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{0 a mature cognitive outlook and to harmonious interaction with others. Without
this role-taking capacity, one’s interactions with others are inescapably egocen-
tric and self-centered; possessing such a skill, in contrast, allows one to tailor
behaviors to the expectations of many different observers, thus producing
smoother and more varied interpersonal relations.

‘What these approaches all have in common is the recognition that empathy
(ot role-taking, or sympathy) is necessary Lo overcome the fundamental obstacle
facing us in social life: nametly, other people. Many of the difficulties in social
interaction stem inevitably from the fact that different people frequently have
needs, desires, and goals different from our own. Many times these goals are
incompatible with one another, such that one person’s success at attaining
his/her objective necessarily entails another’s failure. At its most mundane level,
we can think of this as the ‘Bathroom Problem’—that is, in a home with several
inhabitants and only one bathroom, any individual’s success at gaining access
1o that room usually ensures the failure (temporary, it is hoped) of others. Of
course, this zero-sum quality is not present in all situations; there are many times
when the desires of the relevant parties are not incompatible with one another.
This is of little consolation, however, when you are third in line to use the only
bathroom in the house.

Thus, to a considerable degree social interaction necessarily comes to
inciude a high level of conflict between the competing goals of the participants.
As individuals single-mindedly pursue their own accomplishments, the goals of
some are incvitably thwarted by others’ success. Resentment, rancor, and
recriminations result. Social relationships, rather than running more or less
smoothly, are instead beset by conflict and disagreement.

The existence of an empathic ability—that is, being able to at least tempo-
rarily suppress one’s own perspective on events and entertain that of another
person—Ilessens the likelihood and severity of such social disruptions. While
incompatible goals still exist, the empathic individual is capable of anticipating
inherent conflicts prior to their actual occurrence, of recognizing and acknow-
ledging the legitimate claims of the other social participants, and of acting in
ways which minimize the conflict through compromise and accommodation.
The means by which empathy allows this to happen can be simply stated: the
presence of empathy reduces the overwhelming primacy that the individual’s
own thoughts, feelings, and desires usually enjoy, by temporarily making the
thoughts, feelings, and desires of other people the major focus of one’s attention.
One way to think of empathy, then, is as a tool which helps to file down the
rough edges inherent in alt forms of social intercourse; although not perfect, it
does make possible smoother, less abrasive social interaction. It is the purpose
of this chapter to explore some ways in which dispositional empathy has these
effects on social intercourse.!

MODERN APPROACHES TO EMPATHY

Modern approaches to empathy have tended to focus on three major issues. One
such focus _ﬁ»mm been on understanding the development of empathic capacities
in childhood; developmental psychologists have carried out considerable re-
search in an effort to map the acquisition and consequences of empathic
capacities from infancy onward (eg, Feshbach & Roc, 1968; Flavell, 1968: 1974,
Hoffman, 1975). A second focus has been in the clinical realm. Within the
client-therapist relationship empathy has been accorded a position of central
importance, especially since Rogers (1957) first included it among his list of six
‘necessary and sufficient’ conditions for effective therapy. As a result, numerous
investigatiofis assessing therapist empathy have been conducted, in an effort to
discern its mm:mmn. on client progress and overall therapy effectiveness (eg, Truax
& Qmwwrcmm— 1967). As Gladstein (1983) notes, empathy has continued to be
seen as an W_Eﬁonwmn therapeutic construct, even in the face of some reviews
questioning, its role (eg, Gladstein, 1977: Lambert, Dejulio, & Stein, 1978).
Finally, a ia focus has been on using empathy to address questions of larger
philosophicai or theoretical interest. For example, theorists and researchers
interested in the question of moral development have employed the constructs
of empathy:or role taking in an attempt {0 illuminate this topic (eg, Gilligan,
1977; Kohlberg, 1963; 1969). Similarly; strong interest in the issue of altruism
has led some investigators to nominate empathy as the mechanism by which
essentially anmmw organisms may come to act in ways which benefit others,
seemingly without any external incentive to do so (eg, Batson, Duncan, Acker-
man, Buckley, & Birch, 1981; Batson, Dyck, Brandt, Batson, Powell, McMas-
ter. & Griffitt, 1988; Hoffman, 1977).

Each of these recent approaches has attempted to further our understanding
of empathy and empathy’s role in affecting some obviously important kinds of
social interactions. What none of them do, however, and what almost no
psychological research has yet done, is 1o examine the rather homely question
of just what effect dispositional empathy has on everyday social functioning.
That is. how do differences in empathic tendency actually influence everyday
social life? Indeed, do such differences influence our everyday lives? What are
the implications, if any, for the well-being of the empathic person? This set of
questions may at the same time be both more mundane and more broadly
important ({from a practical point of view) than the traditional kinds of ‘big ticket”
issues described above.

