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Abstract

Empathic accuracy (EA), the ability to accurately infer others’ thoughts and feelings, is
critical for fruitful empathic exchanges in intimate relationships. Most EA research was
limited in their real-life validity and actor-partner considerations. Since reduced mental
resources have been linked to decreased judgment accuracy and reduced emotional
expressions, we predicted that both actor’s and partner’s mental depletion would be
associated with lower EA towards partners’ relationship appraisals and moods. We also
investigated moderation by valence of mood and by gender. Additional analyses tested the
presence of anchoring and how it related to mental depletion and EA. Eighty-seven
heterosexual couples in Hong Kong (N = 174, M, = 28.81) contributed baseline data and
diary data over two weeks (totaling 2416 diary data points). Data were analyzed with the
Actor-Partner Interdependence Model. Self and partner’s mental depletion was asso-
ciated with decreased EA. The associations were stronger in EA for negative moods and in
men’s EA for partner’s positive moods. Anchoring was present in the sample and
correlated with higher EA but less mental depletion. Results offer insights into daily
variations in EA and the dual process model of social cognition, and have implications for
optimal communication timing.
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Introduction

Empathy, the ability to understand and share others’ emotions, is vital in social rela-
tionships (Zahn-Waxler & Radke-Yarrow, 1990). Empathic accuracy (EA), an aspect of
cognitive empathy, refers specifically to the extent to which attempts to infer others’
thoughts and feelings are accurate (i.e., not merely attempting to do so) (Ickes, 2009; Ickes
& Hodges, 2013). EA is crucial for effective communication and mutual understanding
between romantic partners. Accurate inferences of partner’s thoughts or feelings have
been linked to higher relationship satisfaction in both parties within a relationship (Sened,
Lavidor, et al., 2017) because accurate perceivers manage relational risks better (Murray
et al., 2006) and show increased responsiveness toward the target (Howland, 2016;
Lazarus et al., 2018).

Given its importance in relationship functioning, identifying the influencing factors of
EA is vital. Early studies showed that EA is unaffected by individual differences in the
perceiver’s personalities or intelligence, but it is often affected by external, motivational
factors, such as monetary incentives (Klein & Hodges, 2001) and cues of gender roles
(Ickes & Hodges, 2013). For instance, Thomas and Maio (2008) found that priming the
importance of empathic capability and its traditional association with women motivated
female participants to demonstrate higher accuracy. Recent research further showed that
EA is sensitive to transient, situational factors. For instance, acute stress affects people’s
EA towards strangers and romantic partners (Crenshaw et al., 2019; Nitschke et al., 2022).
Not only could stimuli directed to the perceiver impact their EA, but the target’s
characteristics also play a role in the information deciphering process. For example, the
target’s readability—often operationalized as how expressive the target is—has been
shown to be a solid predictor of EA: the difficult-to-read targets induce lower EA
performance across perceivers (Ickes & Hodges, 2013; Thomas & Maio, 2008; Zaki et al.,
2008, 2009). In a related term, the target’s social sharing tendency is associated with
higher accuracy in the partner’s perception of a range of emotions (Kotiuga et al., 2025).
Investigations on situational and dyadic precursors of EA are especially important in the
context of romantic relationships, as intensive and continuous interactions are essential
components in people’s intimate relationships. Hence, the current paper proposes mental
depletion as a factor affecting romantic couples’ EA in everyday interactions.

Most EA research is laboratory-based, with limited use of the diary method. While
laboratory-based studies have provided many insights and are easier to standardize and
control, the diary method is more ecologically valid (e.g., Gadassi et al., 2011; Kotiuga
etal., 2025; Rafaeli et al., 2017). The diary method is especially useful when the intention
is to capture the daily fluctuations in psychological constructs. Addressing daily vari-
ations in EA is not only of theoretical relevance but also of practical relevance. People
may expect the partner to be empathic at any time and/or to be empathic at a stable level,
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thus exerting little consideration on the optimal timing for empathic communication.
Overlooking daily fluctuations in empathy and ignorance about conditions that co-occur
with higher or lower empathy may hinder fruitful empathic exchanges. For example,
when either the actor or the partner feels mentally depleted, EA towards the other party
may be low, and empathic exchanges could be impaired. To address these research gaps,
we conceptualized mental depletion as linked to EA and investigated their associations
with a diary procedure.

