the
interpersonal process of empathic accuracy: the target, i.e., the partner, in intimate relationships.
The Target’s Affect and the Perceiver’s Empathic Accuracy

Within the emotion literature, it is suggested that the target’s negative emotions are
easier to accurately infer than the target’s positive emotions (Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019; Howland
& Rafaeli, 2010). Not only are negative stimuli in general more thoroughly processed than

positive stimuli (see Baumeister et al.,, 2001), negative emotions serve a powerful
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communicative function, signaling that something is wrong and must be attended to (Fischer &
Manstead, 2008). Indeed, several (couple) studies document greater accuracy regarding the
negative emotions of one’s interaction partner when compared to the partner’s positive or
neutral emotions (Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019; Gaelick et al. 1985; Howland & Rafaeli, 2010). We
might therefore expect that, during conflict, a perceiver’s empathic accuracy for his/her
partner’s negative emotions might be greater than for that same partner’s neutral emotions.

Does the (Mis)Match of the Partners’ Affective Valence Predict Empathic Accuracy?

As mentioned before, the affect-congruent influence on inferences might promote or
inhibit accuracy depending on the affect of the target. Specifically, when the valence of the
target’s feelings and thoughts matches that of the perceiver (i.e. affective similarity; Davis,
1994), affect-congruent inferences will indeed be more accurate, thereby increasing empathic
accuracy rather than reducing it (Devlin et al., 2014).?

A specific process by which affective similarity should result in increased empathic
accuracy explicitly invokes the concept of assumed similarity. In the empathic accuracy
literature, there is a consensus that two pathways can lead to accurate mindreading (Sened et
al., 2017): a direct pathway that involves inferring the target’s feelings based on an analysis of
his or her verbal and nonverbal cues, and an indirect pathway (which is used more in the context
of relationship conflict) that pertains to cases in which perceivers (correctly) assume that a
target’s emotional experiences are similar to their own (Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019; Clark et al.,
2017; Kouros & Papp, 2019; Wilhelm & Perez, 2004). In other words, actual affective similarity
between the perceiver and the target can lead, through assumed similarity (often called
projection; see Nickerson et al. 2009), to the perceiver achieving a higher empathic accuracy

score.

2 Note, however, that empathic accuracy in this case could be the product of assumed similarity (i.e., projection)
rather than an accurate direct perception of the partner’s actual emotional state.
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The empirical evidence on this point is mixed. A study by Verhofstadt et al. (2008)
reported that emotional similarity was not associated with empathic accuracy, whereas
Levenson and Ruef (1992) found that when persons evidenced higher levels of emotional
matching, empathic accuracy for negative affect was higher. The most common finding
suggests that the association between real affective similarity and empathic accuracy is partially
mediated by assumed similarity (Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019; Clark et al., 2017; Kouros & Papp,
2019; Wilhelm & Perez, 2004). It appears that people do indeed use their own feelings (and,
although not examined, potentially also their thoughts) as one—but not the only—basis for
inferring the feelings and thoughts of others.

To summarize, it seems likely that affective similarity between partners would be
associated with greater empathic accuracy during conflict interactions.

Current Studies

The previous overview of theory and research reveals a gap in our understanding of the
role of affect in intimate partners’ empathic accuracy in general, and during conflict interactions
in particular. Besides theoretical work offering conflicting predictions, empirical research on
the affect-empathic accuracy link reveals somewhat inconsistent findings, especially regarding
the role of the perceiver’s affect. In addition, existing studies have some important limitations
that should be noted (Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019; Devlin et al., 2014; Ickes et al., 1990; Howland
& Rafaeli, 2010; Levenson & Ruef, 1992; Verhofstadt et al., 2008).

First, because measures of affect and empathic accuracy were assessed in these studies
either at one point in time, or from one day or session to the next, their methods did not capture
the natural variation in affect and empathic accuracy that occurs from moment-to-moment
within an individual during an interaction. Second, these studies neglected to test (except for
Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019 and Verhofstadt et al., 2008) how the similarity/dissimilarity in the

affect of the perceiver and the target at specific time points was related to the perceiver’s
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empathic accuracy. Third, these studies focused mostly on empathic accuracy for feelings,
while leaving out empathic accuracy for thoughts. However, affect might be differentially
associated with these two forms of empathic accuracy, given the evidence that feelings and
thoughts have distinctive characteristics (Ickes & Cheng, 2011).

Accordingly, the aim of the present studies is to complement and extend existing
research by investigating empathic accuracy in couples who are involved in a conflict
interaction. Specifically, we sought to determine (1) if the valence of the perceiver’s own affect
is related to his or her empathic accuracy for the partner’s feelings and thoughts from moment
to moment, and if so, in what way; (2) if the valence of the partner’s affect is related to the
perceiver’s empathic accuracy from moment to moment, and again, in what way; and (3) if the
similarity/dissimilarity of the two partners’ affective valence at each time point is also related
to the perceiver’s empathic accuracy.

