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ABSTRACT People are motivated to understand each other’s psychological
states as well as each other’s personality traits. As a consequence, the more
traditional study of accuracy in trait inference can be complemented by, and
potentially benefit from, the insights provided by the more recent study of
empathic accuracy. Findings in this area suggest that future research should
devote more attention to (a) the history of the perceiver-target relationship; (b)
the perceiver’s desired future relationship with the target; (c) the possibility
that perceivers have little or no “metaknowledge” regarding their own em-
pathic ability; and (d) the possibility that, under certain conditions, perceivers
might be motivated to be inaccurate, rather than accurate, in their inferences
about other people’s dispositions.

People are not just motivated to understand each other’s personality
traits; they seek to understand each other’s psychological states as well.
For this reason, the process of getting to know other people involves
more than making correct inferences about such stable and enduring
dispositions as their abilities and aptitudes, their traits and tempera-
ment, and their long-term motives and goals. It also involves making
correct inferences about such unstable and transient dispositions as the
thoughts they are having, the feelings they are experiencing, and the
more immediate, short-term goals they are pursuing. Indeed, it may be
reasonable to assume that the accurate perception of states is a neces-
sary (if not sufficient) prerequisite to the accurate perception of traits
(e.g., how can I know that you are consistently morose unless I know
that you are in a bad mood today, just as you were yesterday?).
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The Accuracy of Dispositional Judgment:
Four Areas of Study

Because people are concerned about the accuracy of their state infer-
ences as well as their trait inferences, there is more than one area of
study that is relevant to the accuracy of personality judgment. Oversim-
plifying a bit, we can readily identify at least four of them:

1. The first area, which has the longest history of empirical study,
focuses on perceivers’ accuracy in judging other people’s personality
traits. Research in this area relies on interrater consensus as neces-
sary but not sufficient evidence for accuracy in trait inference (e.g.,
Asch, 1946; Bronfenbrenner, Harding, & Gallwey, 1958; Cronbach,
1955; Estes, 1938; Funder & Colvin, 1988; McCrae, 1982; Norman &
Goldberg, 1966).

2. The second area, which has a shorter and more recent history of
study, focuses on dyad members’ accurate perception or understand-
ing of each other’s attitudes, values, and self-conceptions. Research in
this area involves comparisons of the dyad members’ direct perspec-
tives with their partners’ “metaperspectives” regarding these relatively
stable dispositions (e.g., Knudson, Sommers, & Golding, 1980; Laing,
Phillipson, & Lee, 1966; Newmark, Woody, & Ziff, 1977; Rogers &
Dymond, 1954; Sillars, 1989; Sillars & Scott, 1983).

3. The third area, which has an even more recent history of study,
focuses on perceivers’ accuracy or “affective sensitivity” in inferring
the emotional state(s) of one or more target persons (e.g., Costanzo
& Archer, 1989; Ekman & Friesen, 1975; Hall, 1978; Kagan, 1977a,
1977b; Noller, 1980, 1981; Noller & Venardos, 1986; Rosenthal, Hall,
DiMatteo, Rogers, & Archer, 1979).

4. The fourth area, which is only now emerging as a field of study,
focuses on perceivers’ empathic accuracy—i.e., their ability to accu-
rately infer the specific content of another person’s thoughts and feel-
ings (e.g., Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, & Garcia, 1990; Marangoni,
Garcia, & Ickes, 1993; Simpson, Ickes, & Blackstone, 1993; Stinson
& Ickes, 1992).!

1. Because of their common focus on psychological states, the affective sensitivity
research and the more recent empathic accuracy research may differ primarily in their
methodology (e.g., exposure to posed and unposed facial expressions in the affective
sensitivity research vs. exposure to actual social interactions in the empathic accuracy
research). On the other hand, there is a definite conceptual demarcation between the
current work on empathic accuracy and the earlier work on accurate empathy by Rogers
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As the reader may have noticed, there is an interesting parallel be-
tween the historical order in which empirical work began in each of
these areas and the type of disposition which is the focus of study in
each. The first, and oldest, research area concerns perceivers’ accu-
racy in judging those dispositions that have traditionally been viewed as
among the most stable and enduring—personality traits. The second,
and next-oldest, research area concerns peoples’ accuracy in judging
dispositions that are generally seen as somewhat less stable and en-
during—attitudes, values, and self-conceptions. The third, and more
recent, area concerns judgments about dispositions that are even more
unstable—emotional states. And the fourth, most recent area concerns
judgments about the most transient of dispositions—thoughts and feel-
ings.

Why did researchers who were interested in accuracy in interpersonal
perception begin by studying the more stable and enduring dispositions
and then only gradually move toward studying the more unstable and
transient ones? Most likely, the reasons are both theoretical and meth-
odological. The theoretical reason reflects the assumption by many psy-
chologists that perceivers might place greater reliance on the accuracy
of their trait inferences than on the accuracy of their state inferences
when predicting the behavior of other people. If lay perceivers—like
many psychologists—believe that the more stable and enduring causes
are the ones that are likely to have the greatest long-term utility in pre-
dicting behavior, then it makes sense that the study of accuracy in trait
inference should have taken precedence over the study of accuracy in
state inference.

