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Introduction

Disagreements and conflicts are inevitable in iatenrelationships because each
partner has his or her own expectations, goalsiegahnd perspectives (Lewin, 1948). How
partners behave, think, and feel during relatignstunflict has been an important topic of
psychological investigation for many decades (seelBury & Karney, 2014 for an overview).
The current data-report extends existing reseandhie matter by providing data from a large-
scale observational study on partners’ empathiaracy and demand behavior during conflict
interactions.

Empathic accuracy in couples is defined as theneéxbenhich partners understand each
other’s unspoken thoughts or feelings as they spmaausly occur during the course of their
everyday interactions (Ickes, 1993, p. 588). Algjlotempathic accuracy refers to one’s
understanding of the inner world of the other, wahig a difficult process to operationalize,
Ickes and colleagues (Ickes et al., 1990) succeadedkveloping a paradigm (i.e., the
unstructured dyadic interaction paradigm) to meadine interaction partners’ levels of
empathic accuracy in an objective but naturalis@nner. Within this paradigm, the perceiver’'s
level of empathic accuracy is determined by codiregdegree of similarity between the target’s
reported thoughts/feelings during an interactiod #re perceiver’s inferences about each of
the target’s thoughts/feelings.

This paradigm has been frequently used in studig¢b®role of motivation in partners’
level of empathic (in)accuracy. The results of éhestudies have provided considerable
evidence that different forms of motivatiereither stable long-term motives or more transient,
situational-specific motivesplay an important role in the perceiver's level ehpathic
accuracy (Ickes, 2011). This motivation may beti@ship-promoting, in that a certain level
of accurate insight into each other is needed vaetners want to effectively coordinate their
individual and shared actions (e.g., in providinigguate support, Verhofstadt et al., 2011; in
reinforcing perceived closeness, Simpson et al032@h accommodating behavior during
relationship conflict, Bates & Samp, 2011, Kilpekriet al., 2002). Motivation that stimulates
the intention to be accurate may also stem fronividdal characteristics, such as being
encouraged to comply with gender-role stereotypes according to which women are more
empathic; Ickes et al., 2000), or partners expenngna sense of distrust reflected in an anxious
attachment style (Dugosh, 2001).

On the other hand, there is also evidence thanh@artcan be motivated to bess
accurate when doing so helps to protect theiriogiahip (Ickes & Simpson, 1997 & 2001).
Specifically, individuals are motivated to be lesxurate when the partner is likely to be
harboring thoughts and feelings whieff accurately inferred-would have a distressing and
destabilizing effect on their relationship (e.gmfson et al., 1995; Simpson et al, 2003). As
Smith, Ickes, Hall, and Hodges (2014) have not&tnate partners are capable of “managing”
their empathic accuracy, dialing it up or down depieg on the demands of the situation or
their own motivations.

Although relationship conflict can be perceivedaathreatening or stressing event, it
can also be viewed as an opportunity to reconeitenprs’ different goals or opinions, to expose
personal needs or desires, or to express conceut #ie partners’ inappropriate behavior or
the current status of the relationship. By raisangertain topic of disagreement, partners
generally want to change the status quo of théioekship or to induce a certain change in their
partner’s opinion or behavior (Eldridge & Christens2002). In the literature, this partner is
referred to as the conflict initiator or the agehichange (e.g., Christensen & Pasch, 1993).
This conflict initiating partner often relies aemanding communication, which is defined as
the tendency to demand change in a critical andhibnigx manner, for example, by nagging,
complaining, criticizing or “pressing” the otherhd& other partner may react by withdrawing,
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reflected in avoiding the other partner or by terating or escaping from the conflict
(Christensen, 1988).