Given the conflicting predictions in the literature with regard to the first research
question (i.e., positive and negative affect experienced by the perceiver could either improve or
impair a perceiver’s empathic accuracy), we had no specific expectations about how the
perceiver’s positive and negative affect experienced during conflict interactions are related to
his or her empathic accuracy during these conflict episodes. With regard to the second research
question, we hypothesized, based on the literature showing that negative emotions are easier to
accurately infer than the target’s neutral emotions, that perceivers would display greater
empathic accuracy for their partners’ negative affect than for their partners’ neutral affect,
during these conflict interactions. With regard to the third research question, we predicted that
the perceiver’s empathic accuracy would be greater at moments when the perceiver and the
target were experiencing a similar, rather than a dissimilar, affective valence, given the evidence

that real affective similarity leads, through assumed similarity, to greater empathic accuracy.
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To investigate these questions, we analyzed the moment-to-moment empathic accuracy
data obtained in two methodologically similar studies of couples’ conflict interactions using an
adapted version of the dyadic interaction paradigm (Ickes et al., 1990). Study 2 aimed to
replicate our Study 1 findings and was modified to deal with some of the Study 1 limitations.

Method
Ethics Statement

Both studies were approved by the ethics committee of the Faculty of Psychology and
Educational Sciences of Ghent University, Belgium.

Participants

A sample of 155 couples® (Study 1) and 172 couples® (Study 2) was recruited through
posters and social media, and within the social networks of psychology students who were
involved as research assistants in the study. In Study 1, each couple met the following inclusion
criteria: (1) involved in a mixed-gender* intimate relationship (2) for at least one year, (3)
married/cohabiting for at least six months, and (4) adequate knowledge of the Dutch language.
In Study 2, there were additional inclusion criteria specifying, first, that all participants had to
be at least 21 years old; and, second, that the couples were not required to be married or
cohabiting®. The couples had been together for an average of 12.15 years (Mdn = 6.25, SD =
11.76 years; range = 1-47 years) in Study 1 and 11.40 years (Mdn = 5.79, SD = 11.85 years,
range = 1-49 years) in Study 2. In Study 1, men were on average 36.29 years old (Mdn = 29.00,

SD = 14.05 years, range = 19-76 years) and women 34.21 years old (Mdn = 28.00, SD = 13.60

% The final number of couples was not based on a power analysis, but based on a decision that balanced
feasibility with maximization of power. We decided not to conduct post-hoc power analyses, because of the
issues that exist concerning these analyses (Hoenig & Heisey, 2001).

% In Study 2 (but not in Study 1), we included a question concerning the sexual orientation of the participants. In
this study, 98.3% of the participants self-identified as heterosexual, 1% as homosexual and 5% as bisexual. None
of the participants self-identified as asexual.

5 We chose to eliminate the inclusion criterion of being married or cohabiting for at least 6 months because,
nowadays, many couples have a stable relationship without living together (e.g., blended families). However, to
avoid collecting a sample of mostly young couples that are not married or do not live together, we increased the
age criterion.
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years, range = 19-71 years)®. In Study 2, the participants’ average age was 35.78 years for men
(Mdn = 29.50, SD = 13.30 years, range = 21-78 years) and 34.12 years for women (Mdn =
28.00, SD = 13.31 years, range = 21-73 years).® The samples for each study represented a range

of different education levels and occupational categories (see Table 1).

Procedure

Upon providing their informed consent, both partners independently completed an
online questionnaire, not relevant to the current study. Subsequently, an appointment was
scheduled for an observational session, either at the laboratory of the university or at the
couple’s home (only an option in Study 1).” In this observational session, we used an adapted
version of the dyadic interaction paradigm (DIP; Ickes et al., 1990), similar to that used in
previous studies of empathic accuracy (e.g., Verhofstadt et al., 2016). Specifically, the couples
participated in a videotaped conflict interaction task and a video-review task. Each couple
received a monetary compensation of €40 for completing both the questionnaire and the
observational session.
Conflict Interaction Task

When the observational session took place at the laboratory (n = 125 in Study 1, n =172
in Study 2), the couples were led into a simulated living room that was equipped with a video
camera. In those cases in which the couple chose to participate at their home (n = 30), the
partners were seated in a quiet room where a small video camera was installed. In both settings,

the interaction was recorded with the partners’ prior knowledge and consent.

6 Participants were given the options to self-identify as ‘man’, ‘woman’ or ‘other’ (with the possibility of
specifying ‘other”). None of the participants identified as ‘other.’