This chapter will describe a new program of research undertaken to address
questions spich as these. The studies described here have been carried out over
the last five years or so by the current authors and several colleagues. Taken as
a whole, the evidence thus far is quite encouraging in suggesting some very
specific ways in which dispositional empathic tendencies affect our day-to-day
behaviors, jhe impact that those behaviors have on others’ perceptions of us,
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Figure 1. General theoretical model.
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example, one consequence resulting from an individual’s behavicfs, and the
subsequent perceptions of those behaviors by others, is a subjective feeling state
in the target individual, Unfavorable perceptions by others could praduce in the
target individual feelings of loneliness or depression. Alternativelyy the social
outcome in a given situation could be reactions, judgements, or feelings of the
perceiver. Thus, a target’s behavior and the resulting perceptions of athers could
produce greater or lesser liking for the target by other people. The térm ‘social
outcomes’ can therefore include either type of phenomena. i

The second point to be emphasized here is that this model: reflects a
phenomenological approach in that it assumes that social outcomes wmn directly
influenced not by one’s behavior, but by perceptions of that behavior. Clearly,
one’s behavior will affect others’ perceptions, but it seems just as cleaf that those
perceptions will be influenced by other variables as well. To take just one
example, perceivers’ expectations about a target—based perhaps on prior
experiences—can strongly affect their perceptions of that target. The important
thing to remember, from the point of view of the model, is that it is ferceptions
of reality which most directly affect social outcomes. !

Third, and finally, we should note one obvious boundary nc:&wam of this
model. It seems clear that personality characteristics other than empathy must
also play a significant role in shaping an individual’s behaviors Emwwmn social
relationships. In particular, it seems apparent that such traits as exfraversion,
neuroticism, and shyness have important roles to play. Clearly, then, the model
we are proposing here is not an exhaustive one. However, within its limited
context, certain important questions may be addressed. What kinds ofpehavioral
consequences are iikely to result from high or low levels of dispositional
empathy? What specific effects can we anticipate from the several components
of empathy outlined earlier? What impact will these behaviors ulti wmnoa, have
on individual well-being? Let us consider each facet of empathy mm_._M:B.

1
1

i

Dispositional Empathy and Social Relationships 83

Perspective Taking: Expectations

A person who habitually makes an effort to step outside his or her awn
perspective and see things from the psychological point of view of other people
might be expected to exhibit several behavioral characteristics. First, such
people should be relatively tolerant of others; regularly assuming the point of
view of other people should make one more able to understand others’ motives,
and thus be more tolerant of their behavior. Second, such people should be
relatively accommadating; a clearer tecognition and appreciation of others’
thoughts, wishes, and feelings should lead to a greater witlingness to com-
promise and accommodate oneself to their views. Third, such people should
exhibit a relative lack of selfishness and egocentrism. Frequently and repeatedly
stepping ‘outside’ one'’s own viewpoint should have the effect of making one
especially aware of the multiplicity of viewpoints possible, and less insistent
that one’s own perspective is the only legitimate one.

Taken as a whole, these hypothesized characteristics of active perspective
takers suggest something about the general nature of their social relationships.
Recognizing that all relationships inherently produce some conflict, active
perspective-takers should have relatively smooth and noncontentious interac-
tions with others, brought about by their greater tolerance for others, their
willingness to accommodate to the wishes and behaviors of others, and the
weaker tendency to insist on their own positions to the exclusion of others.
Overall, we would expect the Ievel of conflict in these relationships (as reflected
in number of fights, arguments, and serious disagreements) to be lower than for
those low in perspective taking. Further, we might anticipate that those conflicts
which did exist in these relationships would be resolved in a less fractious and
damaging manner.

Empathic Concern: Expectations

Persons with high dispositional levels of empathic concern regularly experi-
ence feelings of warmth, sympathy, compassion, and concern for others. Asa
result, such people might be expected to act in relatively supportive ways toward
others. Such people siiould also be relatively generous and giving to others. If
an important underlying basis for altruism is the experience of empathic concem
(eg, Batson et al., 1981; 1988), then high dispositional levels of this charac-
teristic should be associated with generous and helpful interpersonal behavior
more generally. Finally, it might be expected that such persons will have
relatively free and open communication with other people. The sharing of
feelings—especially sensitive or troubling ones—with another person is made
much easier (and thus more likely) when the other person is a warm and
sympathetic iistener. Consequently, those with high levels of empathic concem
are likely to report better and/or more frequent communication with other
people. Taken as a whole, the hypothesized picture emerging for those high in
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Table ]. Interpersonal Reactivity Index

The following statements inquire about your thoughts and feelings in a variety of situations.
For cach itern,indicate how well it describes you by choosing the appropriate letter on the
scale at the top of the page: A, B, C, D, or E. When you have decided on your answer, fill in
the letter on the answer shect next to the item number. READ EACH ITEM CAREFULLY
BEFORE RESPONDING. Answer as honestly as you can, Thank you,

ANSWER SCALE:
A B < D E
DOES NOT DESCRIBES
DESCRIBE ME VERY
ME WELL WELL
PERSPECTIVE TAKING SCALE:

3. I sometimes find it difficult to see things from the ‘other guy’s’ point of view. ()

8. Hry to look at everybody’s side of a disagreement before | make a decision.

11. 1 sometimes try to understand my friends better by imagining how things lock from their
perspective,

15. If I'm sure I'm night about something, I don't waste much time listening to other people’s
arguments, (-}

21. 1 believe that there are two sides o every question and try to look at them both.