A certain level of demand-withdraw behavior is coomty observed during conflict
interactions, even in satisfied couples (Baucoi.eR010; Eldrigde et al., 2007). However, a
polarized pattern of demand-withdraw behavior carabsociated with relationship distress,
power differences—and even violence—within the trefeship (Sagrestano, Heavey, &
Christensen, 1999), as well as with relationshgsdisfaction in the long-term (Eldridge &
Christensen, 2002). Although some studies havertegh@ tendency for women to take the
demanding role and men the withdrawing role (Carnisen, 1988; Eldridge & Christensen,
2002), other studies suggest that the role ofaitiityy a disagreement or the conflict topes
seis more predictive of being in the demander rbéntis gender (Christensen & Heavey, 1990;
Eldridge, et al., 2007; Heavey et al., 1993).

Consistent with the empirical evidence describeavapwe expect that a partner who
desires change on a particular topic is likelynitiate a discussion and to behave in a way that
allows him/her to bring about this desired charge, (by demanding). This same individual
might also be motivated to accurately infer thetmgars current thoughts and feelings about
issue(s) at the heart of the conflict. Why? Becagseirate insight into the thoughts and feelings
of the partner during conflict might enable one&kitmw what kinds of reactions to anticipate
and which “buttons to push” in order to convincecbange the partner.

A study by Hinnekengt al. (2015) was thérst to examine the question of whether
intimate partners who are highly motivated to inelgbange in their partner during conflicts
will be more empathically accurate than partners arte less motivated to do so. The results
of this study suggested that some forms of demahd\bor are indeed associated with the level
of empathic accuracy during a conflict interactitimereby confirming the assumption that
perceivers who are motivated to induce changebeir partner or the relationship are also
motivated to accurately infer their partner's mindsways that enable them to exert more
influence on their partner and eventually ‘pusé’ghrtner towards the desired outcome.

The current dataset includes empathic accuracylannd behavior data from the 310
partners of 155 couples who were observed duringlico interactions. It contributes to
existing research by providing data from (a) adssgmple of couples, (b) in a committed long-
term relationship, and (c) it provides measuretheir empathic accuracy for their partner’s
thoughts and feelings separately. It therefore kesabesearchers to further explore the
associations between empathic accuracy and obsderednd behavior, as well as potential
moderators of this association (e.g., gender, agégtionship duration, relationship
satisfaction).

Materials and Method
Ethics statement

The study was approved by the ethical committeghef Faculty of Psychology and
Educational Sciences of Ghent University, Belgium.

Participants

The sample consisted of the 310 members of 155baoigmarried heterosexual
couples. The sample was recruited in the contetliefUGhent Family Lab Couple Study”, a
large observational study over a period of one Jeetween 2014 and 2015. The recruitment
strategy enlisted couples to volunteer for thesthdough posters and social media notices on
the one hand and by masters’-level students incalipsychology recruiting couples in their
own vicinity on the other hand.
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Couples who expressed an interest in participatiage contacted by the first author,
informed in general terms about the project, araluated to determine whether they met the
inclusion criteria (i.e., being involved in theircent intimate relationship for at least one year
and being married/(partially) cohabiting for atdeaix months). Inadequate knowledge of the
Dutch language and being members of same-sex cowglee used as exclusion criteria. Each
couple received a monetary compensation of 20€dompleting the questionnaire session and
an additional 20€ for participating in the obseiwadl part of study. Participants could
withdraw from the investigation at any time andheiit giving any reason for their withdrawal.

The first set of measures on the online questisanaere demographic items. The
responses to these items revealed that the avexpgeed relationship length was 12.15 years
(SD = 11.76). The respondents’ average age was 3@&8f yor the menSD = 14.05) and
34.21 years for the womeBl) = 13.60), with a range of 19 to 76 years.

Procedure

After providing written informed consent, the pants in each couple independently
completed an internet survey. Each partner wasdatekéll out this questionnaire at home in
advance of the second appointment and this at tairpace, as the questionnaire could be
interrupted and resumed. The questions addresstd itdividual—e.g., attachment style
(ECR-S; Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, & Vogel, 200®ender identity (BSRI; Bem, 1981),
general wellbeing (SHS; Lyubomirsky, & Lepper, 198VS; Bostic, Rubio, & Hood,
2000}—and relationship functionirge.g., dyadic adjustment (DAS, Spanier, 1976),
communication patterns (CPQ; Christensen, 198&didycoping (DCI, Bodenmann, 2008)
(more detailed information is available by e-matjuest). The questionnaires that are relevant
to the current dataset are discussed in greatel detlow. Couples who completed the
questionnaires were then scheduled to attend adtdryg session in which they participated in
an 11-minute videotaped conflict interaction tdskt twas followed by a post-interaction video
review task. At the end of their participation, ttwples were fully debriefed.