Mental depletion as a predictor of (lower) EA in romantic relationships

Previous research has shown that EA is reduced when factors associated with disturbed
cognitive functioning (e.g., stress, depression) are present. For example, Crenshaw et al.
(2019) found acute stress was linked to decreased EA, and the authors argued it might be
because that EA relied heavily on the self-regulation systems and the functioning of
associated brain structures (e.g., prefrontal cortex) was sensitive to stress (Arnsten, 2009).
For depressed individuals, altered cognitive functioning make them more prone to biased
perceptions and negative interpretations of social information (Gadassi et al., 2011). This
paper proposes mental depletion as a cognitive factor that might be linked to reduced EA
in everyday life.

Mental depletion, or mental fatigue, refers to a state of temporary reduction in vo-
litional capacity (e.g., initiative, choice, self-regulation) (Baumeister & Vohs, 2016). Itisa
cognitive state that people could frequently experience in day-to-day life. Common life
challenges like long working hours (Akerstedt et al., 2002), sleep deprivation (Kayser
etal., 2022), and social movements (Tadmor et al., 2018) bring mental depletion. Given its
high prevalence in adults (20.4%, Yoon et al., 2023), burgeoning research has examined
how mental fatigue harms work efficiency (Ricci et al., 2007) and health (Galland-Decker
et al., 2019), but its role in social life and intimate relationships remains understudied.

Actor’s mental depletion. The cognitive nature of EA (Ickes, 2009) means it requires
mental resources, so mental depletion is likely to negatively relate to one’s EA. In the
default-interventionist dual-processing model (Evans & Stanovich, 2013), cognition
involves two information processing systems—the quick, intuitive reflexive system
costing little cognitive resources, and the slow reflective system heavily relying on
executive resources. In reflexive processes (type-1 processes), people tend to make
judgments based on stereotypes and prior knowledge; while reflective processes (type-
2 processes) involve more deliberate analysis of situational information (Tadmor et al.,
2018).

Comparably, accumulating evidence from neuroscientific and behavioral research has
demonstrated a dual-process account for empathic inferences (Ma-Kellams & Lerner,
2016; Sened et al., 2020; Shamay-Tsoory, 2011; Zaki & Ochsner, 2011). Empathic
accuracy inferences could be achieved through two sources: assumed similarity (the
extent to which perceivers’ judgements are associated with their own feelings or emo-
tions) and direct accuracy (the extent to which perceivers’ judgements are associated with
the targets’ feelings or emotions after controlling for assumed similarity). Sened et al.
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(2020) proposed a framework connecting the two components in EA inferences with the
two cognitive processes (type-1 vs. type-2 processes) and different brain areas responsible
for emotional and cognitive empathy. This framework is also in line with the anchoring-
and-adjustment series in social judgment, where the perceiver uses self-knowledge or
opinions as a starting point (e.g., using own emotions as an initial cue to predict similar
emotions in a partner) and then makes a series of adjustments based on available in-
formation about the target and contextual cues (Tamir & Mitchell, 2013; Tversky &
Kahneman, 1974). Making judgments based on target’s information (direct accuracy) and
adjusting from the anchor—both reflecting type-2 processing—take longer time (Sened
etal., 2020; Tamir & Mitchell, 2013). Meanwhile, Ma-Kellams and Lerner (2016) showed
through four experiments that, when encouraged to think intuitively, participants were
less accurate in their judgement. In other words, empathic accuracy relied more on
reflective processing than intuitive processing. Given that mental depletion weakens the
inhibition of intuitive, reflexive processing (Baumeister & Vohs, 2016) and that depleted
individuals demand cognitive closure—a desire for cognitive clarity and certainty which
reduces their motivation for empathizing and judgement tasks (Kruglanski & Webster,
1996), we hypothesized that depleted individuals would be less accurate in empathic
inferences.