25. When I'm upsct at someone, [ usually try 1o “put myself in his shoes” for a while.

28. Before criticizing somebody, I try to imagine how | would feel if T were in their place.

EMPATHIC CONCERN SCALE:

2.1 often have tender, concerned feelings for people less fortunate than me,

4. Sometimes 1 don't fecl very sorry for other peaple when they are having problems. ()

9. When I sec someone being taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards them.

14. Other, people’s nusfortunes do-not usuaily disturb me a great deal, ()

18. When | see someone being treated unfairty, I sometimes don’t feel very much pity for
them. {-)

2.1 am often quite fouched by things that I see bappen.

22. 1 would describe myself as a pretty soft-hearied person.

PERSONAL DISTRESS SCALE:

6. In emergency situations, I feel appretiensive and ill-at-case.

10.1 sometimes feel helpless when I am in the middie of a very emotional situation.
13. When [ sec someone get hurt, I tend to remain calm. ()

17. Being in tense emotional situation scares me.

19, Tam usually pretty effective in dealing with ecmergencies, ()

24. 1 tend 1o lose control duning emergencics,

27. When I see someone wha badly needs help i an emergency, I go to pieces.

EANTASY SCALE:

1.1 daydrcam and fantasize, with some regularity, about (hings that might happen to me.

5. I really get mivolved with the feelings of the characters in 2 novel.

7. i am usually objeciive when I watch a movie or play, and I don’t ofien get completely caught
upmit. ()

12, Becomng extremely involved in a good book or movie 1s somewhat rare for me. (-)

16, After sceing a play or movie, T have felt as though | were one of the characters.

23. When I walch a good movie, | can very easily put myself in the place of a leading character.

Dispositional Empathy and Social Relationships 87

Table 1 | contd.

26. When | am reading an interesting story or novel, ¥ imagine how I would feef if the events in
the story were happening to me.

NOTE: Items are scored as follows: A=0, B=1, C=2, D=3, E=4, except for reverse- coded
items [denoted by (-)] which are scored: A=4, B=3, C=2, D=1, E=0.

INITIAL EVIDENCE FOR THE MODEL

Before the modei presented in this chapter was completely formulated, some
research involving dispositional empathy and social behaviors was conducted.
This research typically focused on only one or two elements in the full model—
for example, on the link between dispositional empathy and social behavior, or
the link between dispositional empathy and a social outcome such as number of
friends—rather than on the complete system as displayed in Figure 1. Therefore,
to the degree that these findings support the model, they can only be viewed as
partial support. Nevertheless, they do provide the first evidence relevant to our
contentions that dispositional empathy has reliable and predictable effects on
specific social behaviors and outcomes.

Empathy, Social Style, and Social Feelings

Davis (1983c), carried out a study in which over 1300 undergraduate
students at the University of Texas completed a battery of psychological
measures. Among these was the IR], as well as several measures which tapped
a variety of interpersonal styles and some which measured social feclings (that
is, typical affective reactions to social settings). For example, the Extended
Personal Attributes Questionnaire (Spence, Helmreich, & Holohan, 1979),
which was a part of the battery of measures, includes two scales assessing
relevant social styles: the Femininity scale and the Negative Masculinity scale.
The Femininity scale measures psychological characteristics which are seen by
society as characteristically possessed by females but which are viewed as
positive regardless of who possesses them (eg, aware of feelings of others:
understanding of others); thus, this scale seems to tap exactly those ‘other-
oriented’ qualities earlier described as typical of those high in perspective taking
or empathic concern. The Negative Masculinity scale, on-the other hand,
measures qualities which are seen as stereotypically male, and which are viewed
as negative no matter who possesses them (eg, arrogant, boastful, dictatorial);
thus, it seems to tap the kind of ‘self-centered’ behaviors which are predicted
to be uncharacteristic of those high in perspective taking and empathic concern.

In addition to these measures of social style, at least two instruments tapping
unpleasant sociaf feelings were also included in this battery. The social anxiety
subscale from the Self-Consciousness Scale (Fenigstein, Scheier, & Buss, 1975)
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r = -.19, p < .01: females: r = -.17, p < .01). Again, none of the o&qmmmmomm
between conflict and empathic concern or personal distress reached significance
(all r's less than -.10). Thus, for two different samples a very similar patiern was
discovered, with perspective taking alone demonstrating a significant negative
association with peer conflict. !

Resolution of conflicts. Evidence regarding the way in which high perspec-
tive takers resolve their social conflicts comes from a study conducted by
Franzoi, Davis and Young (1985), in which 131 heterosexual student couples at
Indiana University were surveyed. Both members of the couple completed a
questionnaire which included the perspective taking scale (the other TRI scales
were not included in this study), self-reported behavior (such as Hegree of
self-disclosure), items assessing each partner’s satisfaction with thé relation-
ship, and an item asking about the way in which the partners mnmo?m..m.w conflicts
(“When disagteements between you and your partner arise, they generally result
in: (a) You giving in (b) Partner giving in (c) Neither giving in (d) Agreement
by mutual give and take.”) ;