7 The couples were given this possibility so that we could recruit couples who found it difficult to come the
university (e.g., because of distance to the university, children). The procedure at home was standardized in
order to make it as similar as possible to the procedure at the laboratory. Preliminary analyses with Wilcoxon
rank sum tests (with a « of .01 to control for multiple testing) revealed no significant differences for all key
variables between couples who participated in the lab versus at home. In Study 2, we did not allow the
possibility of in-home testing anymore, to optimally standardize the interaction setting.
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Before starting the discussion, the partners were asked to separately identify a problem
in their relationship from a list of common conflict topics in intimate relationships (e.g.,
finances, affection, division of household tasks; Kurdek, 1994). In Study 1, either the wife’s or
the husband’s selected topic (determined randomly) was then discussed for eleven minutes. In

Study 2, a mutually-agreed upon topic was chosen and discussed for ten minutes.®

Video-review Task

Immediately after the interaction task, the partners were asked to independently
complete a video-review task in separate rooms. This task consisted of watching the video of
their interaction while answering questions about their feelings and thoughts at several different
points during the interaction. Using specialized software (Berlamont & Verhofstadt, 2019;
Hinnekens & Kimpe, 2014), the video was stopped every 90 seconds in Study 1 (resulting in 7
stop points) and every 37.5 seconds in Study 2 (resulting in 16 stop points). This modification
not only enabled a more powerful and sensitive analysis of longitudinal effects but also
increased the chances that the participants would report each valence of affect (see below) at
least once, and in most cases more often than that. At each of these stop points, each partner
was asked to answer several questions, among which were items used to measure empathic
accuracy and the valence of the participant’s current affect.
Measures
Empathic Accuracy

At each stop point during the video-review task, each partner was asked to write down
what s/he had felt and thought at that moment of the interaction, by completing the open-ended

phrases “I felt...” and “I thought...” Next, they were instructed to infer and write down the

& The data from Study 1 were also used for another study in which one of the goals was to examine the effect of
which partner’s topic was chosen. However, in Study 2, we wanted both partners to be equally concerned about
the conflict topic, which is why we adopted this procedural change.
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presumed feelings or thoughts of their partner at that same moment in the interaction, by
completing the open-ended phrases “My partner felt...” and “My partner thought...”. In Study
1, the instructions clearly stated that the questions applied to the 10s segment of the interaction
right before the video paused. However, this methodology makes it difficult for participants to
recall any important feelings or thoughts that don’t clearly coincide with the 10-s thought-point
“window.” Study 2 addressed this limitation by allowing the participants to report any feelings
and thoughts they had experienced during the entire 30-s segment that occurred since the last
stop point. This change also resulted in a less constrained and more inclusive method of data-
collection.

Later, four independent judges rated the degree of similarity between the actual feelings
and thoughts of one (target) partner and the corresponding inferred feelings and thoughts
reported by the other (perceiver) partner at each of the 7 (Study 1) or 16 (Study 2) stop points.
In Study 1, a 3-point rating scale was used that ranged from 0 (= different content from the
actual feeling or thought), through 1 (= similar but not the same content as the actual feeling
or thought) and 2 (= essentially the same content as the actual feeling or thought) (Ickes et al.,
1990). The interrater reliability was acceptable, though moderate, for both empathic accuracy
for feelings (ICCwmen = .70; ICCwomen = .74) and thoughts (ICCwmen = .67; ICCwomen = .67).°

In Study 2, four independent judges used Lewis et al.’s (2012) modification of the
original coding system developed by Ickes et al. (1990). The main difference between these
systems is that Ickes et al. (1990) used a 3-point scale, whereas Lewis et al. (2012) used a 4-
point scale that allows more variation in the “middle range” of rated empathic accuracy scores,
with 0 = the inferred content and the actual content are not the same, 1 = the inferred content

is somewhat correct, but something notable is missing or incorrect, 2 = the inferred content is

9 These were two-way mixed, absolute agreement, average-measures ICC (Hallgren, 2012). The interrater
reliability was higher in Study 2 than in Study 1, probably because (1) the description of each score in the modified
coding system was more detailed than in the original coding system; and (2) we provided additional detail in the
coding protocol to help the raters in their scoring.
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mostly correct, but some small element is missing or is incorrect, and 3 = the inferred content
captures the gist of the actual content — all elements of the feeling/thought are there, and
nothing is incorrect. The interrater reliability was high for empathic accuracy for feelings
(ICCwmen = .91; ICCwomen = .90), and thoughts (ICCwmen = .85; ICCwomen = .87)°. In both studies,
the scores for each stop were averaged across the four raters, which resulted in 7 or 16 empathic

accuracy scores for feelings and 7 or 16 for thoughts.

Valence of Affect
At each stop point during the video-review task, each partner indicated whether the
valence of each of their own reported feelings was negative, neutral, or positive.

