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/
L1sten1ng to an intimate self—d1c1osure does not

-

*Int;macy,

‘always generate attraction for the revealer. One factor which ma

influence the relat1onsh1p between disclosure and attraction is
emotional empathy (i.e, an observer's react1ng emotionally because
he/she. peqce1ves that another is experiencing an emotion).
1nvest1gate whether emotional empathy on the part of the 11stener
would” increase .the effect of .a negative, intimate self-disclosure on:
attraction to- the revealer, female undergraduates (N=86) were
assigned in equal numbers to the eight manipulated conditions of a 2
(perceptual set) by 2 (intimacy) by 2 (responsibility) design. In
groups of two, the subjects were assigned ‘a list of 15,
self-description topics. Subjects watch1ng§the1r partner's ¢

self- descr1pt1on actually saw one of four

1deotapes in which the

confederate's disclosure varied in intimacy level,”.or in level of
responsibility. Following thé v1deotaped disclosure, subjects
completed a mood, and an impression questionnaire. The mpltiple
regression design used for analysis included empathy as a

,dispositional trait,

empathy as a manipulated perceptual set,

. intimacy-level of the disclosure, and responsibility for the
. disclosed event as predictors. Results showed that d1spo51t1ona1

-empathy was associated with greater differences in perceived .

intimacy, and a tendency to. 1nterpfet disclosures as an 1nd1catof of
attraction from the revealer. Dispositional empathy was not .
associated with greater, attraction to ‘the reVealer,:and perceptual

set had no effect on perceptions.
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Abstract !

-
1
<

This study investigated whether‘emptionai empathy on the part of a listen-

er, as a measured dispositipn-br a manipulated perceptual set, would increase

the effect of\a negative iﬁtfmate §e1f-disc1osuIefbn attracf“onlto a revealer.

In addition to~empathy as a trait and a state and intimacy of the disclosure
g \

" the multiple regression design included‘responSibiliﬁy for the event disclosed .

as a predictor. As predicted, dispositional empathy was associated with

; -

greater differences in perceived intimacy and a tendency to interpret :them as

an indicator of attfaction‘from the revealer. Dispositional empathy was not

-~

assoc1ated” however, W1th greater attraction to ‘the revealer as expected and 5/7.

/-
peréeptual sét fa11ed to affect perceptions at all

3

Author's Note: We wish to thank Jane Braud and Rose Spytek who -servéd ably as

“

experimenter and confederate. This research was supported by NIMH grant
MH33199 and by a grant from the Hogg Foundation, both to the first author.
Reqﬁests for reprints should be addressed to Richard L. Archer, Department

of Psychology, Southwe as State University, San Marcos, Texas 78666.

Listening to an intimate self-disclosure does not always generate attrac- °

~
L]

tion for the revealer (see Archer, 1979; and Kleinke, 1979, for recent reviewg.)
Previous investigators have identified a number of variables that mediate the A
relationship between disclosure and attraction. The purpose of this study

was to demonstrate the influence of yet another factor, emotional empathy.
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-Emotionalieﬁpathy hs been defined as “an obgerver's’reacting emotion? .

A A

E]

)
perience an emotlon” (orlglnal 1ta11cs,_Stotland Sherman &-Shaver 1971,

p. 2). It has been investigated both as an enduring personallty trait

tapped by. an 1nd1v1dual dlfference meastire. (Mehrablan & Epstein, 1972) and -

as a state 1nduced by establlshlng a perceptual et’ (Stotland et al. 1971).,
_}'In both lines of research the person with whom the observer empathizes is

~usually a victim of some sort and hlS or her emotlonal‘experlence 1s‘a nega-

tive one. The observer who V1carlously shares 1n the v1cttm'e misfortune in.

these experlments responds sympathetlcally, attrlbutlng causality more‘ilke
‘ lthe victim (an .actor) would (Regan & Totten, 1975) and evaluatlng the victim

more . favorably (Aderman, Brehm, & Katz 1974) )

- Slnce intimate self- dlsclosures frequently 1nvolve the revelatlon of
_more negative experiences, facts, and events ﬁespec1ally 1n laboratory ex-. .
_periments, see Archer 1979), emotlonal empathy on the part of the llstener

may have 1mportant consequences. First of all by taking his or her own
vicarious emotions as a benchmark the empathlzlng llstener mlght percelve
a greater contrast between intimate and superficial disclosures. But more

