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ABSTRACT

The presemt study attempted to operationalize the
constructs of empathy and egocentrism and contrast them with a
cognitive explanation of the behavior of children on a task which
‘required "s" to identify the affective state of himself and of :
others, Porty %Ss," aged 3-S5, wvere presented a series of 23 stories
describing an event which had occurred to a same~sex child (0). Wsw
wvas asked to indicate "how 0 felt" by pointing to one of five faces
which "st had previously identified as Happy, Sad, Afraid,. Mad, and
Neutral., With each stimulus story, "$" was ialso asked to show how he
felt. A counterbalanced design was employed in wvhich half the “Sst
vere guestioned regarding their own agfective state prior to
indicating how 0 felt, while the remaining ®Sg" responded to 0's
affective state first., order of questioning had no effect on "Sg"
responses. Results indicate that: (a) young children are capable of
correctly identifying the affective states of others (57 percent);
(b) their self-responses are generally unrelated to their O-responser
(69 percent); (c) MSs" typically described tliemselves as Happy (67
percent) regardless of the emotion described in the stimulus; and (d)
errors tend to be randoa, i.e. unrelated to either the particular
affective state described in the story or to their S-response (80
percent). Neither empathy nor egocentrism account for "sst
performance on this task; rather, “Ssh" appear to have a cognitive
understanding of 0's affective state. (Author/cCs)
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YOUNG CHILbREN‘S UNDERSTANDING OF THE AFFECTIVE
STATES OF OTHERS: EMPATHY OR COGNITIVE AWARENESS?

Darlene Mood and James Johnson
Center for the Study of Cognitive Processes

Wayne State Ualversity

Th: development of positive social behavior In children has been
recelving greater attention recently by researchers. One question of
considerable theoretical and practical importance to those involved with
young’chlldren concerns the nature and exfent of empaihy during the early
years, The past two decades have scen an Increasing number of empirical
studies of empathy in young children that in general support the devel-
opmental naturc of this socio-cognitive phenomena (Borke, 1971, 1972;

Burns and Cavey, 1957; Feshbach and Feshbach, 1969; Fashback and Roe,

1968; Flappan, 1968; Gollin, 1958; Rothenberg, 1967; and Rothenberg, 1970).
Research 'in this area, however, has becn beset with both conceptual and
methodological inconsistencies. The difficulty inherent In operational’zing
a global construct such as empathy has been compounded by the procedural
problems present in any exploration of the abilities of young children

and by conceptual ambiguity surrounding the meaning of empathy itself,

Empathy has been defined in two ways in the bsycho!oglcal Jterature:
the intellectual identification with or the vicarious experience of the
feelings, thoughts, or attitﬁdes of another. Sometimes the cognitive
aspect of empathy is emphasized by defining empathy as the capacity to

intellectually participate in anotherts experience in order to understand



or predict another's responses (e.g., Borke, 1971; Rothenberg, 1970).

At other times the vicarious-affective aspect of empathy Is stressed,

In this sense empathy Is concelved as a vicarious emotional response of
a perceiver to the emotional experlence of another person {e.g., Berger,
1962; Feshbach and Feshbach, 1969; Feshbach and Roe, 1968). Very few
investigators have distlinguished measures of both the cognitive and
vicarious-affective meanings of empathy in one study (Feshbach and
Feshbach, 1969; Feshbach and Roe, 1968),
Feshbach and Roe (1968) measured empathy In seven year olds using

a series of slide sequences which depicted stories about a control char-
acter. After each story Ss were asked to report how they themselves
felt. |If the response matched the intended affective state of the
story character it was scored as empathic., A subset of the subjects
in this study were then retested with the same set of stories but with
new instructions to identify the story character's feelings. - Many §s
who did not empathize with the story character responded cofrectly to
this second question. Feshbach and Feshbach (1969) tested a full sample
on the same task with both questions and found similar resilts, The
authors concluded that empathy as a vicarious emotional! response may
be contingent on cognitive awareness, but that cognitive awareness of
how another feels may occur without an empathic response, Empathy was
found most likely to occur if the story character was of the same sex
as the subject. Thls finding supported the notion that similarity between
percelver and perceived facilitates empathy in the vicarious-emotional
sense,