Materials
Quality of Marriage Index

Relationship satisfaction was assessed with thelitQuat Marriage Index (QMI,
Norton, 1983). This questionnaire consists of fhigessessing global relationship satisfaction
(e.g., “My relationship with my partner is very sk’). The first five items are rated on a 7-
point Likert scale (1 wery strong disagreement to 7 =very strong agreement) and the last item
is rated on a 10-point Likert scale (ery unhappy to 10 =perfectly happy). The total score,
which could range from 6 to 45 with higher scoredicating higher levels of satisfaction, was
obtained by summing the scores of all the individkeas. The internal consistency of the QMI
was high in this sample (Cronbacl’'ss .94 for both men and women).

The conflict interaction task

In the observational part of the study, the couplese invited to participate in a conflict
interaction task that was similar to those usegr@vious studies of relationship conflict (e.g.,
Fletcher & Thomas, 2000; Verhofstadt et al., 2008 couples were escorted into a laboratory
that was furnished as a living room and was equigoethat the partners’ interaction could be
video-recorded with their prior knowledge. Both tpars granted their permission for this
recording by means of a written consent form.
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In advance of their conflict discussion, the paidngere separately asked to select a
problem or issue from a list of common conflictittgoin intimate relationships of which the
source was either the partner or the relationshgpvehich caused relationship distress or
recurring disagreement. The topics (e.qg., trusitniacy, finances) were derived from previous
work on sources of conflict within intimate relaighips (Kurdek, 1994).

After this problem selection had occurred, thenmt were randomly assigned to one
of two conditionsinitiator or not initiator. Operationally, this variable meant that the donfl
issue which the designated initiator had selectad te one that the partners would discuss
during their upcoming video-recorded interacttdFhe initiator in each dyad was instructed to
introduce the issue to the other partner so thegt tould discuss this problem together for 11
minutes. Both partners were instructed to act ashnais possible as they would at home when
discussing a similar problem with each other.

Video review task

Immediately after the 11-minute conflict interactidoth partners completed a video
review task similar to that used in previous stadi€empathic accurade.g., Verhofstadt et
al, 2005; Verhofstadt et al, 2016). The partnerseveeated in separate locations and asked to
re-experience their interaction while they eachwei@ a video of their interaction on a laptop
computer. The video presentation was controlled doy interactive software package
specifically developed for the current study inertb facilitate the data collection (Hinnekens
& Kimpe, 2014; more information is available by @ihrequest).

Every 90 seconds, the video was paused and the seinoé instructions appeared on
the screen. First, each partner was asked to hgosgecific thought and feeling that s/he had
at that point in the interaction in a blank boxttla@peared in the context of an online
guestionnaire (this questionnaire included addaionultiple choice items that are not relevant
to the current data set, however these items muag mdluenced the open-end questidns)
Second, each member of the couple was asked tothdespecific content of each of their
partner’s thoughts and feelings, and to type eddhese inferences in the blank boxes that
appeared on the online questionnaire (followeddmalel multiple choice item3)

The instructions for all of these questions empteakihat the answer should be based
on the 10-second interaction interval that immiedyagpreceded the tape stop. To help ensure
that both partners based their answers on the $8reecond time interval, our custom software
program gave the participants the option to re-olesthe 10-second interval that occurred right
before the tape stop.

Empathic accuracy coding

There was a pool of eleven trained, independerggsdand each subsample of the
dataset was rated by four of them. They rated dugrek of similarity between the content of

! The topic selected by the partner who was randaifelignated as not initiator was not discussed
during the couple’s videotaped conflict interaction

2The following additional multiple choice items weasked during the first part of the video review
task: to (1) rate how obviously they believed tleipression of the reported thoughts and feelirgs w
in their behavior at the time; and (2) rate howed#tening they perceived the content of their thtaigh
and feelings to be to themselves, to their partd,to their relationship.