Researchers should also have favored the study of trait inference over
state inference on methodological grounds. First, because a target per-
son’s traits can be inferred solely on the basis of the perceiver’s mental
representation of the target’s past behavior, it is typically not necessary
to have the target person physically present or to provide the perceiver
with actual records (video, audio, or written) of the target’s behavior
in order to conduct the research. In contrast, actual displays or re-

and his colleagues (e.g., Butler & Haigh, 1954; Rogers, 1954; Rogers & Dymond,
1954). Because Rogers and his colleagues used a Q-sort methodology to assess the
convergence in the therapist’s and the client’s perception of the client’s self-concept,
their work is in the tradition of the second area of research, which focuses on a class
of dispositions (attitudes, values, and self-conceptions) that are somewhat more stable
and enduring than the thoughts and feelings that are the focus of the current research
on empathic accuracy.
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corded presentations of the target’s behavior must typically be used in
studies of state inference. Second, the perceiver’s trait inferences can
typically be assessed in a simple, straightforward way, by means of
ratings on paper-and-pencil trait dimensions, whereas the perceiver’s
state inferences may require more complicated and open-ended forms of
assessment (e.g., mood adjective checklists and thought-listing proto-
cols). Third, because trait inferences presumably reflect the perceiver’s
implicit aggregation of behaviors displayed by the target person in dif-
ferent situations across time, such inferences might be expected to be
more reliable than state inferences that presumably reflect much less
implicit aggregation of the target’s behavior.

There are, then, some fairly compelling reasons why researchers
should have given greater precedence to the study of accuracy in trait
inference than to the study of accuracy in state inference. On the other
hand, the study of accuracy in trait inference provides a view of infer-
ential accuracy that is necessarily incomplete. It is therefore important
to supplement this view with insights derived from the study of accuracy
in state inference.

Because of space limitations, I will not attempt to review and directly
compare the findings in all four of the research areas described above.
Instead, I will focus on only the fourth area—the study of empathic
accuracy. This strategy is intended to minimize the risk that I will go
over the same conceptual ground already covered by other contributors
to this special issue. In addition, it will allow me the space to develop
four specific examples of how the study of empathic accuracy can tell us
more about the processes—both social and psychological—that under-
lie our inferences about other people’s dispositions, i.e., their traits as
well as their states.

In the sections to follow, I will review the concept of empathic accu-
racy, describe the problems involved in measuring this construct and
the various solutions that researchers have proposed, and consider a
number of research findings that may be relevant to the broader study
of accuracy in interpersonal perception.

Empathic Accuracy

Some writers (e.g., Barrett-Lennard, 1981; Elliott et al., 1982; Gold-
stein & Michaels, 1985) have argued that it is important to distinguish
among three components of the empathy process: empathic understand-
ing, empathic expression, and empathic communication. The first com-
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ponent—empathic understanding—involves the ability to accurately
infer the thoughts and feelings of another person. The second compo-
nent—empathic expression—involves the ability to express these in-
ferred thoughts and feelings in terms that match the actual experience of
the other person. The third component—empathic communication—
involves the dialogic or dialectical aspect of the empathy process (e.g.,
the communicative relationship in which empathic understanding is de-
veloped and expressed).

When empathic accuracy is defined in strictly theoretical terms, it is
clearly most synonymous with the first of these three components—em-
pathic understanding. However, when empathic accuracy is operation-
ally defined for the purpose of empirical study, it is typically necessary
to expand its definition to include the second component—empathic
expression—as well. The reason, of course, is that it is only when a
perceiver’s empathic understanding is expressed in some form that we
are able to assess its accuracy. This point is developed in the follow-
ing section, in which I propose that the most straightforward way to
measure empathic accuracy is to compare the content of a target per-
son’s actual thoughts and feelings with the content of the corresponding
inferred thoughts and feelings reported by the perceiver.

Measuring empathic accuracy: The Rogerian view

As Marangoni (1989) has noted, attempts to measure empathic accuracy
in psychotherapy research have generally been guided by the Rogerian
view that “it [empathy] involves being sensitive, moment-to-moment,
to the changing felt meanings which flow in this other person . . .”
(Rogers, 1975, p. 4, italics added). The widespread acceptance of the
Rogerian view is evidenced in Truax and Carkhuff’s (1967) assertion
that “[vlirtually all theories of psychotherapy emphasize that for the
therapist to be helpful he must be accurately empathic, be ‘with’ the
client, be understanding, or grasp the patient’s meaning” (p. 25).

The Rogerian view implies that an appropriate procedure for mea-
suring empathic accuracy should meet at least three criteria (Maran-
goni, 1989). First, it should involve a temporally extended, repeated-
measures assessment of the perceiver’s empathic accuracy—one that
can be used to track the development of empathy as an ongoing pro-
cess. Second, it should allow the perceiver to generate his or her own
inferences about the specific content of the target person’s thoughts
and feelings, rather than requiring the perceiver to choose from a set
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of prefabricated response options provided by the experimenter. Third,
empathic accuracy should be operationally defined by the degree to
which the perceiver’s inference matches—i.e., is congruent with—the
target person’s actual thought or feeling.