. It is likely that the similarity between the perceiver and the

percelved facllitates awareness of how another feels in various situations




through a process of p;ojection. A person might be able to accurately
identify another's reactions by simpiy antidipating or remembering one's
own response to the same set of clrcums#ances. However, thls could be
viewed as an egocentric response and nof emEéthy. As Chandler and
Greenspan (1972) argue in their critique of Borke (1971), egocenfrlc
"srojection'' and non-egocentric empathy are inseparable If the subject
and the other person are alike in thought and feeling. To separate

the wheat from the chaff, a test for empathy must measure the ability
to understand another's thoughts and feelings when those thoughts and
feelings are different from one's own,

Borke (1971) examined young children's (C.A.= 3 yrs. to 8 yrs.)
ability to identify the affective state of others as a measure of .
empathy, which she contrasted with Piaget's notlon of egocentrism,

Her task, called the Interpersonal Perception Test {IPT), consisted of
23 incomplet? stories describing circumnstances leading to p]easure.
sadness, fear, or anger. The childrzn were first asked to label four
pictures of faces as happy, sad, angry, and frightened, and then to
setect one face that showed how the child in the story feels, "Rpsponses
which matched the intended characterization were scored as empathic.
With this simple procedure young children were capable of identifying
the affective state, i.e., capable of empathizing, which Borke interpreted
as evidence of non-egocentric thought. She cited naturalistic ob~-
servatiéns of children as consistent with her results and suggested

that other studies, not supportive of her findings, used tasks which
exceed the response limitations of young children,

Chandler and Greenspan (1972), while agreeing that simplified pro-~

cedures are necessary, took issue with ther interpretation that success
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on the IPT indicates an ability té empa;hize ina non-égocentrlc way.
They argued that.‘given the stereotypic, common themes of the IPT stories,
successful pgrformance is probably due to young childrens egocentrically
projecting their own affective experience onto & similar person. Chendler
and Greenﬁpan went on to demonstrate using a dlffefent task that such
young chlldreﬁ are incapable of non-egocentric thoughf.

Chandler and Greenspan's task (1972) consisted of first presenting
children with a cartoon story sequence which showed a central character
in circumstances that would result in his feeling angry, afrald, or sad.
The children were questioned as to how the story character felt, Then
they were shown a continuation of the story which deplicted the central
character bechaving in a manner consistent with his recently aroused
emotion. In this continuation, a second story character appears for the
first time aﬁd sees the central character's emotional expression and
behavior but is unaware of the reasons for the emotion. After the
presentation, the children were asked to relate the story events as they
themselves saw them and then as the second story character saw them, A'
story was scored as cgocentric if the child attributed to the second
story character knowledge that only the child had access to. Chandler
and Greenspan found, like Borke (1971), that young children often are
able to accurately anticipate how a story character feels. However, it
was also clear that young children egocentflcally confuse their own
point of view with the viewpoint of another,

A major purpose of the present investigation is to clarify the
meaning of young children's responses on the Interpersonal Perception
Test. Specifically, through a procedural alteration in the administration

of the IPT in order to obtain a more refined measure of performance, the
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present study intends to determine the relationship of responses to
the IPT &nd the constructs of empathy ahd‘egbcentricism. This wasl
accomplished by incorporating Feshbach ana Feshbach's (1969) double
question technique in the administration of the test and introducing
a scaling technique which permitted the scoring of each subject's two
responses -= how S himself felt and how the other child (0) in the story
felt - to each story statement into one of four response categories
depending upon the relatlonship of his responses to the story and to each
other,
Method

Subjects

Forty preschoolers from lower-middle to lower socio-ecconomic class

backgrounds, participated in this study., Ss were divided into two age

[

.groups. Nine boys and eleven girls were in the younger group (Mean C.A.=

3 yrs. 10 months, $.D.~ 3.11 months). Eleven boys and ine gir s ware in
the older group (Mean C.A.= lyrs. 11 months, $.D.= 4,1 months).
Haterials