Summary of Methodological Differences between Study 1 and 2

In sum, Study 2 differed methodologically from Study 1 in the following respects: (1)
the sample size was larger; (2) the participants did not need to be married or cohabiting, but
were all required to be at least 21 years old; (3) there was no longer an option to conduct the
observational session at the couple’s home; (4) a mutually-agreed upon topic was selected for
the interaction, instead of either the husband’s or the wife’s topic; (5) the number of stop points
during the video-review task was more than doubled; (6) participants were allowed to report
their feelings and thoughts during a 30-s segment of the interaction instead of a 10-s segment;
and (7) the rating scale used to code empathic accuracy was a 4-point scale instead of a 3-point
scale.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

Table 2 includes the means and standard deviations of the key variables, along with tests

for between-gender differences. As can be seen, the average empathic accuracy score for both

feelings and thoughts is rather low in both studies, which is in line with previous studies (e.g.,
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Hinnekens et al., 2016). Furthermore, the analyses did not reveal significant between-gender
differences in the average empathic accuracy scores for feelings or for thoughts (Study 1 & 2).
With regard to the valence of affect, the percentages in Table 2 show the average
proportion of reported negative, neutral and positive affect. It is notable that the men on average
reported experiencing less negative affect (Study 1 & 2) and more positive affect than the
women did (Study 1), although there was no significant between-gender difference for neutral
affect (Study 1 & 2).
Data-analytic Strategy

To answer each of our three research questions, we analyzed the data using a
longitudinal (i.e., data collected at 7 or 16 stop points) version of the Actor-Partner
Interdependence Model (APIM), which takes into account the fact that observations are nested
within the partners of a couple (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013; Kenny et al., 2006). Empathic
accuracy was predicted by the self-reported affective valence of the perceiver and target and
the interaction thereof. Two separate models were fitted to the data: one for empathic accuracy
for feelings, and one for empathic accuracy for thoughts. Furthermore, two dummy variables
were created, one for positive affect and one for negative affect, making neutral affect the
reference category.

Both the actor (perceiver) and partner (target) effects of positive and negative affect as
well as the actor X partner (perceiver X target) interactions (for both similar and opposite
valence of affect) were included as predictors in the model*° (see Figure 1). We also allowed
separate random intercepts for the male and female participants, and for the correlation between

these terms (using an unstructured error structure; Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). Finally, we

o Each combination of the three affect valences reported by the perceiver and the target was
sufficiently represented in the data, as shown in Table 2 in the supplementary materials (S2).
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allowed observations to be correlated across time (using a first-order autoregressive error
structure; Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013).

In preliminary analyses, we tested potential effects of time, gender, and interactions
with gender, the average positive and negative affect of both the perceiver and the target, and
the interactions between these averages (Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). The results of these
analyses showed that only one variable had a significant effect: the average negative affect of
the target. However, including this variable did not alter the main results. Furthermore,
assessing changes in the AIC/BIC values showed that the models without this variable
provided a better fit (see Supplementary Materials, S3). Therefore, and for parsimony, we
decided not to include any of these variables in the final model, and to pool the fixed effects

across gender.

Empathic Accuracy for Feelings

First, we tested whether the perceiver’s affect, the target’s (i.e., his or her partner’s)
affect, and the interaction between the perceiver and the target’s affect predicted the perceiver’s
empathic accuracy for the target’s feelings (Table 3, Model 1). The results of Study 1 and 2
showed that neither the positive affect (Bsy = -0.08, ps1 = .175; Bs2 = 0.01, ps2 = .822) nor the
negative affect (Bs: = -0.05, ps1 = .439; Bs2 = -0.07, ps2 = .161) of the perceiver (as compared
to neutral affect) predicted his or her empathic accuracy.

Contrary to our expectation, in both studies the target’s negative affect (as compared to
neutral affect) did not predict the perceiver’s empathic accuracy (Bsi = 0.03, ps1 = .618; Bs2 =
0.02, ps2 = .678), nor did the target’s positive affect (Bsy1 = -0.07, ps1 = .226; Bs2 = 0.06, ps2 =
173).

Instead, the results of both studies revealed a significant interaction between the
perceiver’s positive affect and the target’s positive affect (Bsy = 0.27, ps1 <.001; Bs> = 0.17, ps2

=.007). To interpret this interaction effect, post hoc pairwise tests (with Bonferroni correction
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for multiple testing, adjusted a = 0.008) were conducted'!. The results of these tests showed
that at moments when the perceiver and the target both experienced positive affect, the
perceiver scored significantly higher on empathic accuracy (Ms1 = 0.57, SDs1 = 0.03; Msz =
0.76, SDs2 = 0.03) than when the target experienced neutral affect (M s; = 0.36, SDs1 = 0.04, p
<.001; Ms2 = 0.52, SDs, = 0.04, p < .001). When a perceiver experienced neutral affect, the
perceiver’s empathic accuracy did not depend on the affective valence (positive or neutral)
reported by the target (Figure 2a and 2b).