The relationship between mental depletion and specific strategies to achieve empathic
accuracy, such as anchoring, is less clear. Anchoring may be a type 1 (fast, intuitive
heuristic reflecting only assumed similarity; e.g., assuming partner feels the same way as
one feels) or become a type 2 process (elaborate, reflective strategy that achieves direct
similarity) depending on whether there is sufficient adjustment (Sened et al., 2020; Tamir
& Mitchell, 2013; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).

Partner’s mental depletion. The process of reaching empathic accuracy is dyadic in nature.
One’s EA could also be influenced by their partner’s mental depletion level. As noted
earlier, target’s readability, as represented by their expressiveness, is an important
influencing factor on perceiver’s EA performance (Thomas & Maio, 2008; Zaki et al.,
2008). Clinical research has shown that mentally depleted people are less emotionally
expressive (Rimes et al., 2016) and they tend to veil their internal mental states by more
positive outward expressions (Hambrook et al., 2011). In other words, when a partner
feels mentally depleted, they give away less and yet more misleading information during
interactions, reducing the perceiver’s chance to accurately read them.

Mood valence

The strength of links between mental depletion and EA may differ when perceivers are
reading different content. Prior literature has shown that associations between EA and its
impact factors are often valence-specific (i.e., positive or negative moods). For example,
depression was associated with lower EA for negative, but not positive, feelings (Gadassi
et al., 2011), because depressed individuals’ hypersensitivity to negative interpersonal
information led to inaccurate judgment. In the current study, the harmful effects of mental
depletion are likely to be stronger on EA for negative moods. From the perceiver’s side,
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experiments have shown that laboratory-induced mental depletion results in avoidant
attentional bias towards negative emotional stimuli in healthy individuals (Watanabe
et al., 2019). According to the process model proposed by Gross (1998), two important
processes involved in emotion regulation are attentional deployment and response
modulation. It is possibly because when cognitive resources become insufficient for top-
down regulation of negative emotions, people deliberately pay less attention to negative
stimuli and shift to the coping mode of avoidance (Ochsner & Gross, 2005). On the
target’s side, clinically fatigued patients have been observed to suppress the expression of
their negative emotions (Rimes et al., 2016). Cameron and Overall (2018) found a similar
association between suppression of negative emotions and mental fatigue in romantic
couples across several dairy studies. Thus, the decrease in targets’ readability brought by
mental depletion may be especially evident when it comes to negative moods.

Gender

Empathy relevant capabilities have long been tied with women (Ickes et al., 2000), and
heterosexual relationships is an institution where gender roles are made pronounced and
are constantly reinforced (Deaux & Major, 1987). Thus, it is worth investigation what
dynamics gender would bring to the relationship between mental depletion and EA. It has
also been empirically documented that the same factor could differentially affect women’s
and men’s EA, although the directions of differences have been mixed. For example,
women’s but not men’s depressive symptoms were associated with lower EA (Gadassi
etal.,2011). Crenshaw et al. (2019) found acute stress impaired women but not men’s EA,
but in Nitschke et al. (2022), acute stress boosted men’s but not women’s EA. Thus,
gender may also matter in the link between mental depletion and EA. Consistent with the
social role theory (Eagly, 1987), women are expected to be more empathic (Ickes et al.,
2000) and to be social facilitators in relationships (Eagly & Wood, 1991). These ex-
pectations may both burden them and motivate them to be understanding even when they
or their partner are mentally depleted. Meanwhile, women tend to be more expressive
(Fischer & LaFrance, 2015), so to the extent that men rely on their female partner’s
expressions and women’s depletion reduces their expressions, men’s EA may be more
affected by their female partner’s mental depletion.

Daily diary method

We used the daily diary method to address the relationship between mental depletion and
EA. Most EA research is laboratory-based and there is limited use of the diary method, the
latter of which can complement laboratory findings with its high ecological validity (e.g.,
Gadassi etal., 2011; Rafaeli etal., 2017). The diary method enables researchers to conduct
experience sampling and observe how naturally induced mental depletion brings fluc-
tuations in romantic couples’ EA. Addressing daily variations in EA is also of practical
relevance. People may naively assume the partner has a stable level of EA and ignore
fluctuations in EA as well as the conditions that co-occur with higher or lower empathy.
Such ignorance could hinder fruitful empathic exchanges between romantic partners. By
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revealing the daily fluctuations in EA and its associated factors, the diary method makes
the study results more straightforward for application to real life.