For both males and females, the predominant response was the ‘mutual give
and take® option, with over 70 per cent of each gender choosing this answer. In
order to explore the importance of this mode of conflict resolution, ibwever, it
was necessary to use the couple as the unit of analysis (conflict resplution is.
after all, a joint process); as a result, responses were recoded in the following
way. If both members of the couple reported mutual give and take in settling
their disputes, the couple was assigned a score of 1.0; if both membets reported
some other mode of resolution, the couple was assigned a value of 0.0; if one
member reported mutual give and take and the other did not, a value 0f 0.5 was
assigned. Thus, couples were given higher scores as they reported higher levels
of mutual give and take. 3

A multiple regression analysis was then carried out in which the criterion
variable was the couple’s conflict resolution score, and the predictor variables
were length of relationship, and each partner’s score on the perspective taking
and private self-consciousness scales (included for other reasons). Only one of
the predictors exerted a significant effect on conilict resolution: male perspec-
tive taking was positively related (B = .24; p < .01) to conflict resolition, such
that greater male perspective taking was associated with the couple reporting a
greater likelihood of mutual give and take. The effect of female perspective
taking was in the predicted direction (§ =.15) but failed to achieve significance.

Consistent with expectations, then, these results suggest that greator perspec-
tive taking tendencies do contribute to a social style emphasizing tolcrance and
equitable resolutions of competing claims. According to the empathy model,
moreover, this social style should consequently have an impact on some social
outcome such as relationship quality. Happily, the Franzoi et al. (1985) inves-
tigation allows an examination of this question as well. A final pair of multiple

2 . N . - . B
regression analyses were conducted in which the criterion variables were male

P ad
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and female satisfaction with the relationship. The predictor variables included
(among others) the conflict resolution variable and male and female perspective
taking. For both male (B = .31) and female (f = .31) satisfaction, conflict
resolution displayed a significant positive association, indicating that greater
give and take in conflict resolution was associated with greater satisfaction for
each partner. In fact, conflict resolution exerted the strongest effect of any
predictor in the equation. Interestingly, even after the effects of conflict resolu-
tion on satisfaction were assessed, individual perspective taking still exerted an
impact on satisfaction above and beyond that mediated by conflict resolution.
In particular, female perspective taking displayed a substantial association with
male satisfaction after all other variables were controlled for statistically; male
perspective taking had no such effect on female satisfaction. We shall have more
to say about this finding later on. For the moment, however, it is enough to say
that this pattern of results suggests that perspective taking tendency may operate
to enhance relationship quality not only through conflict resolution but through
other mediating paths as weil.

Empathy, Social Behaviors, and Social Outcomes

Another source of evidence relevant to the empathy model comes from an
investigation by Davis, Franzoi and Wellinger (1985), which utilized data
collected from the Michigan high school sample mentioned earlier. Following
the data collection in 1982, similar surveys were administered to the high school
student body for each of the next three years. At each of these four time periods,
the survey instrument included the IRI, as well as questions concerning social
behaviors and social outcomes. For example, regarding social behavior, ques-
tions were asked each year about the respondents’ self-disclosure (the degree to
which he or she typically talked about intimate matters with others), the number
of friends they reported having, and the frequency with which they went out on
dates with members of the opposite sex. The social outcome measured in this
investigation was subjective loneliness—respondents completed the UCLA
Loneliness scale (Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980), either the full scale or the
4-item short scale, at each of the survey points. The logic of this investigation,
following from the model displayed in Figure 1, is that dispositional empathy
affects social behaviors, which in turn affect the social outcome of feelings of
loneliness and isolation.

Multiple regression analyses were then carried out on these data for each of
the four years separately. First, individuat regression analyses were conducted
in which four social behaviors served as criterion variables: number of friends,
number of dates, disclosure to same-sex peers, and disclosure to opposite-sex
peers. The predictor variables in these analyses were scores on the empathic
concern, personal distress, and private self-consciousness scales (included for
other reasons). Nexi, a regression was conducted in which the four social
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ing perceptions on the part of others, and that others’ wnmgmmma of the
individual lead to feelings and judgements of social importance to the individual.
For example, a person’s tactful, accommodating social style m_ﬂocE generally
lead to a perception of him/her as a tactful, accommodating person (although
this is not guaranteed), and such perceptions should then lead othersio like that
individual more, to be more satisfied with him/her as a friend, or to a¢f in a more
positive way toward him/her. (Assuming, of course, that these percéived char-
acteristics are viewed by the observer as important ones.) In short,/our social
outcomes are said to result in large part from the ways in which others perceive
and judge us: our dispositional levels of empathy and resulting behavioral
tendencies are strong influences on those perceptions. Let us turn now to
evidence which directly assesses the impact of dispositional mammﬁxwiﬁw_ this
full theoretical framework. -

@

-arr

Empathy in Romantic Relationships

Davis and Qathout (1987) camied out an investigation ﬁanm included
assessments of each step in the full theoretical model; in particular, this inves-
tigation went beyond the previous research by including measures:of another
person’s perceptions of and reactions to the target individual, in addition to the
simple effects of the individual’s empathic tendencies on behavior, This was
accomplished by studying heterosexual romantic relationships; in this study,
both members of a romantic couple were surveyed, thus allowing an m.mmnmm_unnﬁ
of each partner’s judgements about the other.