1

importantly, by imagining him- or herself in the p051t10n of the discloser
-the empathizing listener may also, be 1nc11ned to 1nterpret thewhegatlve 1n-
formation. in a sympathetlc llght and to view the disclosure of that informa- °
tion as a 51gn of llklng from the revealer It is difficult not to?llke"some-
one that likes you (Helder, 1959) and 1§'the 1mpact of the negatlve 1nforma--
tion is also softened, then emotional empathy might strongly boost the rela-

tlonshlp between intimate dlsclosure and attractlon.' ° \

-

To fest thls hypothes1s we de51gnedfa study in which both scores orh\a

d15p051t10nal measure of empathy and a 51tuatlonal manlpulatlon of empathy*were

¢ . . J‘

‘o \//




included. Subjects heard their confederate partner disclose either an inti-
mate or a superficial negative experience for which either the partner her-
self or another was responsible. It was predicted that empathy, whether

- measured or manipulated "would be associated with: 1), stronger differences

s+

1n perceived 1nt1macy of ‘the; partner s disclosure, 2) a greater tendency to
e 1nterpret 1nt1mate dlsclosure as an indicator of attractlon from the partner,
and 3) greater attractIon to the 1nt1mate partner In- addltlon, the part—

.ner's responsibility for the,negatlve event was-expected to exacerbate the

differences betheenfempathizing and non-empathizihg subjects. ’

2

’ L - Method' * ,"
“Subjects N
Eighty:six female ﬁndergraduates from the introductorylpsycholog}l
" classes at the Un1ver51ty of Texas at Austin participated in the study for .

—-course credit. They were assigned in equal numbers to the e1ght manlpulated

-

conditions of the Z(perceptual set) x 2(1nt;macy) x Z(reSpon51b111ty) design
. ' ~

by a randomized blocks procedure Dprlng the study’ six women (from five of

the eight manlpulated condltlons) expressed susp1C1on concernlng the confed-

erate's disclosure. Their data were eliminated and replaced so that there

were 80 snbjectsin the analyses. -
Procedure

The female experimenter introduced the two subjects, one of whom was the

4

confederate, and noted that the study was concerned With _the acquaintanceship

)

} process She explained to them that "what we want eaqh of you to do is tp
/
tell ‘the other person about yourself .to try to g1ve the other person some .

[

1dea of what you are 11ke " She showed them to a room with one desk and
video monitor. Supposedly due to a shortage of/v1deo equlpment the procedure

required them\to alternate in role of speaker and llstener with the speaker

i
A
7

-
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installed in another‘room before¢the camera- A Tigged draw1ng was\held in
_which the confederate was always Selected to be the f1rst speaker The ex-
perlmenter gave both confederate and subJect a llst of, 15 self- descr1pt10n
topics cover1ng the full range of 1nt1macy from.whlch they were each to choose
| three. Then she escorted the confederate oUt_of the Toom, presumably to the
camera room. - e L 7

Perceptual s€t manipulation. When the experimenter returned she {blind-

'ly) handed the subject onerof an alleged«set'of fite-varieties‘of type itten

"secret" viewing instructions to follow durlng the conféderate s se#r-des-

h cr1ptlon In fact, there were only two versionms. In.the 1ma§%5£-self _
— (empathy) cond1t10n, the instructions were to. "imagine how’ she feels as

\ g . .
she talks to you.. M wh11e in the watch-her (control) condition they were to |
. .make careful obserVatlons of everythlng she does yhen the' video-

mon1tor was turned on. v
<

Intimacy and respon51b111tzfmanlpulatlons As the subJect watched the

self-descrlptlon she was actug}ly seeing one.of four videotapess-—In all four
the confederaté discussed;the same thrée topics; She followed an ascending B
: order of 1nt1macy beginning w1th her hobb1es ‘moV1ng to tge kind of work she _
wanted to do, and finishing w1th the best fr1endsh1p she ever had Ire dis- ;4
closuresrconcernlng hobbies and work were alike in all conditions and the
disci ure concerning the/friend;hip always:inrolved an/auto accident pre;

cipitated by‘ﬁ__—- runk driving. &Gt in the higﬁfintimacy condition the accident

was a serious one end1ng in (similar, témporary) injury tp both friends and

irreparably damaging the relatlonshlp, Jh};e in the low'intimacy condltlon
little damage, no injury, and oniy a short-lived strain on the reiationshipl )
| resﬁlted. In the responsible condition'the:confederate revealed that shelwas )
(drivinévthe car_and‘her friend, the]passenger,‘had tried to talk her out -of

?