The Interpersonal Pérception Test (Borke, 1972}, consists of 23
stories in two parts, The eleven stories of Part | describe events leading
up to the story character's affective state caused by someone other than
$ himself, e.g.,, "How does Nancy fee! when her mother makes her eat some~
thing she doesn't like?"' Part |l stories (12) describe events leading
up to the story character's affective state cause& directily by S himself,
e.g., "How does Nancy feel when you tel) her a ghost story?",

The only modification of the IPT was the addition of a neutral
face to the original set of four faces. The selections in the present

study were identified happy, sad, afrald, angry, and "just looking",



Procedure

$s were tested individually. They were asked to identify the
five face choices, and, If errors were made,-told>tﬁe face names.

Prior to test administration §s were also asked to identify how they
felt. Using the standard IPT instructioas, Ss were then presented with
a practice item followed by .the 23 stories, each of whicih described an
event which had occurred to a same 'sex and race other (0). $ was asked
to indicate '"how 0 felt' by pointing to one of the five face selections
(0-response). With cach story $ was also asked to show how he himsc1f
felt (S-response). A counterbalanced design was employed in which half
the subjects in each age group were questioned regarding theirvown
affective stafe prior to indicating haw 0 felt, while the remaining Ss
responded to 0's gffective state first. KOrder of questioning had no
effect on Ss' responsas:

Ss' responses were scored in fwo ways, The number of correct 0~
reponses, defined by Borke's (1972) scoring key, was used to examine
the effect of age, sex, and Parts | and |1, A four category system
was devis?d to examine (1) the relationship between 0~ and S~ respénses:
an empathic response was one in which $ correctly identified O's
affective state and indicated the same affecctive state for himself;

(2) an egoceﬁtric response vwas one in which both 0= and S~ responses
matched, but Q-response was inﬁorrect; (3) a cognitive response was one
in which a correct 0-response was glven, but unmatched with the S~

response; and (4) a random error response was one in which 0's affective

state was incorrectly identified and unmatched with the S-response. All
responses were assigned to one of these four categorles with the ex=

ception of 2% of responses of 'Don't know,'



Results

Variables affecting IPT performance

To examine the effects of age and order of elicitation of gghg;
Child (0) and Self (S) responses on §s' performance on the IPT, as well
as to compare scores on the two part3 of the IPT, a three-way ANOVA was
used, Results of the anélysis Indicate that none of the main effects

or interactions was significant, Table 1 shows the means and standard

Insert Table 1 about here

deviations for each of the cells of the analysis,

The attempt to alter S's affective state by describing him as the
cause of 0's emotion (Part I1) had no significant effect on $s' response
accuraéy. Rewelghting Part | scores to equate for the fact that Part |
had 11 items while Part 11 had 12 resulted In an even more clearer
absence of any effect of the manipulation which Part 11 stories r;presented.
Reanalysis revealed that the main effect of Parts, with 1 and 36 dfs,
went from F=3.51, p.08, to F=0.01, p>.5. The reweighted means are
aiso shown in Table 1.

The accuracy of O-responses was also unaffected by the order in
which they were elicited; i.c., whether they preceded or foiIOWed the
S-response. As a result of these analyses, Ss in the two elicitation=
order conditions were combined as were scores for Parts | and II,

Age did not affect $s' performance on the {PT although the Efénd
was in the expected direction of older Ss typically achieving a higher
score than younger Ss. For a more dotaited oxahinatinn. correct responses
to each of the affective conditions, as well as total scores, were

anatyzed to determine the effects of age and sex. Two factor analyses



of variance revealed no significant effect of either factor on any of
the condittions. Furthermore, none of the interactions ware significant.
As a result of these analyses, total sample data were used for further

investigation, |

Level of IPT performance

Parformance of Ss in the present study replicate the findings of
Borke (1971, 1972) that even young children are capable of correctiy
identifying the affective state of another child., The t-tests shown in

Table 2 for each of the five conditions as well as the total score
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Insert Table 2 about here

clearly indicate that Ss respond significantly more accurately than
would be expected by chance., Happy showed the consistently highest
rate of correct respénses over Individual items.