The first step in the study was to decide on the specific behavjors which
might be influenced by dispositional empathy and which in tum would affect
the romantic partner’s perceptions. Rather than decide a priori on a set of
behaviors which might be predicted to result from dispositional empathy, a
different strategy was used. In the semester prior to the main muﬁm_%mmnoz_ an
independent group of 100 undergraduates were asked to respond to'two ques-
tions concerning the behavior of their current romantic partners. First; they were
asked to list as many behaviors of their partner as they could which ‘Dother you,
irritate you, displease you, or make you unhappy in some way.’ They were also
asked to list as many behaviors as possible which ‘make you happy, or
comfortable, or contented and satisfied in your relationship.’ Over 1000 respon-
ses were generated by this sample (696 positive; 437 negative); after m,_mamammmm

the numerous duplicates and excluding unusual or highiy infrequent Yesponses,.

this list was reduced to 25 separate behaviors. It was this list of behaviors which
was administered to members of romantic couples in the main investigation.
This list of 25 behaviors encompassed a wide variety of actions. The positive
behaviors included such items as acting affectionate and loving, readily listening
to the other person, acting in a friendly and outgoing fashion, acting confidently,
and acting honestly or dependably. The negative behaviors included such things
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as acting in a possessive way, acting selfishly, not opening up to one’s partner,
and acting in an untrustworthy manner. Although the participants in the main
investigation were 1o read and respond to each of the 25 behavioral items
separately, responses to some of these items were later combined into a smaller
number of behavioral indices for convenience in analysis and interpretation.
Seven behavioral indices resulted from this procedure, four made up of positive
behaviors and three made up of negative behaviors. The four positive indices
are Warmth (including such items as affectionate/loving and thoughtfulicon-
siderate), Even Temper (even tempered and patient/understanding), Positive
Outlook (including confident, friendlyloutgoing, and positive/optimistic), and
Good Communication (including opens up to partner and readily listens to
partner). The three negative indices are Insenmsitivity (including rude and
selfishlegocentric), Untrustworthiness (untrustworthy and pays excessive atien-
tion to members of the opposite sex), and Possessiveness (the single item
possessive).

Respondents were asked to make two ratings for each of these 25 behavioral
iters: one for self and one for partner. Each rating was made using a five-point
Likert-type response scale running from one (f/my partner never acl(s) this way)
to five (I/my partner very often act(s) this way). Thus, data were collected for
each individual which revealed how each individual reports acting and how his
or her partner perceives those actions. In addition to these ratings, the question-
naire contained the IR, several background questions about the relationship
itself, and four slightly modified items from the Marital Adjustment Test (Locke,
1951) to assess respondents’ satisfaction with the relationship. The data col-
lected in this questionnaire therefore provide measures of each step in the full
model: an individual's dispositional empathy, his/her specific self-reported
behaviors, the perceptions of those behaviors by the romantic partner, and the
social outcome represented by the romantic partner’s satisfaction with the
relationship.

The data were anaiyzed by means of path analysis (Pedhazur, 1982; Wright,
1934), following the logic of the empathy model. The results of these path
analyses are displayed separately for men and women in Figures 4 and 5.

Regarding the first step in the model, it can be seen that all three measures
of dispositional empathy had predictable effects. All of the 21 significant paths
(14 for women; 7 for men) held the expected sign; that is, perspective taking
and empathic concern were always positively associated with positive behaviors
and negatively associated with negative behaviors. Personal distress displayed
the opposite pattern: always negatively associated with positive behaviors and
positively associated with negative ones. For females, every one of the seven

" behavioral indices was significantly associated with at least one facet of em-

pathy; for males, six of the seven indices were so assaciated.
1t is also clear, however, that the first step of the model seems to fit the data
better for female than male respondents. Females displayed 14 significant paths
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ments. These findings are especially persuasive because of the way that the
specific behaviors utilized in this study were chosen. They were not selected a
priori because of their hypothesized relevance to dispositional empathy; instead,
they were derived empirically from their nomination as behaviors pergeived by
students as important in influencing satisfaction or dissatisfaction withiromantic
relationships. Consequently, to find consistent associations between measures
of empathy and self-reports of behaviors chosen in this fashion further feinforces
the view that the different facets of empathic responding are crucial influences
on exactly the interpersonal behaviors most important in affecting the quality
of one’s social life. !

One especially striking feature of Figures 4 and 5 is the stronger associations
between dispositional empathy and self-reported behavior for women than for
men. Based on this pattern, it seems fair to say that among these cquples the
empathic predispositions of the women ultimately had a stronger effect on male
satisfaction (mediated through behaviors) than male empathy had dn female
satisfaction. It may be remembered that the Franzoi et al. (1985) investigation
similarly found that women’s perspective taking affected male satisfaction
above and beyond the impact of conflict resolution, while male pdrspective
taking had no such effect on female satisfaction. Why should this be'so? Why
should the effect of the female member’s empathy have a _mwmmm_ or more
pervasive impact on male satisfaction than the converse? i