Psychotherapy research

Unfortunately, Marangoni’s (1989) review led her to conclude that none
of the procedures developed to measure empathic accuracy in psycho-
therapy research have met these three criteria. One common procedure
uses as its stimulus materials audio- or videotapes of actual counseling
sessions, or typed transcripts of actual or simulated psychotherapy ses-
sions. (In some of these studies, the client’s portion of the interaction
is edited out, so that only the therapist’s portion remains.) This proce-
dure requires that persons who are presumed to be expert judges (e.g.,
clinical supervisors/trainers) each make a single global rating of “the
level of empathic responsivity exhibited by student trainees” (Maran-
goni, 1989, p. 16). Studies using this procedure have been reviewed by
Truax and Carkhuff (1967) and by Carkhuff (1969a, 1969b).
Procedures of this type do not satisfy the first criterion noted above,
and it is debatable how well they satisfy either of the remaining two
criteria. In addition, research using such procedures has been plagued
with a number of other problems (Marangoni, 1989, pp. 23-28). First,
the observer-judges who were asked to rate the therapist’s empathic
accuracy were, in many cases, undergraduate or graduate students in
psychology whose training was either minimal or unspecified. Second,
in a review of 53 studies published between 1980 and 1984, Wilson,
Griswold, and Sunderland (1984) concluded that the reliability of the
observers was often “either not discussed or dismissed with a claim
that the observers were ‘expert’ and therefore their ratings were valid”
(p. 42). Third, “even under the best of rater-training conditions, the
accuracy criterion is still an external one, residing in the consensual
agreement of outside observers” (Marangoni, 1989, p. 26). Fourth,
there is a “lack of research evidence documenting the objective ve-
racity of [the ratings made by such observers]” (Marangoni et al., 1993,
p. 4) (for similar criticisms, see Carkhuff & Burstein, 1970; Kurtz &
Grummon, 1972; Truax & Carkhuff, 1967; Wilson & Griswold, 1985).
Closer in its conception to the Rogerian view of accurate empathy is
the Affective Sensitivity Scale developed by Kagan and his colleagues
(Campbell, Kagan, & Krathwohl, 1971; Danish & Kagan, 1971; Kagan,
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1972, 1977a, 1977b). The Affective Sensitivity Scale relies on a video
presentation of a series of 41 brief excerpts from videotaped counsel-
ing sessions. Collectively, these excerpts portray 11 different male and
female client-counselor dyads discussing a range of client problems.
Subjects are asked to view these excerpts in succession and, following
each, to “choose from a set of 3 options the sentence they think most
accurately reflects the client’s feelings toward the content of what he/
she is communicating” (Marangoni, 1989, p. 29). The correct option
in each set of three is a statement of the client’s actual reported feeling,
as assessed when the client subsequently viewed the videotaped therapy
session as part of a stimulated recall procedure.

The Affective Sensitivity Scale has acceptable internal consistency
and test-retest reliability (typical coefficients are in the .70s; Kagan,
1977a). In addition, this scale is the only measure of empathy developed
in psychotherapy research “that uses as its accuracy criterion data ob-
tained from the actual target for whom inferences are being generated”
(Marangoni, 1989, p. 30). On the other hand, while it satisfies the third
criterion implied by a Rogerian view (operationally defining empathic
accuracy by the degree to which the perceiver’s inference matches the
target person’s actual feeling), it does not satisfy either of the first two
criteria. That is, it does not provide a temporally extended, repeated
measure that can be used to track empathy as an ongoing process, nor
does it allow the perceiver to generate his or her own inferences about
the content of the target person’s thoughts and feelings.>

Laboratory research

A procedure for measuring empathic accuracy that satisfies all three
criteria was recently developed by the author and his colleagues (Ickes,
Bissonnette, Garcia, & Stinson, 1990; Ickes & Tooke, 1988). Although
its original application was in laboratory studies of unstructured dyadic
interaction (Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, & Garcia, 1990; Simpson
et al., 1993; Stinson & Ickes, 1992), it was subsequently adapted for
use in a clinically relevant setting by Marangoni et al. (1993).

2. Analogous to the manner in which a reconstruction task is a more stringent test
of memory than a recognition task, allowing the perceiver to generate his or her own
inferences about a target’s thoughts and feelings is a more stringent test of empathic
accuracy than allowing the perceiver to choose from a set of prefabricated response
options.
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The procedure’s original application, in the context of the dyadic
interaction paradigm (Ickes, Bissonnette, Garcia, & Stinson, 1990),
can be described as follows. The members of each dyad—whether
strangers or partners in an established relationship—are led into a wait-
ing room and are left there together in the experimenter’s absence.
During this interval (in which the subjects are ostensibly waiting for the
experiment to begin), the subjects’ verbal and nonverbal behaviors are
unobtrusively audio- and videotaped. When the experimenter returns at
the end of the observation period, the subjects are partially debriefed
and asked for their signed consent to release the tape for use as data.
They are also asked to participate in a second part of the study that
concerns their specific thoughts and feelings during the interaction.

If their signed consent is given, the subjects are then seated in sepa-
rate but identical cubicles where they are each instructed to view a
separate videotape of the interaction. By stopping the videotape with a
remote start/pause control at those points where they remember having
had a specific thought or feeling, each subject makes a written, time-
logged listing of these actual thought/feeling entries. The subjects are
then instructed to view the videotape a second time, and the tape is
stopped for them at each of those points at which their interaction part-
ner had reported a thought or feeling. The subject’s task during this
phase is to infer the content of their partner’s thoughts and feelings and
provide a written, time-logged listing of these inferred thought/feeling
entries. When both subjects have completed this task and have filled out
a short post-test questionnaire, they are debriefed more completely and
then thanked and released.