% The following parallel multiple choice items weasked during the second part of the video review
task: to (1) rate how obviously they believed thgartner expressed each thought or feeling in his o
her behavior at the time; and (2) rate how thréatpeach of their partner’s inferred thoughts and
feelings were towards themselves, for their partaed for their relationship.
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each actual thought or feeling that one partnesrtisd and the content of the corresponding
inferred thought or feeling that the other partremorded. Following the recommendations of
Ickes and colleagues (1990), the degree of sirtylavas in each case rated using a 3-point
scale on which 0 different content from the actual thought or feeling; 1 = similar, but not the
same, content as the actual thought or feeling and 2 =essentially the same content as the actual
thought or feeling. Overall empathic accuracy scores were then cordpate a simple
percentage measure of the number of “accuracy gaeatrned divided by the total number of
“accuracy points” possible and multiplied by 100hese scores were computed separately for
the set of inferred thoughts and for the set afnirefd feelings so that each partner received an
empathic accuracy score for thoughts and for fgelseparately.

The average empathic accuracy scores for the adfé¢houghts and the inferred feelings
and the intraclass corrrelations are shown in table

Conflict Interaction Rating System

The behaviors observed in this study were rated amalyzed using the Couples
Interaction Rating System (CIRS; Heavey et al.,819%here was a pool of six trained coders,
and each subsample of the dataset was rated leyahtteem. They rated the observed behaviors
on the following two dimensions of demand behav{): blame (i.e., accusations, criticism
and assignment of the partner as the causal agetiitef problem), and (2) pressure for change
(i.e., positive/negative and implicit/explicit psese for change in the partner). Both dimensions
were rated on a 9-point Likert scale. High intesratliabilities were achieved for the coders’
ratings of both scale dimensions (see table 1)aBse of the high levels of interrater reliability,
the behavioral ratings were averaged across tke tlaters.

Table 1
Descriptive Satistics of the Sudy Variables

Men Women
M S Range ICC M D Range ICC
QM 39.56 5.36 10-45 4011 496 1445
EA thoughts 20.33% 11.70 055 .67 19.27% 11.66 0-48 .67
EA feelings 21.29% 12.15 068 .70 21.56% 1223 052 .74
Blame

2.17 142 1-8.67 .75 2.52 1.73 1-7.67 .77

Pressure for change 3.15 165 1-867 .71 4.04 2.08 1-9 a7

4The theoretical range of this percent-correct aamyumeasure was 0 (none of the possible accuracy
points was earned) to 100 (all of the possible magupoints were earned).
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Dataset description

The data discussed in this manuscript have beersdegd in FigShare and is accessible
through the following hyperlink https://figsharemts/1dd9ca870d12284ddflbéder the name
‘Empathic Accuracy and Observed Demand BehavidZonples’. The deposit contains four
files: (1) a .sav file, a .csv file and a .txt fdentaining all the raw and processed data (general
information, item and total scores of the relatlipssatisfaction questionnaire, and raw and
total scores resulting from the coding of the CHRE empathic accuracy); and (2) a .docx file
containing some additional information about thaalaes in the data file.



0O NO UV A WN PP

H BB PP, P PP, PAEAPEPEDWWWWWWWWWWNDNDNNNNNNNNRRRERPRERPRERPRERRRRPRE
OCooNOOTUDWNROOUONODULPAAWNRERPROOONOULPMAAWNPREROOONOOUPEAEWNEREOO

References

Bates, C. E., & Samp, J. A. (2011). Examining tHieats of planning and empathic accuracy
on communication in relational and nonrelationahftiot interactionsCommunication
Sudies, 62, 207-223. doi: 10.1080/10510974.2010.517597

Baucom, B. R., McFarland, P. T., & Christensen(2810). Gender, topic, and time in observed
demand-withdraw interaction in cross-and same-sewples. Journal of Family
Psychology, 24, 233- 242. doi: 10.1037/a0019717

Bem, S. L. (1981). Bem sex-role inventoBonsulting Psychologists Press.