In addition, in Study 2 the analysis revealed a significant interaction between the
negative affect of the perceiver and the negative affect of the target (B = 0.22, p =.007). Post-
hoc pairwise tests showed that at moments when both the perceiver and the target reported
experiencing negative affect, the perceiver’s empathic accuracy for the target’s feelings was
higher (M = 0.68, SD = 0.05) than when the target was experiencing neutral affect (M = 0.44,
SD = 0.04, p < .001). Once again, however, when a perceiver experienced neutral affect,
empathic accuracy did not depend on the affective valence (negative or neutral) reported by the
target (Figure 2c).

Finally, a significant interaction between the perceiver’s positive affect and the target’s
negative affect (B = -0.18, p =.016) was found in Study 2. The results of the post-hoc pairwise
tests indicated that at moments when a perceiver experienced positive affect and the target
experienced negative affect, the perceiver was less accurate in inferring the target’s feelings (M
= 0.37, SD = 0.05) than when the target experienced neutral affect (M = 0.52, SD = 0.04, p =
.006). Again, however, when the perceiver experienced neutral affect, empathic accuracy did

not depend on the affective valence (negative or neutral) reported by the target (Figure 2d). The

11 Within each category of affect of the perceiver (negative, neutral, positive), a comparison was made
between the empathic accuracy scores of the perceiver when a target experienced positive versus
neutral affect or negative versus neutral affect (neutral affect being the reference category), resulting in
Six pairwise tests. This was done to enable us to interpret all of the significant interactions.
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interaction between the perceiver’s negative affect and the target’s positive affect was not
significant in either of the studies (Bs: = -.01; ps1 = .862; Bs2 = .03; ps2 = .722).
Empathic Accuracy for Thoughts

The model estimates for empathic accuracy for thoughts can be found in Table 3 (Model
2). With regard to the perceiver’s affect, the results of both studies showed that the perceiver’s
positive affect (Bs: = 0.04, ps1 = .412; Bs2 = -0.06, ps2 = .099), as compared to neutral affect,
did not predict his or her empathic accuracy. In Study 2 (but not in Study 1; B = 0.03, p = .556),
the perceiver’s negative affect predicted the perceiver’s empathic accuracy for the target’s
thoughts (B = -0.12, p = .007), such that negative affect (as compared to neutral affect) was
associated with lower empathic accuracy for the target’s thoughts.

No significant associations were found between the target s affect (positive: Bs; = -0.02,
Ps1 = .742; Bsz = -0.06, ps2 = .105; negative: Bs1 = 0.01, ps1 = .877; Bs2 = -0.06, ps2 = .168) and
the perceiver’s empathic accuracy for the target’s thoughts.

Finally, no interaction effects between perceiver and target affect were found to be
significant in Study 1 (p values ranging between .357 and .869). In Study 2, results revealed
significant interactions between the perceiver’s positive affect and the target’s positive affect
(B =0.11, p =.041) and between the perceiver’s negative affect and the target’s negative affect
(B =0.17, p = .009). Post-hoc pairwise tests showed that at moments when both the perceiver
and the target experienced negative affect, the perceiver’s empathic accuracy for the target’s
thoughts was higher (M = 0.47, SD = 0.04) than when the target experienced neutral affect (M
=0.36, SD = 0.04, p =.043). When a perceiver experienced neutral affect, empathic accuracy
did not depend on the affective valence (negative or neutral) reported by the target (Figure 2e).
It is notable that this interaction effect nuances the observed main effect of negative affect of

the perceiver. A perceiver experiencing negative affect (as compared to neutral affect) is only
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less empathically accurate when the target experiences neutral affect. When the target
experiences negative affect, it does not harm the perceiver’s empathic accuracy.

With regard to the positive affect interaction, the more rigorous post-hoc pairwise tests
did not confirm this effect. Moreover, none of the remaining interaction effects in Study 2 was
significant (p values of .781 and .549 respectively).

General Discussion
The Perceiver’s Affect and Empathic Accuracy

We did not find any main effect of the perceiver’s affect on his/her empathic accuracy,
except for one finding in Study 2. This finding showed that at moments when a perceiver
experienced negative affect during conflict (as compared to neutral affect), the perceiver was
less accurate in inferring the thoughts, but not the feelings, of his or her partner. Although we
did not find this association in Study 1, these results are in line with existing research by
Devlin and colleagues (2014) which suggest that experiencing negative affect hinders being
empathically accurate. These findings are not in line, however, with the view that negative
affect should elicit more systematic information processing and therefore enhance empathic
accuracy (Fiedler, 2001; Forgas & Eich, 2013; Ma-Kellams & Lerner, 2016).