,had been. All of the 1mpression 1tems employed 10-point scales.

-~ : / 2 -

“it, while in the not respon51ble condition their roles were reversed

v

Dependent measures. After the confederate s v1deotaped disclosure ended

the experimenter returned and administered a ”mood questlonnaire” followed
by an’ ”impresgion rating form." The mood questionnaire was composed of 14 -
adJectives each followed by an 11 p01nt scale.. Responses were summed to pro-

~

duce three 1ndices empathic ‘concern (moved, softhearted, touched warm,

concerned and compassionate),' sad-personal distress (troubled gpset,r

anxious and grieved) and angry-personal distress (perturbed, bothered
1rr1tated and.disturbed) based on the-h‘ctor analysis of these\items con-

ducted by Archer, Diaz lov1ng, Gollw1tzer Davis, § Foushee (in press).

v

The 1mpression questionnalre presented three'items to form an attraction :

1ndex, asking ‘the subject how much she liked her partner, wished to get to

\

know her better and wanted to have her as a close frlend A slmilar set. of

' three items, ask1ng the subJect to estimate how her partner felt about her

were 1ncluded to fornla.perceived partner attraction index. - Then there were
three 1tems to, form:an 1ndex of subJects' perceptlons of the partner's inti- °

Ny ,
macy, asking ‘how intimate, how open and how revea11ng the self- descrlptlon\
) \

%o

' Disp051tlona1 empathy measure. .WheESthe subJect finished the two ques-

tionnaires she was_ informed that due to schedullng error therecwould not be

aftime for her to disclose to the confederate. She was escorted by the experi-

menter to another room where the Mehrabian-Epstein (1972) dispositional em- .

pathy measure was administered. Then she was debriefed and excused. .
i . B - . i
s ' Results

LN

Anaikses ‘ e K

" The analyses'performed used the shmiltaneous multiple regression:program

-

from the spég package (Nie, Hull, Jenkins, Steinbrenier, § Bent, 1975).
: S /
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continuous variable, dispositional empathy-score, and Fhe three dichotomous
variables, perceptual set, intiﬁacy,'and responsibility condition,_Were‘fhé
predictors ‘ Simultaneous multiple regreésioﬁ and effect coding of the dichot- ‘
omous varlables were used as the best approxlmatlon gf analysis of varlance
Jwhen cell n's are unequal (Carlson § Timm, 1974 Overall, Splegel & Cohen,’
1975). Values of the continuous varlable were. coded in terms of the1r dev1a-
_tion from the meaﬂ to reduce the gorrelationAbetween main effects an& inter-.
actioq terms (Althauser, '1971; Kenny, 1979). Iﬁ any-aéalysis in which a given
predictor variable produced no main effécts or\?nteractions approaching sig-
 nificance (p.> .10) the sums of squares\;ssociate& with it were pooled infbi'
the error term and the degrees of freedom recovered. Table 1 presents|€§e .
_‘means for eéch variable; changing n's reflect missing data.

4 -

Mood y | -

The analysis of the’empathic concern in@ex yielded an intimacy main
effect, F(1,69) = 9.53, p<.003, and a dispositional empathy‘by perceptual .
set.interéction, FQ1,69) = 4.56, p<.04. The high iﬁtimggy discioéure creaged '
moré empathic Eoncern than the low. Furthermore, the differences in empathic
concern between s;bjects high and low in empathy present with the watch-her

instructions (41.13 vs. 31.21) were muted by the imagine-self instructions
% o ' Lo . v
(38.24 vs. 35.17).

~ .o Insert Table 1 about here ‘ % ' L

‘x 3 ) , s . | | .
*v "Analysis of the sad-personal distress index indicated main effects of
|dispositional empathy, F(1,66) = 9.28, 2;47003, and intimacy, F(1,66) = 8.19,
! .
Rgz;pOG, and atmarginal interaction between disppsitional-émpathy, perceptual

. : : /7
set, and responsibility, F(1,66) = 3.54, p ¢.07. Subjects who heard the

1

high intimacy disclosure experienced more sadness“than those who heard the
o | b : ‘ :

L -
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-low intimacy disclosure and subjects who' 'were high in empathy more than those '
who were low. Th addltlon, with the imagine-self mstructlons subJects h1gh
in, empathy were to some extent sadder when the‘dlscloser was reSpon51ble
(20..91 Vvs. 12.86) th.le those low in empathy were less sad (7.11 vs. .15.00). .