Bodenmann, G. (2008pyadisches Coping Inventar: Testmanual [Dyadic Coping Inventory:
Test manual]. Bern, Switzerland: Huber.

Bostic, T. J., Rubio, D. M., & Hood, M. (2000). Aakdation of the subjective vitality scale
using structural equation modelirfgpcial Indicators Research, 52(3), 313-324. doi:
10.1023/A:1007136110218

Bradbury, T. N., & Karney, B. R. (2014). Intimaiationships (Second Edition). New York:
WW Norton.

Christensen, A. (1988). Dysfunctional interactiaatterns in couples. In P. Noller & M. A.
Fitzpatrick (Eds.), Perspectives on marital intBoac (pp. 31-52). Philadelphia:
Multilingual Matters.

Christensen, A., & Heavey, C. L. (1990). Gender smclal structure in the demand/withdraw
pattern of marital conflictJournal of personality and social psychology, 59, 73-81. doi:
10.1037/0022-3514.59.1.73

Christensen, A., & Pasch, L. (1993). The sequehoeanital conflict: An analysis of seven
phases of marital conflict in distressed and ndnesed couple<linical Psychology
Review, 13, 3-14. doi: 10.1016/0272-7358(93)90004-6

Dugosh , J. W. (2001Effects of relationship threat and ambiguity on empathic accuracy in
dating couples. (Doctoral thesis, University of Texas at Arlingjon

Eldridge, K. A., & Christensen, A. (2002). Demandhdraw communication during couple
conflict: A review and analysis. In P. Noller & A. Feeney (Eds.)Understanding
marriage: Developments in the study of couple interaction (pp.289-322). Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press.

Eldridge, K. A., Sevier, M., Jones, J., Atkins, [., & Christensen, A. (2007).
Demandwithdraw communication in severely distressadderately distressed, and
nondistressed couples: Rigidity and polarity dunietationship and personal problem
discussions. Journal of Family Psychology, 21, 218-226. doi: 10.1037/0893-
3200.21.2.218

Fletcher, G. J., & Thomas, G. (2000). Behavior amdline cognition in marital
interaction.Personal Relationships, 7, 111-130. doi: 10.1111/}.1475-
6811.2000.tb00007.x

Heavey, C. L., Gill, D. S., & Christensen, A. (1998he couples interaction rating system
(Unpublished manuscript, University of Californlags Angeles).

Heavey, C. L., Layne, C., & Christensen, A. (1993@nder and conflict structure in marital
interaction: A replication and extensialournal of Consulting and Clinical
Psychology, 61, 16-27. doi: 10.1037/0022-006X.61.1.16

Hinnekens, C., Ickes, W., De Schryver, M., & Vestatlt, L. (2015). Demand behavior and
empathic accuracy in observed conflict interactiomscouples.Journal of Social
Psychology, 1-7. doi: 10.1080/00224545.2015.1115386

Hinnekens, C., & Kimpe, N. (2014). UFLCS Review @ham [Unpublished Software
Program]. Ghent: Ghent University.



0O NO UV A WN B

A P PP, DA PA,DBEDEAPEPEBHEWWWWWWWWWWNNNNDNNNNNNRRRERPRERPRRERRRRPR
OO NOOCTUDdWNRERPOOONOCDUPRWNRERPROOOONODUPAAWNRERPROOONOOUPEAEWNEOO

Ickes, W. (2003)Everyday mind reading: Understanding what other people think and fedl.
Ambherst, NY: Prometheus Books.

Ickes, W. (2011). Everyday mind reading is driven rhotives and goalsPsychological
Inquiry, 22, 200-206. doi: 10.1080/1047840X.2011.561133

Ickes, W., Gesn, P. R., & Graham, T. (2000). Gerdiferences in empathic accuracy:
Differential ability or differential motivationPersonal Relationships, 7, 95-109. doi:
10.1111/5.1475-6811.2000.tb00006.