An investigation of interaction effects involving both the perceiver’s and the target’s
affect helps to clarify things by revealing a crucial difference: the adverse effect of negative
affect of the perceiver on empathic accuracy for thoughts was only found when the partner
experienced neutral affect. When the partner also experienced negative affect, the perceiver’s
inferences were more, rather than less, accurate. This latter result is consistent with the
theoretical view which holds that actual affective similarity leads to assumed similarity, which
in turn results in greater empathic accuracy.

The Target’s Affect and the Perceiver’s Empathic Accuracy
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Contrary to our expectation, we did not find evidence in either Study 1 or Study 2 for
the assumed association between the partner’s (i.c., target’s) negative affect and the perceiver’s
empathic accuracy. In addition, the partner’s positive affect (as compared to neutral affect) did
not have a significant effect on the perceiver’s empathic accuracy. These findings do not line
up with the results of previous studies suggesting that negative affect of the target was
associated with increased empathic accuracy of the perceiver (Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019; Gaelick
et al., 1985; Howland & Rafaeli, 2010). This unexpected result may be due, at least in part, to
differences in the methodology and the data analytical strategy used in the previous studies. For
example, two of these studies were diary studies and relied on a difference in numerical reports
of emotions to asses EA, whereas our measure of empathic accuracy is based on the difference
in content between the reported and inferred feelings and thoughts (Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019
and Howland & Rafaeli, 2010).

(Mis)Match of the Partners’ Affective Valence and Empathic Accuracy

Perhaps the most interesting and replicable findings in the present investigation are the
ones indicating that empathic accuracy in conflict interactions tends to be greater at the
specific moments when both partners are simultaneously experiencing either positive or
negative affect (i.e., affective similarity). In both studies, we found that when the partners
experienced positive affect at the same time, they were better at reading each other’s feelings
(but not thoughts). In addition, the Study 2 findings revealed that feeling negative when one’s
partner feels negative—was associated with more accurate inferences about both the feelings
and the thoughts of one’s partner.

Can we interpret this pattern of findings using the concept of projection (i.e., assumed
similarity) as the simplest and most parsimonious explanation? This explanation would hold
that perceivers in conflict interactions simply assume that their partners are feeling and

thinking whatever they themselves are currently feeling and thinking. Nickerson and
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colleagues (2009) have proposed that the ability to empathize and to be empathically accurate,
is based, at least in part, on people’s tendency to project their own feelings and thoughts onto
others.

As mentioned before, previous studies have shown that projection can result in greater
empathic accuracy (Atzil-Slonim et al., 2019; Clark et al., 2017; Kouros & Papp, 2019;
Wilhelm & Perez, 2004). These studies have shown that the association between actual
affective similarity and empathic accuracy is partially mediated by assumed similarity. In
other words, when partners feel the same way, they achieve higher accuracy because of
(correctly) assuming their partner’s emotions are similar to theirs. Our findings confirm and
even extend this explanation, by showing that negative affective similarity might benefit
accuracy for thoughts as well.

Three additional points should be noted. First, greater accuracy can also result from the
perception of clear-cut evidence regarding the partner’s similar affect or from so-called shared
experience at a particular moment during the interaction (e.g. Levavi-Francy et al., 2019). For
example, if both partners laugh when discussing the same funny incident, or if both partners
express anger when talking about an abusive neighbor, empathic accuracy can reflect the
direct perception of the partner’s emotion even more than the perceiver’s assumption of
affective similarity. Second, as Nickerson et al. (2009) have emphasized, projection can also
result in lower empathic accuracy when the perceiver’s assumption of affective similarity is
unwarranted. This is in line with specific findings of Study 2: when the perceiver experienced
positive affect while the partner experienced negative affect, the perceiver’s empathic
accuracy for the partner’s feelings was impaired. Likewise, we found that when the perceiver
experienced negative affect while the partner experienced neutral affect, the perceiver’s
empathic accuracy for the partner’s thoughts was impaired. Third, although the general

pattern of findings suggests that the assumption of affective similarity (i.e., projection) might
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have played a major role in our results, it should be noted that our findings were not fully
consistent within and between studies, and that we were unable to explicitly test this indirect
pathway to empathic accuracy because we did not assess assumed similarity within the
current studies.