The frequency with which each of the faces was selected as an 0=

response, whether correct or incorrect, is reported in Table 3 along

------------------------ - -

Insert Table 3 about here

with the frequencies which would be expected if all responses were
correct. The expected frequencies have been weighted to account for
the differing probabllities associated with the five items which are
scored correct for either Sad or Mad. Results indicate that $s selected
Happy significantly more often than chance, and Sad significantly less
often (x2=h8.06. df= 3, p<<S01). Since Neutral was selected so in-
frequently as either an 0- or an S-response (6% of total response), it

was eliminated from the analysis.




Re[g;idnship of 0- and S=responses

The main purpose of the present study was to examine the relation-
ship between §'s responses to the affective state of others and his
own affective state in an attempt to clarify the responses to the IPT,

Table 4 shows the distribution of S-responses. $s selected Happy as an
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Insert Table h about here

S-response significantly more often than any other emotion (X2=i561.05.
df=h, p£.0001) and tended to describe themselves as Happy over all

items on the test (range from 53% to 83%). Furthermore, when the
distribution of S-responses is compared to the O-responses in Table 3,
Happy was selected as an S-response significantly more often than as an
O-response, while Sad, Mad, and Afrald were used as S-responses less fre-
quently (x2=5oo.o9. df=3, p<.001), A significant increase in the fre-
quency of non-responses was also observed among the S-responses. This

increase represents the reluctance of some Ss to answer the same question

(How_do you feel?) in the same way (Happy) over and over again.
To clarify the relationship of the ''self'* and '"other" responses, a
scoring procedure was used that asslgned ecach of $'s pairs of responses

to one of the four categories: empathic, eqocentric, cognlitive, and

random. The distribution of responses, shown in Table 5, reveals the

Insert Table 5 about here
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significant degree of accuracy of the overall performance of the sample
of preschool children. There were 522, or 57%, correct responses when
a total of 224 would have been expected by chance. Furthermore, with

only 29% of all responses in the empathic and egocentric categories
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combined, there was clearly no tendency‘for 0« and S~responses to match
(x2=150.79, df=t, p<.001).

With regard to the distribution of correct responses by cgtegorles,
cognitive responses were given more than twice as frequently as empathic
responses. This may be considered a very conservative estimate of the
glven both as a correct o-response as well as an S-response were counted
as empathic. These 100 pairs of responses account for 64.5% of the
empathic category,

Examination of the distribution of error responses !ndicates that
gégggm errors clearly account for the majority of incorrect responoes.
Eggcentricvresponses account for only 27% of all errors, This may‘also
be considered a liberal ostimate of.the category since the incorrect
use ofkﬁgggx (54% of the egocentric responsés) agaln inflates the cate~
gory.

In general, then, Ss performohce on the IPT is best typified as
correct or incorrect identification of another's affective state un=
related to S's own affective state,

| Discussion

Empathy and egocentrism

If egocentrlsm Is defined as the Inability of a child to take the

',perSpectIve of another, as suggested by Borke (1971, 1972)._then

'kﬁ'”; egocentrism wou!dkresult in responses to the IPT which are en‘rally

";dlct that the responses of presc
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Borke chose to conslder ch!ldren s correct responses to the IPT as a
measure of empathy. Her procedures. however, dld not a}low access to
$st own affectlve state. |If one acknow!edges Feshbach and Feshbach!s |

,defln)tlon (1969) of empathy as an Internal (self) response to the s

'f,effectlve state of another. then the present d*ta would suggest that

‘;;_Chandler and Greenspan expertmentally Induced that confllct. The

t,empathy as a construct is Insufflcient to explatn Ss behovlor on the =
,;IPT. That |s. the affect of the other chlld can be successfully gauged‘ ho
| by S wlthout hls necessarlly sharlng that affect. S ‘

Chandler and Greenspan (1971). on the other hand. have critlclzed"

",Borke s use of the construct of egocentrism, insofar as that construct i

| !s generally lnterpreted from Plaget's Writlngs. Borke's task dld not k

'\f“frequlre that the chltd respond to a situatlon ln which hls own perspectlve

of that sltuetlon was In confllct wtth the chitd in the story, whereas

"f{present study eompares children‘s estlmatlon of the affectlve state of

:;df?fthe child In the story wlth thelr rePOrts of thelr own affectlve state. fffs7°7”'u