The data collected during this procedure are subsequently used to
compute a measure of empathic accuracy. The computation of this mea-
sure requires similarity judgments to be made by trained, independent
raters. With the aid of a custom software program created by Victor
Bissonnette, all actual thought/feeling entries and the corresponding
inferred thought/feeling entries are presented as paired stimuli on the
screen of a microcomputer. The task of the independent raters is to
judge the similarity of each pair on a 3-point scale ranging from 0
(essentially different content) through 1 (similar but not the same con-
tent) to 2 (essentially the same content). For examples of empathic
accuracy judgments at all three levels of similarity, see Table 1.

In studies using six independent raters to make these similarity judg-
ments, the internal consistency of the raters’ judgments was very high
(.94 in the study by Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, & Garcia, 1990, and
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Table 1

Sample Thought/Feeling Entries with Corresponding Inferences
and Mean Empathic Accuracy Ratings

Dyad member’s actual
thought or feeling

Mean empathic
accuracy rating
(minimum = 0,

Partner’s inference maximum = 2)

I was thinking about a
previous production of the
play in another city that

a local radio personality
was in.

She was thinking if I 0
would ask her out.

I was thinking that I was He was thinking about 1
not missing anything I what he was missing at

didn’t want to miss.  was  school.

thinking that I came to

school to learn, not to join

organizations.

I was feeling silly because ~ She was maybe feeling 2

sorta odd for not remem-
bering her teacher’s name.

I couldn’t remember my
instructor’s name.

.95 in the study by Stinson & Ickes, 1992). In a study using only four in-
dependent raters to make these judgments, the internal consistency was
only slightly lower at .85 (Marangoni et al., 1993).° These data indicate
that empathic accuracy can be measured very reliably with the proce-
dure just described. They also suggest that the raters in these studies
use essentially the same criteria when judging the similarity between
actual versus inferred thought/feeling entries.

Once the internal consistency data have established that these simi-
larity judgments are reliable, the data are then averaged across raters
in order to compute mean content accuracy scores for each of the
actual and inferred thought/feeling pairs. If a global (i.e., aggregated)
measure of empathic accuracy is desired, these mean ratings are first
summed across all of the thought/feeling inferences in a given subject’s
protocol. These summed values are then divided by the maximum num-

3. Raters, rather than entries, were treated as items in the calculation of Cronbach’s
alpha in these studies.
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ber of accuracy points that could be obtained for a given number of
inferences in order to derive an overall accuracy score that controls for
individual differences in the number of inferences made. This global
accuracy score is conveniently scaled, with a possible range of .00 (total
inaccuracy) to 1.00 (total accuracy).

This procedure for assessing empathic accuracy satisfies all three of
the criteria implicit in a Rogerian view of empathy (Marangoni, 1989).
First, it permits a temporally extended, repeated-measures assessment
of the perceiver’s empathic accuracy—one that can be used to track
the development of empathy as an ongoing process. Second, it allows
the perceiver to generate his or her own inferences about the specific
content of the target person’s thoughts and feelings, rather than requir-
ing the perceiver to choose from a set of prefabricated response options
provided by the experimenter. Third, it operationally defines empathic
accuracy as the degree to which the perceiver’s inferences match—i.e.,
are congruent with—the target person’s actual thoughts and feelings.

To date, this procedure has been used in four studies. Three of these
are studies of unstructured dyadic interaction; the fourth is a clinical
analog study in which our procedure for assessing empathic accuracy
was adapted by Marangoni et al. (1993) for use in a clinically relevant
setting.

Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, and Garcia (1990). In the first dyadic inter-
action study, Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, and Garcia (1990) examined
correlates of empathic accuracy in the initial, unstructured interactions
of 38 mixed-sex (male-female) dyads. The results revealed that, for
these strangers of the opposite sex, empathic accuracy was positively
correlated with (a) the amount of behavioral involvement (e.g., talking
and directed gaze) displayed by the dyad members; (b) the grade point
average of the perceiver; (c) the physical attractiveness of the target per-
son (i.e., the partner); and (d) the percentage of partner attributions and
partner-relevant thoughts and feelings which the perceiver reported.

Stinson and Ickes (1992). In the second dyadic interaction study, Stin-
son and Ickes (1992) found that male friends were more accurate than
male strangers in inferring each other’s thoughts and feelings. Plausible
reasons for this difference were that the friends interacted more and ex-
changed more information; had more similar personalities and therefore
had more rapport with each other; and had more extensive and detailed
knowledge about the structure and contents of each other’s memory.
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The results confirmed that the male friends did indeed interact more
and were more similar in their self-reported sociability than the male
strangers; however, these differences did not account for the friends’
greater empathic accuracy. Instead, the friends’ advantage in this re-
gard appeared to be attributable to the greater knowledge they had about
the structure and contents of each other’s memory (cf. Wegner, 1987;
Wegner, Giuliano, & Hertel, 1985).