The angry-personal distress index ana1y51s produced a d15p051t10na1 emp- '

" athy main effect, F(1,68) = 4.55, p<%04, a respon:c,ibility main effect,; '
_E(l,oS) = 9.07,\ Rf.\m and interactions between dispositional erhpathy and
both intimacy, F(1,68) = 3.93, p<-051, and respon51b111ty, F(l 68) = 5.23,

p<.03. Both high empathy dnd respon51b111ty increased anger, and in combi-

‘nation elevated anger so strongly that the interaction resulted. Low empathy
on the other hand, in concert with the low intimacy disclosure, was assoc-
iated with véry little anger' | ‘.

In general, the mood data indicate that d15p051tlonal empathy, much

more than perceptual set was assoc1ated w1th vicarious emgtlons on the part
of the listener. Intlmate chsclosure and the revealer's respon51b1,11ty for {
the negatlve event disclosed, both alone and in concert w1th dispositional

empathy, also magnified emotions. - R

Percelved Partner Intimacy

When the intimacy index was analyzed the 1nt1macy var1able showed a main
effect, _Ii(l,74) = 26.13, p< .OOl, and part1c1pated in an 1nte.ract10n' fvlth .
dispositional empathy, F(1,74).= 4.57, p <.04.: Disclosure in the high inti--
macy concl_ition was perceived as more intimate than the low intimacy condition,
thus validating the nxanipulation. More importantly, and in accordance with
predictions, among subjects higher 1n dispositional "empathy; this difference
was more pronounced 'I‘h;’re Were no effects involving the perceptual set.

' Perceived Partner Attractlon -

" The partner attraction index analysis yielded 'a dispositional empathy -
- A

& \
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main effect, F(1,68) = 4.06, 2::.05,'andlinteractions between disposit%%nal
empathy gnd intimacy, F(1,68) = 9.37, Qgc.pQSQ énd reéponsibility, F(1,68)
= 6.91, p«.02. High empathy was associated with higher ovefall estimates
of the partnef's attraction. waever, contrary to the prediction this dif-
ference was entirely‘due to the disclosure of the accident for which the
{feﬁéale; was not responsible. Consistent with the hypothesis, though, high‘

| intimacy disclosure was inte¥preted as an indicatbr oflgreater attraétio by
high empathy subjects, but not by low empathy subjects: Again, pefceptng ‘
set had‘no impact. ‘ _ ' , ?;;‘
Attraction : \\ | w__\\b
| When the attfaction index itself was subjected to anaiysis a main effect
for disposif%oﬁal embathy, F(1,69) = 14.47, p<.001, and én interaction be-
tween dispositionéi empathy_énd responsibility, F(1.69) = 4.87, p<.04,
qyerged. Correspbnding with their elevated peérceptions of §he partner's’
attraction,‘high empathy subjects were themselves more attracted to .the re-
vealer overall than were low empathy subjects. -Similarly, thié‘difference‘
was strongest when the revealer was not responsible for the accident. But
there was no -indication that highfempafhy subjects préferféd theiintimate‘
discloser or that perceptual set iqflugnqed éttraqtionﬂat éll.q . ot
| | Discussion
Taking stockbof the findings from our study,- it seems safest in light
of previous results to assume our perceptual set mahipulatiéﬁ failed for some
reason. Subjects high in dispositional empathy are the ones who typically
resporxd to such situational inducements (Archer, Foushee, ﬁavis, § ‘Aderman, ',
1979)r Perhaps the compelling and immediate disclosure'éf fhe accident
sﬁnbly had an overwhqlming'effect on high.empatﬁy subjécts causing them to
-~

disregard the instructions.

v
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- Dispositional empathy;“en_the other hand, was clearly associated.with
empathic responses to self-disclosure‘ High empathy subjects percelved

f greater differences in intimacy and 1nterpreted them as attraction frcm the
revealer as we expected However, the 1nt1macy of the disclosure did not
affect their’ attraction to the revealer as pred1cted though they did like
the revealer better than low empathy subjects regardless of 1ntimacy Our '

~ hypotheses involving the respon51b111ty.var1able were also" disconfirmed
Rather than maximizing the effects of empathy~it minimized them A look at .;:,
the means in Table 1 suggests that high rather than low empathy subJects were iu
influenced negatively by the revealer s responsibility fbr the acc1dent

Once again (see Archer et al., 1979 Archer et al., in press) high empathy

is no assurance of unflagging sympathy
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