“-ffa non-experlmental!y manlpu!ated L erspectlve" lt was apparent that

. S's own affective state did not Interfere with hls ablllty to undera
! stand the affectlve state of another. Neither wes s's affectlve State

o altered by that of o‘s.~ There was no evldenCe to suggest that Sad,

‘?:'5_1 ﬁad. or Afra!d. when used as s-responses were ln qny Wiy systematlcallyﬂr.' i
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is not an'approprlate construct for the evaluation of IPT performance.

A cognltIVe lnterpretatlon

An alternate explanatlon Is that correct 0~responses reflect a :
cognltlve understanding of the task whlch s unrelated to s s affectlve ,
vstate and has no effect on s s affectlve state. The reSponse is solely
cognltlve one. In general. the sltuatlons descrlbed in the IPT ,‘
‘storles have a high probability of actually having been experlenced by G
the chlld‘ln some manner and may. reflect the chlld $ ability to re-
member how he actually felt ina slmllar sltuatlon. Furthermore. Ss"
~ responses may reflect an lnternallzatlon of cultural norms of how i
‘fk”gyggg would feel under the QIVen condltlons.q Even the,attemptjto‘j'
’manlpulate ss! affectlvo state by verhally projectlng hlm lnto'tho p
_estory as the agent of o's condltlon (Part 1 items) does not Interfere e
wlth Ss' understandlng of how 0 feels or alter the relatlonshlp between?,
8 0- and s-responses. f ‘ ,?‘7' -r,‘; o ' | :
scme'!vldence for the "lnternallzed norms“ explanatlon was ob-
~ served, 1f the chlldren are actually respondlng to lnternallzed nonms,'f, T
the sltuatlons for whlch the norms are Inconsistent should result ln -

2 more Inconslstent responses to the lPT. A small group of adults (N=12):_l;lrf

- Were asked to lndlcate what they would conslder the correct response toffﬂff‘u5 :

--,‘each "*f Borke s ltems.

Every instance ln‘whlch these resp0nses dlffered
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keyed Sad or Mad, and that the most frequent erroneous response was an
incorrect Mad or Sad. Borke (personal communlcation) has shown cross-
cultural differences in response to these ltems when'comparlne Chinese
~and American childgen. Since §s in the present study were primarily
from lower socioaconomic class homes while Borke's $s were middle-and
upper~middle <lass cnildren. the varlance in responsé to these Itens
by the present sample may reflect another kind of crossscultural dif-
ference, with somewhat different normative bases, if the present' o
sampfe were used as the norm group, only one of the sentences Involving
Sad or Mad would be keyed with a single response,

In addition to the doubt raised by the present study of Borke's
use of the construct ofkempathy.‘there is also some‘duestion about‘ B
the Feshbach findings. There was very little tendency for Ss ln thls |
study to match their self- response to el ther their own 0~ response or to o
the correct response: ‘The two Feshbach stud%es on the other hand report‘
‘hlghyfrequencies’of empathlc respOnses. The present study dlffered
from the Feshbach,stddies tn that: 1) the IPT Items are»brief one~
sentence stories presented verbally while the Feshbach ltems ere more
tengthy,ydescriptive. and suppiemented with a serles of colored slldes;

: and 2) the present study ellcnted both 0« and $~ responses to one Iten kot

ﬁ'; fbefore presenting the next !tem whtle the Feshbach' 5 e\ictted s-responses

“}[l ltems fol\ewed by th;kre-presentation of a‘ Items in order to o
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expectancy despite the question he Is actually being asked. The present
Tstudy emphasized the differentiation between the s: and 0-response by
the contigutty of their occurrence, providing a more salient constrast
between the two. Preliminary examination of new data being collected -
by the present authors suggests that there is some relationship between
the ability to anticipate the 0-questlon. differentlate S from 0, and
correct respohse to IPT items.
Summary |
" The present study required Ss to identify their own affective