Simpson, Ickes, and Blackstone (1993). In the third dyadic interaction
study, Simpson et al. (1993) tested the empathic accuracy of 82 dating
couples during a laboratory task that was systematically varied to create
different levels of perceived threat to their relationships. In both con-
ditions of the study, the members of these dating couples took turns
viewing and rating slides of target individuals of the opposite sex. These
target individuals were described as undergraduates at the subjects’ uni-
versity who were currently available as dating partners, and who had
agreed not only to let their photographs be used in the research but also
to be interviewed by some of the subjects at a later time.

In the high-threat condition, the opposite-sex targets were extremely
attractive in both sets of slides, i.e., those rated by the male and those
rated by the female dating partners. In the low-threat condition, on the
other hand, the targets were all below average in their attractiveness.
The subjects rated the targets aloud (on the dimensions of physical at-
tractiveness and sexual appeal) in the presence of their dating partners.
The subjects’ own thoughts and feelings and their inferences about their
partners’ thoughts and feelings were subsequently assessed using the
same type of video-cued recall procedure described earlier.

The results revealed that empathic accuracy was lower for couples
in the high-threat condition than for those in the low-threat condition.
Empathic accuracy was also lower for couples who described their re-
lationship as high versus low in closeness, and as insecure rather than
secure. These effects were additive such that empathic accuracy was sig-
nificantly lower for couples in the high-threat, high-close, high-insecure
condition than for couples in the remaining conditions combined. These
findings appear to be consistent with a motivated inaccuracy interpre-
tation, which suggests that when their dating relationship is perceived
as close but insecure and situationally threatened, individuals may at-
tempt to preserve the relationship by denying or otherwise failing to ac-
knowledge their partners’ feelings of attraction to potential alternative
partners. Moreover, ancillary analyses ruled out the two most plausible
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alternative explanations (i.e., one positing greater concealment of the
partner’s actual thoughts and feelings, and one positing greater stress
which disrupts the empathic accuracy of the perceiver).

Marangoni, Garcia, and Ickes (1993). After our procedure for assess-
ing empathic accuracy had been used in the first two dyadic inter-
action studies, it was adapted for use in a clinically relevant setting
by Marangoni et al. (1993). In this study, 80 undergraduates viewed
a series of three simulated psychotherapy sessions. In each session, a
different female client discussed her real-life problem(s) with a pro-
fessional client-centered therapist. (Immediately after each session had
been taped, the client had reviewed the videotape in a cued-recall pro-
cedure and had made a complete, time-logged listing of all of the actual
thoughts and feelings that she had experienced during the session.)

As the subjects viewed them, the tapes were put on pause at each
of those points at which the client had reported having had a specific
thought or feeling. The subjects’ task was to infer the content of the
thought or feeling and to record it in writing on a thought/feeling report-
ing form. Half of the subjects received no feedback about the accuracy
of the inferences they made (no feedback condition), whereas the other
half received feedback during the middle portion of each tape (feedback
condition). For the subjects in the feedback condition, a sentence re-
porting the client’s actual thought or feeling appeared on the television
monitor following each of the subject’s inferences.

This study addressed three questions regarding empathic accuracy
in a clinically relevant setting. First, does the empathic accuracy of a
perceiver improve with increasing exposure to a target individual? Sec-
ond, can empathic accuracy be enhanced by providing the perceiver
with feedback about the target’s actual thoughts and feelings? Third, are
there stable individual differences in empathic accuracy that generalize
across different targets? The results indicated that although absolute per-
formance levels varied from one target (i.¢. , client) to the next, empathic
accuracy generally improved with increasing exposure to the target. In
addition, feedback about the target’s actual thoughts and feelings accel-
erated the rate at which the perceivers’ empathic accuracy improved.
Finally, cross-target consistency in responding (alpha = .86) revealed
stable individual differences in the perceivers’ empathic ability.
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Implications for the Broader Study of
Inferential Accuracy

I believe that the study of empathic accuracy offers a number of usefut
insights from which the broader study of inferential accuracy can bene-
fit. By way of illustration, I would like to examine four implications
that are suggested by findings of the studies I have just reviewed. The
first implication is that the history of the relationship between the per-
ceiver and the target is extremely important, and deserves to be taken
more seriously than much of the previous work on dispositional infer-
ence would suggest. A second implication is-that the perceiver’s desired
future relationship with the target can also exert important, though
seldom recognized, influences on the perceiver’s inferences about the
target. A third implication is that the inferential ability of the perceiver
may be just as important as previous theorists and researchers have
assumed, but that its study may be complicated by the failure of per-
ceivers to provide accurate self-reports regarding this ability (i.e., by
their lack of “metaknowledge”). A fourth implication is that the study
of dispositional inference may be further complicated by instances of
motivated inaccuracy on the part of the perceiver. Let’s consider each
of these implications in turn.

‘History of the perceiver-target relationship

The importance of the history of the relationship between the perceiver
and the target is indicated by a number of findings that have emerged
in our studies of empathic accuracy. For example, Stinson and Ickes
(1992) found that, on average, male friends had empathic accuracy
scores that were about 50% higher than those of male strangers (Ms =
29.8 vs. 19.9, p < .02). This finding may not be surprising; however,
it does raise the interesting question of why friends should be more
accurate than strangers in inferring each other’s thoughts and feelings.