Nonetheless, it remains unclear why we found more significant results pertaining to the
target-perceiver interaction (1) for empathic accuracy for feelings, and (2) for positive affect.
The first outcome may be understood in light of the fact that emotional (dis)similarity
probably has more impact on inferring the feelings of a partner than on inferring his/her
thoughts. Indeed, using your own feelings to guide your inferences is more likely to influence
inferences about a partner’s feelings rather than thoughts (Nickerson et al., 2009). The second
outcome might be due to the fact that people simply reported more positive affect at different
moments of the interaction in both studies, making it easier to find results concerning positive
affect. Finally, the fact that the results of our studies do not fully parallel one another might be
due to differences in statistical power between Study 1 (7 stop points) and Study 2 (16 stop
points).

Limitations

Several limitations of the current study should be acknowledged. First, our correlational
findings do not permit causal inferences to be drawn. Second, the assessment of affect was
limited in the present studies. We measured only the positive, neutral, or negative valence of
the participants’ self-reported emotions, but did not discriminate between specific types of
positive (e.g., joy, pride) or negative emotions (e.g., anger, sadness). Future studies can extend
our findings by incorporating measures of different kinds of emotions, such as anger versus
sadness, that have proved important in previous research (Bodenhausen et al., 1994; Sanford,

2007; Verhofstadt et al., 2020) and that might have different associations with empathic
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accuracy during discussions (e.g., anger might drive partners apart whereas sadness might
connect partners).

Relatedly, an interesting avenue for future research would be to take into account the
intensity of emotions. As Crenshaw et al. (2019) have shown, arousal impacts empathic
accuracy, and thus, regardless of the valence of affect, the intensity of the emotions might
influence empathic accuracy. An additional limitation of the measurements is that most of the
perceivers in our study displayed relatively low empathic accuracy and reported experiencing
positive affect at most of the stop points, thereby contributing to non-normal distributions of
the empathic accuracy and valence-of-affect data. The assessment of affect in our study also
relied on partners’ subjective reports about their affect, a method that comes with known
disadvantages (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007). Further, we did not assess the participants’ sexual
orientations in Study 1, nor did we assess race/ethnicity and disability in Study 1 and 2. Future
researchers might be advised to examine these characteristics, although a recent review showed
inconsistent associations of sexual orientation and race/ethnicity with empathic accuracy
(Hinnekens et al., 2021). A final limitation of Study 1 is the comparatively lower interrater
reliability for empathic accuracy, whereas the interrater reliability in Study 2 is high, due to the
methodological improvements we introduced.

Future Research Directions

Three directions for future research are suggested by the present findings. First, our
findings highlight the need to study both affect and empathic accuracy as they unfold and vary
over time (Kuppens, 2015). The fact that both of these variables were measured on a moment-
to-moment basis within couples’ conflict interactions led to evidence partially contradicting
results of previous studies is intriguing, and it suggests the importance of critically re-evaluating

the documented association between affect and empathic accuracy.
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A second implication for future research stresses the importance of not only studying
between-person predictors of empathic accuracy, but within-person predictors as well. Not only
has the search for consistent individual-difference predictors of empathic accuracy proved to
be difficult (for a review, see Hodges et al., 2015), but empathic accuracy has also been found
to vary within a person depending on the specific relational context in which people, including
partners, interact (Ickes, 2011; Smith et al., 2011). Our study also showed that there is a lot of
within-person variance during a particular interaction, although we were able to explain only a
small part of that variance. Future studies should therefore focus more on time-varying
predictors, such as affect, that might explain the variations of empathic accuracy within an
individual.

Third, future studies of empathic accuracy in existing relationships should, whenever
possible, always test for actor effects, partner effects, and actor X partner interaction effects. In
the present studies, we found that the affect of the perceiver influenced empathic accuracy
differently than the affect of the target, and we also found an interesting interaction between
the affect of both partners. It should be clear we are dealing with interpersonal processes and

that we should therefore analyze them as such.
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Table 1

Educational Level and Occupational Status of the Participants in Study 1 and 2.

Educational level
Primary school
Lower secondary school
Higher secondary school
Bachelor
Master
PhD

Occupational status
Laborer
Office worker
Student
Executive
Self-employed
Stay-at-home mom or dad

Unemployed

Study 1 Study 2
6 (1.9%) 0 (0.0%)
29 (9.4%) 16 (4.7%)
101 (32.6%) 73 (21.2%)
96 (31.0%) 142 (41.3%)
75 (24.2%) 106 (30.8%)
1 (0.3%) 7 (2.0%)
37 (11.9%) 23 (6.7%)
140 (45.2%) 165 (48.0%)
61 (19.7%) 79 (23.0%)
17 (5.5%) 30 (8.7%)
16 (5.2%) 25 (7.3%)
3 (1.0%) 1 (0.3%)
11 (3.5%) 5 (1.5%)
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Retired 16 (5.2%) 13 (3.8%)
Unable to work 7 (2.3%) 3 (0.9%)
Table 2
Descriptive Statistics for Key Variables
Study 1
Men Women
M SD M SD t(154)
1. Empathic accuracy for feelings  0.43 0.24 0.44 0.25 -0.44
2. Empathic accuracy for thoughts  0.41 0.23 0.39 0.23 0.95
3. Valence of affect
% Negative 24.97 24.88 31.24 28.84 -2.26*
% Neutral 27.74 24.43 28.94 27.04 -0.41
% Positive 47.28 29.64 39.82 30.76 2.42*
Study 2
Men Women
M SD M SD t(171)
1. Empathic accuracy for feelings  0.57 0.30 0.58 0.30 -0.18
2. Empathic accuracy for thoughts 0.41 0.23 0.42 0.26 -0.54
3. Valence of affect
% Negative 20.78 18.41 25.65 23.18 -2.62*
% Neutral 35.07 24.12 32.45 21.79 1.13
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% Positive 44.08 26.43 41.79 25.73 0.99