state and the affective state of another same-sex child, in order to
~clarify the abilities whlch contribute to successful performance of

the task. Ss' pairs of responses were operatlonalty defined as empathlc.
egocentric, cognltive. or random, based on two factors correctness of
the O—responses and matchlng 0- and s—rasponses. The results Indlcate
that correct responses to the‘lPT>ref|ect a cognitive understandlng of
the sltuation of, rather than an affective ldentifloétlon with} the .
subject\of the story. Secondly, errors were more often random rnther
than egocentrlc. The order in which §- and 0-resp0nses were ellclted 5

dld not effect performance, nor did the varlatlons ln the storles ln

: ~Wh|ch approxlmately half of them descrlbed s ‘as the agent of 0'

i‘fcqndltlon. The results Indicate that empathy es a construct ls both;f __~j{~rﬁ L
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Table 2

Mean Number of Correct O-Responses and t-tests

for Five Affective Stimulus Conditions - 3
- Stimulus No. of o -
: Con%itlon {tems Xcorr, - Xexp, t
 Happy A 3.10 0.80  16.b3
sad 6 2,58 1,20 5.11%
Mad - 165 080 b
sad/Mad 5 3.45 2,00 . 7.25%
Afraid 4 2.8 0,80 9.8
Total s LT T T
Cfobs)y 23 13,05 5,60 0 1h06k

*p 001
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‘S-RESPONSE

Table 5§
Distribution of Responsés to IPT by Two Age Groups

Classified by Relationship of 0~ and S-Responses

¥

0 -RESPONSE
; ..Correct  fncorrect’ Total
Empathic Egocentric
Matched f 155 12 267
to 0 : :
% 17 : 12 29
Cognitive . Random
Unmatched f 367 ., - 269 636
to 0 | 4] -
% b ‘ma; - 69
- £ 522 381
Total




Abstract

Borke (1971) has examined the young child's ability to identify the
affective state of others as a measure of empathy, which she has con-
trasted with Plaget's notion of e gocentrlsm Chandier and Greenspan
(1972) have criticlized this contrast. The present study attempted to
operatlonalize the constructs of em gathy and eqocentriSm and contrast
them with a cognitive explenatlon of the behavlor of chlldren on a task
which required § to Identlfy both his own and others affective stete. ,

Forty. $s , aged 3 - S,‘were,presented,e series of 23 storles
descrlbino an event which had occurred to a seme- ex child (0). g.

was asked to Indlcate “how 0 felt“ by polnting to one of five faces .

which § had previously identifled as Happy, R Afreld Had, and Neutra!.;f:‘ .

With each stlmulus story, s was elso asked to show how he felt. ,A,;f“‘,
i cOunterbaIanced desngn was employed In whlch half the §§ were questlohed
| regarding thelr own affectlve state prlor to Indicatlng how 0 felt.;d~ -
:whlle the remalning Ss responded to O's affecthe state ftrst. Order -
: of questloning had no effect on Ss! responses. k ',
" The double questlon al!owed for four posslble outcomes for each 5
of s's respOnses., l) an gathi response was one ln whlch s correctly
: Identlfled O's effectlve state and reported the same affective state for

‘~,htmse|f (correct and matched) ‘2) an egocentrlc ,esponsedwas Incorrect




in the stimulus, and d) errors tend to be random,- lic,, unrelated to
elther the particular affective state described in the story OR to
their $-response (80%) . |
’ Empathy has generally been considered to mean that S understands

and shares the feeling of another, Egocentrism would interfere to the
extent that §'5~§Wn affective state intrudes on~hls.abl|i£y to empathlze,
' Results of the present’study suggest that neithef empathy nor ego-
centrism account for $s performance on this task despite the fact that
both measures are liberal estimates in that they Include all correct |
a:#d incorrect O-responses of Happy which would regulafly,be matched
with a Happy S-response, Rathar, $s appear to have a cognitive under-
stahding‘of 0's affectlve‘staie.- This underétanding is néithef‘related

to, nor intruded upon by,'§‘s own affective state, Errors in O-responsqs

follow the same battern'and'appéar to be random.
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