One hypothesis considered by Stinson and Ickes (1992) is that friends
have more similar personalities than strangers, and therefore experience
a similarity-based rapport that enhances their empathic accuracy. This
hypothesis seemed plausible because the male friends in the Stinson
and Ickes (1992) study were found to be more similar in their socia-
bility than the male strangers (i.e., the intraclass correlation of the
friends’ sociability scores, .65, was significantly greater than that of the
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strangers’ scores, —.08).* The appropriate covariance analysis did not
support this hypothesis, however. Statistically controlling for the effect
of this personality similarity did not substantially attenuate the corre-
lation between relationship status (friends vs. strangers) and empathic
accuracy.

A second hypothesis is that friends exchange more information than
strangers do during their immediate, unstructured interactions, and that
this immediate information accounts for their greater empathic accuracy.
This hypothesis seemed plausible because the male friends in the Stin-
son and Ickes (1992) study displayed considerably more interactional
involvement than the male strangers (i.e., they talked, looked, smiled,
and gestured significantly more). A covariance analysis again revealed,
however, that statistically controlling for the effect of interactional in-
volvement did not substantially attenuate the correlation between re-
lationship status (friends vs. strangers) and empathic accuracy. More-
over, while the empathic accuracy of the male strangers was strongly
dependent on the level of interactional involvement in their immediate
interaction, r = .50, the empathic accuracy of the male friends was
not, r = .09. This pattern of findings suggests that the greater em-
pathic accuracy of the male friends derives from an understanding of
each other that transcends the information available in a single, specific
interaction.

Thus, a third hypothesis is that friends have more detailed and ex-
tensive knowledge of each other’s lives than do strangers, and that this
difference in knowledge structures mediates the observed difference in
empathic accuracy. This hypothesis suggested that the limitations of
strangers’ knowledge structures should be particularly evident when
they were asked to make inferences about their partners’ thoughts and
feelings about imagined events occurring in another place or another
time (AP-AT). Specifically, the greater the percentage of AP-AT entries
reported by their partners, the worse the strangers’ empathic accu-
racy scores should be; thus, a significant negative correlation was ex-
pected. In contrast, because the interaction-based cues that evoke AP-
AT thoughts and feelings in one friend should tend to evoke the same
thoughts and feelings in the other, the percentage of AP-AT entries re-

4. Sociability was the only 1 out of 14 personality dimensions tested by Stinson and
Ickes (1992) for which the intraclass correlation of the friend’s scores was significantly
greater than that of the stranger’s scores.
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ported by their partners was expected to be positively correlated with
the friends’ empathic accuracy scores.

These predictions were confirmed. The percentage of AP-AT
thoughts and feelings reported by their partners was negatively corre-
lated with the strangers’ empathic accuracy, r = —.57, but positively
correlated with the friends’ empathic accuracy, r = .33, and the dif-
ference between these correlations was clearly significant, p < .005.
These findings, along with those from relevant follow-up analyses, in-
dicate that the greater empathic accuracy of the friends was in large
measure accounted for by the friends’ ability to accurately read their
partners’ thoughts and feelings about imagined events in another place
or time, and by the strangers’ inability to do the same. A similar finding
was obtained by Colvin and Funder (1991), who reported that strangers
were as able as friends to predict behavior in a future situation similar
to the one in which strangers (but not friends) had observed the targets,
but that friends were much better at predicting behavior more generally
across settings that were not similar to those the strangers observed.

The importance of the history of the relationship between the per-
ceiver and the target was further indicated in the Stinson and Ickes
(1992) study by the finding that the empathic accuracy scores of the
male friends were clearly interdependent (intraclass r = .37). This
finding suggests that the friends had developed converging levels of
understanding of each other. In contrast, the empathic accuracy scores
of the male strangers were independent (intraclass r = —.04), revealing
no evidence of convergence in their levels of understanding.

Interestingly, a similar finding emerged in Simpson et al.’s (1993)
study of 82 dating couples. For stable couples (those in which both
members reported that they were still dating 3 months later), the part-
ners’ empathic accuracy scores were significantly correlated, r = .29.
However, for unstable couples (those in which both members reported
that they were no longer dating 3 months later), the partners’ empathic
accuracy scores were not correlated, r = —.10. This finding suggests
that stable dating couples, like close, same-sex friends, achieve similar
levels of understanding that unstable couples, like same-sex strangers,
do not achieve. It remains to be determined, however, whether this con-
vergence in understanding is a cause or a consequence of relationship
stability, or whether these two variables exert a reciprocal influence
on each other. It also remains to be determined whether such conver-
gence in the partners’ understanding can exist from the very beginning
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of their relationship, or whether it must develop over time. And, if
the convergence develops over time, does the less-accurate partner’s
understanding always increase to match the level of the more-accurate
partner, or can convergence in the opposite direction also occur?’

In summary, the history of the perceiver-target relationship has im-
portant implications for the degree to which the participants understand
each other, and the degree to which their levels of understanding are
interdependent rather than independent. These implications may apply
to other forms of dispositional inference as well. Friends, for example,
may not only make more valid and differentiated trait attributions about
each other than strangers do, but may also exhibit more convergence in
their views of self and other. This intersubjective aspect of dispositional
inference should, in the future, be a topic of interest to all researchers
who study accuracy in interpersonal perception.