Note. Empathic accuracy was aggregated over the 7 or 16 stop points; theoretical range = 0-2
(Study 1), 0-3 (Study 2). The means for empathic accuracy are low, due to a large proportion
of the values being 0 (for more details see supplementary materials S1). For valence of affect,
the percentages show the average proportion of reported negative, neutral and positive affect.
*p <05 **p < .01 ***p< 001

Table 3

Results for the Models Predicting Empathic Accuracy for Feelings and Thoughts from the

Perceiver’s and Target’s Positive and Negative Affect***?

Study 1 Study 2
Estimates SE 95% ClI Estimates SE 95% ClI

Model 1 (EA Feelings)

Intercept 0.44*** 0.04 [0.35-0.53] 0.51*** 0.04 [0.44 - 0.59]
PA perceiver -0.08 0.06 [-0.19-0.03] 0.01 0.05 [-0.08 — 0.10]
PA target -0.07 0.06 [-0.18-0.04] 0.06 0.05 [-0.03 - 0.15]
NA perceiver -0.05 0.06 [-0.17-0.07] -0.07 0.05 [-0.18 - 0.03]
NA target 0.03 0.06 [-0.09-0.15] 0.02 0.05 [-0.08 - 0.12]

PA perceiver x PA target  0.27***  0.07 [0.13-0.42] 0.17**

0.06

[0.05 — 0.30]

12 Effect sizes are not reported because there is no commonly agreed upon method to calculate these

for multilevel models. The confidence intervals do give an indication of the size of the effect.
3 The ICC’s of the empty unconditional means models showed that a lot of variance in

empathic accuracy can be explained by within-person differences (empathic accuracy for
feelings: 1ICCs1 = 0.03; ICCs2 = 0.07; empathic accuracy for thoughts: ICCs; = 0.07; ICCs2 =

0.06). However, adding the predictors only slightly reduced the residual variance in the

models with significant predictors (empathic accuracy for feelings: Study 1: 0.32 to 0.31;
Study 2: 0.66 to 0.65; empathic acccuracy for thoughts: Study 2: 0.441 to 0.439), meaning

that we do not explain a lot of this variance by adding the predictors.
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NA perceiver x NA target 0.10 0.09 [-0.07-0.27] 0.22** 0.08 [0.06 — 0.37]
PA perceiver X NA target -0.09 0.08 [-0.25-0.07] -0.18* 0.07 [-0.32 —-0.03]
NA perceiver x PA target -0.01 0.08 [-0.17-0.15] 0.03 0.07 [-0.12 -0.17]
Model 2 (EA Thoughts)
Intercept 0.37*** 0.04 [0.29-0.45] 0.48** 0.03 [0.42 — 0.54]
PA perceiver 0.04 0.05 [-0.06-0.15] -0.06 0.04 [-0.14 — 0.01]
PA target -0.02 0.05 [-0.12-0.09] -0.06 0.04 [-0.14 — 0.01]
NA perceiver 0.03 0.06 [0.08-0.15] -0.12**  0.04 [-0.20 — -0.03]
NA target 0.01 0.06 [0.10-0.12] -0.06 0.04 [-0.14 — 0.02]
PA perceiver x PA target  0.06 0.07 [-0.07 -0.20] 0.11* 0.05 [0.004 —0.21]
NA perceiver x NA target 0.03 0.08 [-0.13-0.19] 0.17** 0.06 [0.04 - 0.29]
PA perceiver x NA target -0.05 0.08 [-0.20-0.10] -0.02 0.06 [-0.13 -0.10]
NA perceiver x PA target -0.01 0.08 [-0.16 - 0.14] 0.04 0.06 [-0.08 — 0.16]

Note. PA = positive affect; NA = negative affect. *p <.05 **p < .01 ***p <.001

Figure 1

APIM used to Assess the Association between Affect and Empathic Accuracy
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Figure 2

Visualization of Significant Interaction Effects between Perceiver and Target Affect
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