One possibility, originally raised by Franzoi et al. (1985), rests on the idea
that men and women usually play different, largely complementary roles in
romantic or family relationships. Parsons and Bales (1955) have characterized
these roles as expressive and instrumental. The expressive role, usually assigned
to women, involves attending to the needs-—particularly the emotional needs—
of the family, including the maintenance of a pleasant and harmonious social
atmosphere. Nurturant, other-oriented characteristics are particularly valuable
in fulfilling this role. In contrast, the instrumental role ustally assigngd to men
deals largely with providing for the family’s economic welfare; characteristics
such as independence and self-reliance are more important for mm_mmm:m this
role. s
Within this theoretical approach, therefore, it is possible to Snﬁ_nﬂvm&mn
capacities, especially perspective taking and empathic concern, as rolg-relevant
to the expressive role but not to the instrumental role; that is, amamwnmmm to
understand the feelings of others and experience sympathy and compassion for
others are of greater utility for successful role enactment if the role is primarily
concerned with smooth and harmonious social relations. They are less useful
outside such a context. If the assumption is made that women, even in today’s
society, are still predominantly fulfilling the expressive ole in relationships.
then empathic predispositions for women may be especially powerful as pre-
dictors of successful role performance, and might consequently prodyce greater
satisfaction for both self and partner. Although somewhat speculative, this

4
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explanation is strengthened by the fact that two separate studies have thus far
reported evidence consistent with it.

One final set of analyses from this investigation should be mentioned. To
explore the ways the model might work in relationships of differing longevity,
Davis and Oathout (1987) divided the sample into two groups: those couples
who reported being together one year or less and those who had been together
longer than one year. Path analyses identical to those already reported were then
conducted on the two groups separately. Two findings resuiting from those
analyses deserve special mention.

First, the ability of empathic predispositionsto predictself-reported behavior
was considerably stronger among those couples who had been together over one
year. For example, among these ‘longer’ relationships a total of 19 significant
paths emerged from empathy to self-reported behavior; only 12 such paths
emerged for the ‘shorter’ relationships. Likewise, for virtually every self-re-
ported behavior, the variance accounted for by dispositional empathy was
greater for longer relationships than for shorter ones. Although the reason for
this is not entirely clear, one promising possibility is that personality variables
such as empathy may play a lesser role in affecting behavior at the early stapes
of a relationship, when role constraints, self-presentational concemns, peer
influences. and other situational forces may be more salient; the importance of
these situational factors may thus restrict the opportunity for personality vari-
ables to affect behavior. As the relationship progresses, these situational forces
recede in importance, and stable empathic dispositions play a commensurately
larger role.

A second finding from these analyses was the much more consistent effect
that perspective taking had on self-reported behavior among those in the longer
relationships. For example, only three significant paths were found from per-
spective taking to reported behavior in the shorter relationships, while eight such
paths emerged for the longer reiationships. In contrast, the other two facets of
empathy displayed roughly comparable effects on self-reported behaviors re-
gardless of relationship length.

This intriguing pattern is consistent with a view of romantic relationships as
evolving from a relatively intense, emotional beginning into a less intense, more
companionable union (eg, Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Stemberg, 1987). Per-
spective taking, the nonemotional and explicitly cognitive tendency to entertain
the points of view of others, may not be especially important as an influence on
behavior during the heady and emotional early stages of aromantic relationship.
As time passes, passion subsides, and the refationship stabilizes, a consistent
tendency to put aside one’s own perspective and entertain that of the partner
may begin to pay dividends. Consequently, perspective taking becomes 2 more
powerful predictor of a variety of behaviors that ultimately influence partner
satisfaction.
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Figure 6. Path analyses of the relationships between empathy, self- and roommate’s hm?.ﬁnga of
communicative competence, and other’s evaluation of self (N > 101). F
#

It is at the second step in this model—the link between an individual’s
perceptions of self and the wnwnnv:omm regarding that individual held by his/her
roommate—ithat the evidence is least supporiive of the model. Zonw of these
paths are significant, and in fact two of them are negative in mﬁz which is
certainly not to be expected by the model.

Results more in keeping with expectations are found for the m:ﬁ stage of
the model. Of the three roommate perceptions regarding communicitive com-
petence, two are significantly associated with the roommate’s liking for the
subject. The degree to which one’s roommate is viewed as flexible and suppor-
tive significantly and positively affects one’s liking for him/her. ﬁﬁ size of
these associations is considerable; over 60 per cent of the variance in Emaaua
liking is accounted for by these three perceptions.

Before turning to a general discussion of these results, let us examine the
mam_wmnm involving the DM’s. In these analyses the ‘other person’ 'is not the
camper’s rocommate, but the mrmraw older adolescent male who oversaw the
daily D&D sessions for the camper’s group. As a result, the nature of these
relationships was slightly different, and less of a relationship between _ﬁo peers.
The results of these analyses appear in Figure 7.

The connections between dispositional empathy and self-reported behaviors
are of course identical in these analyses to those in the previous figure, since
dispositional empathy and self-reported behavior were assessed only|once, and
do not depend upon the perceptions of others. The links between self-reported
behavior and the perceptions of DM’s, however, are noticeably different from
those found earlier Emﬁ%zm roommates’ perceptions. All three of aﬁmm 3sso-
ciations are positive in sign; one (regarding Wiemann’s ‘empathy’) attains
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Figure 7. Path analyses of the relationships between empathy, self- and DM’s perception of
communicative competence, and other’s evaluation of self (N > 104).

statistical significance, and another (Wiemann’s ‘affiliation/support’) just
misses conventional significance levels (p < .06). Thus, the association between
campers’ self-perceptions and DM’s perceptions offer support for the model in
a way that the rcommate analyses did not.