The desired future relationship with the target

Findings from the studies by Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, & Garcia
(1990) and Simpson et al. (1993) suggest that a perceiver’s desired
future relationship with the target can also exert important influences on
empathic accuracy. In the Ickes et al. (1990) study, it was found that the
subjects’ accuracy in inferring the thoughts and feelings of the opposite-
sex strangers with whom they were paired was positively correlated
with the physical attractiveness of these partners, r = .24, p < .05.
This finding suggests that the desire to establish a positive relationship
with the target might provide one motive for attempting to accurately
infer the target’s thoughts and feelings.5

5. It is possible that relationships are inherently more unstable between partners who
differ greatly in their empathic accuracy than between partners whose levels of em-
pathic accuracy are more convergent. Inequities in the feeling of being understood by
the partner, etc., may be more likely in the first type of relationship than in the second.
Disparities in empathic accuracy might also reflect flawed intersubjectivity in relation-
ships, a situation in which partners cannot bring their individual understandings into
synchrony with each other.

6. The correlation between partner attractiveness and empathic accuracy is especially
noteworthy when one considers that empathic accuracy was assessed after the inter-
action by means of a procedure designed to ensure that all subjects would be highly
motivated to accurately infer their interaction partner’s thoughts and feelings. Appar-
ently, the subjects’ attraction to their opposite-sex partners affected their attentiveness
during the interaction in a way that heightened their empathic accuracy during the
assessment that occurred later on.
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What happens, however, when an accurate assessment of the other
person’s thoughts and feelings is potentially threatening to a positive
relationship that has already been established? Simpson et al. (1993) ad-
dressed this question in their study of 82 dating couples. They found that
empathic accuracy was especially low for couples who perceived their
dating relationships to be close but insecure and highly threatened by
their partner’s possible attraction to the physically and sexually appeal-
ing target persons whom they were evaluating as potential dates. This
finding suggests that the desire to maintain a good future relationship
might motivate individuals to be less than accurate in acknowledging
their partners’ feelings of attraction to potential alternative partners.

Apparently, the perceiver’s desire for a good future relationship with
the target can in some conditions enhance, but in other conditions
impair, the perceiver’s accuracy in inferring the target’s thoughts and
feelings. Similar effects might also be found in studies of more stable
dispositional inferences. For example, consistent with Dale Carnegie’s
(1936) advice, perceivers might take special care to accurately note and
comment on the traits and attributes of targets with whom they desire
a closer relationship. Once such a relationship has been established,
however, perceivers may be reluctant to accurately perceive some of
their partners’ more negative traits and attributes—particularly those
which, if consciously acknowledged, might threaten the established
relationship.

Lack of metaknowledge regarding empathic accuracy

In general, the evidence from the studies my colleagues and I have
conducted suggests that people lack metaknowledge regarding their
own empathic accuracy. For example, in the study by Ickes, Stinson,
Bissonnette, & Garcia (1990), various self-report measures of empathic
skills and empathic accuracy proved to be disappointingly poor predic-
tors of actual empathic accuracy. The relevant correlations, reported in
Table 2, indicate that neither the subscales of Davis’s (1983) empathy
measure nor the empathic accuracy measure developed by Ickes (1988)
were significant predictors of empathic accuracy for either the male or
the female subjects in this study. Worse yet, most of these correlations
were negative rather than positive.

The clinically relevant study by Marangoni et al. (1993) offered fur-
ther evidence that people may be unreliable judges of their own em-
pathic ability. At the end of the session, after the subject had attempted
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Table 2
Correlations between Self-Reported Empathic Skills and
Dispositions and Actual Empathic Accuracy in the Ickes, Stinson,
Bissonnette, and Garcia (1990) Study

Actual empathic accuracy

Self-report measures Men Women Combined
Perspective taking (PT) -.15 -.15 -.14
Empathic concern (EC) .09 —.09 .04
Fantasy identification (F) -.13 —.16 -.1
Personal distress (PD) .16 -.12 .06
Empathic accuracy (EA) .10 ~.21 -.03

Note. None of the correlations reported in this table was statistically significant.
Adapted by permission of the publisher from “Naturalistic social cognition: Empathic
accuracy in mixed-sex dyads” by W. Ickes, L. Stinson, V. Bissonnette, and S. Garcia,
1990, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 59, pp. 730-742. Copyright 1990
by the American Psychological Association.

Table 3
Correlations between Self-Rated Empathic Accuracy and Actual
Empathic Accuracy for Each of the Clients Viewed in the
Marangoni et al. (1993) Study

Actual empathic accuracy

Self-rated accuracy Men Women Combined
Client 1 .08 .07 .08
Client 2 —.05 .04 .00
Client 3 -.22 -.10 —.18

Note. None of the correlations reported in this table was statistically significant (adapted
from Marangoni, Garcia, and Ickes [1993]).

to infer the thoughts and feelings of each of the three female clients,
the subject was asked to provide scaled ratings of his or her empathic
accuracy. A brief videoclip of each female client was presented, follow-
ing which the subject was asked to respond, on a 5-point scale, to the
question “How well do you think you inferred [that particular client’s]
thoughts and feelings?”