Ickes, W., & Simpson, J. (1997). Managing empa#izicuracy in close relationships. In W.

Ickes (Ed.) Empathic accuracy (pp. 218-250). New York, NY: Guilford.

Ickes, W., & Simpson, J. (2001). Motivational aggexf empathic accuracy. In G.J.O. Fletcher
& M.S. Clark (Eds.)|nterpersonal Processes: Blackwell Handbook in Social Psychology
(pp. 229-249). Oxford, UK: Blackwell.

Ickes, W., Stinson, L., Bissonnette, V., & Garct, (1990). Naturalistic social cognition:
Empathic accuracy in mixed-sex dyadsurnal of Personality and Social Psychology,

59, 730-742. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.59.4.730

Kilpatrick, S. D., Bissonnette, V. L., & Rusbult,. . (2002). Empathic accuracy and
accommodative behavior among newly married couplesonal Relationships, 9, 369-
393. doi: 10.1111/1475-6811.09402

Kurdek, L. A. (1994) Areas of conflict for gay, lésh, and heterosexual couples: What
couples argue about influences relationship satisfadournal of Marriage and the
Family, 56, 923-934. do0i:10.2307/353603

Lewin, K. (1948). The background of conflict in mage. In G. Lewin (Ed.)Resolving social
conflicts: Selected papers on group dynamics (pp. 84-102). New York: Harper.

Lyubomirsky, S., & Lepper, H. S. (1999). A measofesubjective happiness: Preliminary
reliability and construct validatiosocial indicators research, 46(2), 137-155.
doi: 10.1023/A:1006824100041

Norton, R. (1983). Measuring marital quality: Ataal look at the dependent variableurnal
of Marriage and the Family, 45,141-151.

Sagrestano, L. M., Heavey, C. L., & Christensen(1099). Perceived power and physical
violence in marital conflictJournal of Social Issues, 55, 65-79. doi: 10.1111/0022-
4537.00105

Spanier, G. B. (1976). Measuring dyadic adjustmiBetyv scales for assessing the quality of
marriage and similar dyadsournal of Marriage and the Family, 38, 15-28. doi:
10.2307/350547

Simpson, J. A., Ickes, W., & Blackstone, T. (1999hen the head protects the heart: Empathic
accuracy in dating relationshipkurnal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69, 629-
641. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.69.4.629

Simpson, J. A., Orifia, M. M., & Ickes, W. (2003)h@h accuracy hurts, and when it helps: A
test of the empathic accuracy model in maritalradBons.Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 85, 881-893. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.85.5.881

Smith, J. L., Ickes, W., Hall, J. A., & Hodges [5.(2014). Managing inter per sonal sensitivity:
Knowing when and when not to under stand others. New York: Nova Science Publishers.

Verhofstadt, L. L., Buysse, A., Ickes, W., De Ctgré\.., & Peene, O. J. (2005). Conflict and
support interactions in marriage: An analysis affles’ interactive behavior and online
cognition.Personal Relationships, 12, 23-42. doi: 10.1111/}.1350-4126.2005.00100.x.

Verhofstadt, L. L., Davis, M., & Ickes, W. (201 Motivation, empathic accuracy, and spousal
support: It's complicated! In J. Smith, W. IckesHaAll & S. Hodges (Eds.Managing
interpersonal sensitivity: Knowing when and when not to understand others (pp. 169-
192). Hauppauge, NY: Nova Science.

10



OO U WN B

Verhofstadt, L., Devoldre, 1., Buysse, A., Stevaws, Hinnekens, C., Ickes, W., & Davis, M.
(2016). The Role of Cognitive and Affective EmpathySpouses' Support Interactions:
An Observational StudyloSone, 11(2). doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0149944

Wei, M., Russell, D. W., Mallinckrodt, B., & VogeD. L. (2007). The Experiences in Close
Relationship Scale (ECR)-Short Form: Reliabilitgliglity, and factor structure.
Journal of Personality Assessment, 88, 187-204. doi: 10.1080/00223890701268041

11