Finally, regarding the social outcome of DM’s liking for the camper, it can.
be seen that one variable—DM perceptions of the camper’s level of affiiia-
tive/supportive behavior—was very strongly related to DM liking for that
camper. The other DM perceptions exerted no significant impact on liking.
Overall, about 55 per cent of the variance in DM liking was accounted for by
these three perceptions.

Taken as a whale, then, the results of these two path analyses offer some
support for the theoretical model, but support which is noticeably weaker in
some ways than that provided by the Davis and Oathout investigation, especially
regarding the connections between self-reported behavior and the perceptions
of others. Why should this be? What are the most appropriate explanations for
these two differing patterns?

Two possibilities concemn differences between the two subject populations
used in these studies: primarily, differences in age and gender. The college
students constituting the earlier study’s sample were almost all 18 years of age
or older; in contrast, the-D&D sample was almost exclusively younger than 18
(mean age = 13 years, 9 months). One possibility is that responses to these
questionnaires are more reliable for older than younger respondents. However,
a comparison of the alpha coefficients for the computed scales across the two
samples reveals very little difference between the two groups. Another possi-
bility, which cannot be ruled out at this point, is that dispositional empathy
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WHERE HAVE WE BEEN? 3

The accumulated evidence presented here suggests both some strong and weak
features of the theoretical model. Some of its stronger features would include:

1. The evidence regarding perspective taking’s impact on social style. Greater
levels of dispositional perspective taking have been found to beassociated
with less frequent interpersonal conflict, with more egalitarian methods of
resolving conflict, with a social style characterized by sensitivity to others and
a lack of egocentrism and arrogance, and with a flexible and Wmmwvonmﬁ
communicative style. In addition, the study of romantic partners mﬂwmmnmﬁgmn
perspective taking increases in importance as the length of a relationship
increases. All of these findings are consistent with the earlier hypdtheses that
perspective taking would lead to tolerance, accommodation, ang a lack of
egocentrism. m_

9. The evidence regarding empathic concern’s impact on social style. Greater
levels of dispositional empathic concem have been found to be!associated
with a social style characterized by sensitivity to others and; a lack of
egocentrism and arrogance, with 3 tendency to engage in manmﬁm,wm:.&mnmo-
sure with peers, with going out on more dates (for males), and With greater
warmth and supportiveness in both peer and romantic relationships. These
findings are consistent with our earlier hypotheses that empathic concern
would be associated with being more supportive, gencrous, and communica-
tive to others. %

3. The evidence regarding personal distress's impacton social feelings and social
outcomes. Greater leveis of personal distress have been found to bd associated
with greater shyness, social anxiety, having fewer friends, having fewer dates
(males), and possessiveness in romantic relationships. These findings are
generally consistent with our expectations that personal distress would be
associated with being generally non-supportive and somewhat ihsecurefim-
mature. Little evidence was found for the expectation that personal distress
would contribute to poor communication.

4. The evidence regarding the impact of others’ perceptions on social outcomes.
In both of the studies dealing with this aspect of the model, it was found that
a considerable amount of the variation in outcome measures Ammmmm_mnmos with
the romantic relationship: liking for the individual) was mgo:?nn for by
others’ perceptions of an individual. In the romantic relationship mmﬁ_w, people
were more satisfied with the relationship to the degree that they perceived
their partners to be warm, optimistic, trustworthy, and non-possessive. All of
these perceptions were affected to one degree or another by tite empathic
predispositions of the target individual, in keeping with the model. In the D&D
study, DM’s and roommates reporied greater liking for the subject if s/he was

perceived to be high in affiliative/support; roommates also experienced

-
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greater liking if s/he was seen as behaviorally flexible. Thus, the phenomeno-
logical view that it is others’ perceptions that count in affecting social
outcomes was consistently supported.

The mode!l’s weaker points would include:

1. The apparent limitations on the link between self-behavior and others’ percep-
tions. While substantial connections were found between self-reported beba-
vior and the pesceptions of romantic partnets, these findings were obtained in
clearly important relationships which had been underway for some period of
time. The evidence from the camp study strongly suggests that in relationships
of lesser importance and length, the perceptions that others form may have
little connection with the way we perceive oursclves. While this in no way
invalidates the model, it does illustrate its limits: self-perceptions probably
cannot be expected to covary substantially with the perceptions of others
without some significant period of exposure of self to others. Settings which
lack such exposure may be poor choices for research utilizing this model.

2. The necessity of choosing behavior items appropriate to the research setting.
As mentioned earlier, the empirical approach taken to behavior selection in
the romantic relationship study yielded a highly appropriate set of items,
Whether or not a completely empirical approach is necessarily superior in
every instance is not known. However, it is clear that careful thought should
be given to the precise behaviors thought to be most important in a given
situation, whether the particular behavioral instrument utilized is an existing
one or not,

WHERE ARE WE GOING?

Given the successes of the empathy model thus far, and mindful as well of its
limitations, a number of possible avenues for future research seem possible. The
many possible research questions would include the following.