Once again, the results revealed little or no relationship between self-
rated empathic accuracy and actual empathic accuracy (see Table 3).
These null findings are striking given that (a) the subjects were asked
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to estimate their empathic accuracy with respect to particular targets,
instead of targets in general; and (b) the subjects displayed reliable indi-
vidual differences in their actual empathic accuracy—differences that
were highly stable (alpha = .86) across the three female clients. Collec-
tively, these findings suggest that although people differ reliably in their
ability to accurately read the thoughts and feelings of others, they may
have little insight regarding their own relative level of empathic skill.
Reasons for this lack of metaknowledge can be readily suggested. A
few possibilities are that (a) to avoid violating privacy norms, perceivers
rarely seek explicit feedback about their accuracy in inferring other
people’s thoughts and feelings; (b) such feedback, when it is provided,
rarely concerns that perceiver’s relative level of empathic accuracy (i.e.,
the perceiver’s rank order in comparison to other perceivers); (c) the
verbal and nonverbal feedback that perceivers do receive from targets
may be misleading (i.e., to be polite or avoid giving offense, targets
may provide head nods and other signs of agreement or acknowledg-
ment even when the perceiver has failed to understand them); (d) targets
may also mask—or simply fail to display—the cues that signal that they
are currently experiencing a covert thought or feeling; (e) perceivers
may eventually achieve some insight regarding the degree to which they
understand their few closest friends and intimates, but mistakenly be-
lieve that this level of ability generalizes to other targets as well; and
(f) to the degree that perceivers are egocentric, both their empathic
accuracy and their metaknowledge of this ability may be impaired.
Ironically, then, while the inferential ability of the perceiver may
be just as important as previous theorists and researchers have as-
sumed, its study may be complicated by the failure of perceivers to
provide accurate self-reports regarding this ability. This same lack of
metaknowledge may help to account for the general lack of behav-
ioral validity evidence for the various self-report measures of empathy
(Hogan, 1969; Kerr & Speroff, 1954), empathic ability (Davis, 1983;
Dymond, 1949), empathic accuracy (Ickes, 1988), social intelligence
(Walker & Foley, 1973), and social insight (Chapin, 1942) that re-
searchers have developed during the past 50 years. In other words, if
self-report measures consistently fail to predict inferential accuracy, as
reviewers have repeatedly noted (e.g., Chlopan, McCain, Carbonell,
& Hagen, 1985; Funder & Harris, 1986; Goldstein & Michaels, 1985;
Kenny & Albright, 1987; Marangoni, 1989; Walker & Foley, 1973),
it may be time to acknowledge the possibility that the fault lies not
in the methods used to construct these self-report measures but in the
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assumption that subjects have any real insight regarding this ability. A
better approach might be to measure inferential accuracy directly and to
assess its generality across different targets, as Marangoni et al. (1993)
have done.

In addition, it may be worthwhile to reexamine the literature on the
accuracy of inferences about more stable dispositions such as traits,
attitudes, and values. If the evidence suggests that (a) people differ re-
liably in their ability to accurately infer these more stable dispositions,
but (b) efforts to find self-report correlates of such accuracy have gen-
erally failed, then the argument for deficient metaknowledge becomes
even stronger.

Motivated inaccuracy on the part of the perceiver

The findings from Simpson et al.’s (1993) study of 82 dating couples
raise the intriguing possibility that, under certain conditions, perceivers
might be motivated to be inaccurate, rather than accurate, in their infer-
ences about a target person’s thoughts and feelings. If cases of motivated
inaccuracy can be identified and substantiated in the research on state
inference, it may be profitable to look for them in the research on trait
inference as well. For example, if close but insecure dating partners are
unwilling to perceive each other’s feelings of attraction to others and
potential for sexual disloyalty, it may also be the case, for example,
that hospital staff would be reluctant to perceive a homicidal disposi-
tion in a nurse who has been entrusted with the care of highly vulner-
able patients, or that bank managers would be reluctant to perceive a
larcenous disposition in a long-term employee who is in a position to
embezzle.

Assuming that cases of motivated inaccuracy can be identified and
substantiated, theorists will still have to grapple with the thorny con-
ceptual problem of how perceivers are able to keep themselves from
consciously knowing things that they would prefer not to know. That
problem is clearly beyond the scope of the present article, but it repre-
sents a challenging issue for future theory and research.

CONCLUSION

The study of accuracy in dispositional inference involves more than the
study of how people infer each other’s personality traits. It also impli-
cates the study of how people infer each other’s psychological states,
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i.e., their thoughts and their feelings. Indeed, the perception of consis-
tency in the psychological states of other people may be an important
basis of accurate trait inference. For this reason, the more traditional
study of accuracy in trait inference can be complemented by, and poten-
tially benefit from, the more recent study of empathic accuracy. Work
in this area has already made salient a number of issues that may have
implications for the broader study of inferential accuracy. These issues
highlight the importance of (a) the history of the perceiver-target re-
lationship, (b) the perceiver’s desired future relationship with the target,
(¢) the perceiver’s lack of metaknowledge regarding her or his own
empathic ability, and (d) the perceiver’s motivation, in certain condi-
tions, to make inaccurate rather than accurate inferences about another
person’s dispositions.
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