Applying the Model to Other Settings

With the strengths and limits of the model in mind, several new settings in
which the model may apply seem especially interesting. First, it would be quite
vajuable to examine the model using a sample of married adults. The differences
between college student romantic couples and a married sample reflecting a
fuller range of age and experience are obvious. It would be particularly interes-
ting (and important) to utilize a set of behavioral items specifically appropriate
to married life, since the behavioral issues of importance to college-aged lovers
may vary quite drastically from those of importance to older adults with more
adult responsibilities and demands. In particular. issues of child rearin. and the
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provide encouraging support for the idea that the moderator ﬁﬁm&ﬁ approach
may prove useful. 4

True Behavioral Measures M_

All of the current evidence regarding the effect of dispositional empathy on
behavior has utilized individuals® seif-reports of behavior rather than actual
measures of behavior. While we believe it reasonable to assume that there isa
substantial refationship between one’s behavior and one’s reports about it, it is
also obviously true that this relationship is not perfect. One very impbrtant goal
of future research, then, should be to begin the process of assessing the
connections between dispositional empathy and actual, observablé behavior.
Within the context of romantic relationships, for example, this might involve
direct observation of romantic couples in a controlled setting; ideally; the setting
would be structured so as to make possible and appropriate the full range of
behaviors which have thus far emerged as important in romantic E__wmcnmivm.
Thus, an experimental scenario in which partner communication, warmth/sup-
port, or insensitivity were possible behaviors would allow an assessment of
whether or not those behaviors were reliably linked to high or low levels of
dispositional empathy. A related approach may be to look for m.mmcammcmm
between empathy and behavioral outcomes such as relationship breakup; lon-
gitudinal designs would obviously be desirable for such attempts.

-~

Relevance to Other Approaches

5

Another future direction is to begin the process of integrating this empathy
model with other approaches dealing with similar phenomena. wSm:w such
approaches exist. For example, the notion that dispositional empathic capacities
can systematically improve one’s ability to maintain social relationships fits
neatly the with the construct of relational competence (Hansson, Jones, &
Carpenter, 1984). Relational competence refers to those characteristics of the
individual that ‘facilitate the acquisition, development. and maintenance of
mutually satisfying relationships’ (Hanssonetat., p.273). Clearly, the influences
of various facets of empathy described here can be seen as facilitating the
maintenance of relationships. Whether empathic predispositions areias valuabie
in fostering the acquisition of new relationships is an open questiqn; it seems
likely that other personal characteristics, such as sociability or shygess, might
play a more powerful role at the stage of relationship formation. Addressing the
question of empathy’s role in the relational competence framework:js therefore
one potentially fruitful area of exploration. i

Another current research area with which the empathy model may have some
interesting connections is the general topic of romantic fove. Recent years have
seen a dramatic increase in theoretical attempts to grapple with fundamental
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questions about love: what is it, what causes it, what are its components? In
particular, recent treatments have all posited the existence of different ‘kinds’
of love (eg, Lee, 1573; Berscheid & Walster, 1974), or have speculated about
different ‘components’ of love (Sternberg, 1986; 1987). Despite the differences
which clearly exist between these various approaches, all of them incorporate
the notion that there are varieties of love in which passion and emotion are
especially salient and important, and other varieties in which such elements are
less important or lacking entirely.

An intriguing possibility is that dispositional empathy may have some more
or less important roles to play in romantic relationships, depending upon the
precise nature of those relationships. The types of behaviors most influenced
by perspective taking and empathic concern in the Davis and Oathout study
included warmth/support, good communication, and a positive, optimistic out-
look. These ali seem to have the flavor of a solid, companionate kind of love;
while not inconsistent with a more passionate reiationship, this pattern suggests
that these facets of dispositional cmpathy may be especially important for certain
kinds of less passionate romantic relationships. While this is clearly speculation,
it seems a potentially useful lead to follow. This seems especially true since
perspective taking in particular was found to have stronger effects on behavior
for the longer relationships, precisely those relationships which are most likely
to have evolved into a less passionate and more companionable union,

‘Complications’ with the Model

A final recommendation concemning future research involving this model is
to focus on some possible ‘complications’ of the model. As it currently stands,
the model is drawn simply, with easily understandable connections among its
various elements. However, there are any number of ways to refine the model
which would involve incorporating new ideas or elements. For example, con-
sider the matter of perceptions. The modei currently holds that Partner A's
empathy. affects his/her behavior, which influences Partner B’s perceptions of
that behavior. However, it also seems possible that Partner B’s perceptions are
influenced by Partner B's empathy as well. That is, a highly sympathetic,
role-taking person might form a different perception of his/her partner—based
on the very same objective behaviors—than would be formed by a less warm
and sympathetic person. Thus, empathy may enter into the general model at
more than one point, exerting a direct as well as indirect effect on one’s
perceptions.

Or consider the issuc of empathy’s potential ‘dark side’. The model currently
emphasizes the beneficial outcomes of perspective taking and empathic con-
cern, and the research evidence supports this view. Is it not possible, however,
that under some circumstances identifying with and sympathizing with another
person could lead to negative outcomes? In particular, might not ‘burnout’—a
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