This study

We examined the relations between mental depletion and EA using dyadic diary data. We
theorized that on days when participants felt mentally depleted, EA would be low. Specifically,
we investigated people’s EA towards romantic partners’ relationship appraisals and moods. We
defined relationship appraisals as individuals’ evaluations of the quality and satisfaction of their
romantic relationship. In addition to the general moods normally included in previous research,
we included this aspect of relationship-specific contents as it might provide additional insights
into how EA would affect relationship outcomes.

We hypothesized that perceiver’s mental depletion would negatively relate to their own EA
(HIa) due to increased judgmental bias and need for cognitive closure (Kruglanski & Webster,
1996; Tadmor et al., 2018). Target’s mental depletion would negatively relate to perceiver’s EA
(H1b) since mental depletion likely reduces target’s readability (Hambrook et al., 2011; Rimes
et al., 2016). As mentally exhausted people tend to suppress and avoid negative emotions as a
way of emotion regulation (Cameron & Overall, 2018; Rimes et al., 2016; Watanabe et al.,
2019), mental depletion would relate more strongly with EA for negative (vs. positive) moods
(H2). Given gender stereotypes about empathy (Ickes et al., 2000), social roles (Eagly & Wood,
1991), and expressivity (Fischer & LaFrance, 2015), the link between men’s EA and their
female partner’s mental depletion would be strongest (H3). Although this study was not
initially designed to test anchoring, upon the suggestion of a reviewer to explore anchoring, we
conducted additional analyses to test for the presence of anchoring and analysed two asso-
ciations, that between anchoring and EA and that between mental depletion and anchoring. We
predicted that anchoring would be present as indicated by positive correlations of actor’s own
moods and relationship appraisals with their judgments of partner’s moods and relationship
appraisals (H4a). We also predicted that anchoring would be significantly correlated with EA
(H4b) and mental depletion (H4c). However, given that anchoring could be an effective
strategy for EA and that whether it is a type 1 or type 2 process (as in the dual process model)
may depend on the amount of adjustments, we did not have specific directional hypotheses
(i.e., positively or negatively correlated) for these two associations.

Our focus was on the daily diary data, which are more ecological and sensitive to variations.
For robustness checks, we also aggregated individual diary data to form person-level data to
check generalizability to a longer time frame. Additionally, we re-ran analyses controlling for
baseline data on general empathy and relationship quality, age, and relationship length.

Method

Participants

Heterosexual couples (18—40 years) were recruited through social media, university mass
emails, and snowballing. Both partners were required to be in Hong Kong during their
participation to eliminate the effect of geographical separation.
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The sample size was determined by referencing prior studies using similar data
collection methods and analytical strategies (Gadassi et al., 2011; Rafaeli et al., 2017).
These studies included 51 to 80 couples for analyses after excluding 5.3%—9% of invalid
cases of the original samples. Thus, we aimed to recruit at least 70 heterosexual couples
and ended up with 95 couples. Of the 95 couples, seven were excluded for insufficient
diary data, and another was excluded because one member of the couple identified as
gender non-binary. Final analyses included 87 couples (91.6%, N = 174; see Table 1 for
demographic information).

Of the 174 participants (Mg, = 28.81, SD = 5.03), 170 (97.7%) participants were
heterosexual people, two (1.1%) were bisexual people and two (1.1%) were pansexual
people. They were all in a heterosexual relationship at the time of participation. Over half
of the participants (55.6%) were in cohabitation and 23% were married. The average
relationship length was 5.26 years (SD = 4.61). Most participants (97.7%) were in a
committed relationship. Before the current one, participants had an average of 1.59 ro-
mantic relationships (SD = 1.63).

Forty-six (26.4%) participants were students, and the rest came from a range of
occupational fields. The median monthly income was HKD20,000-24,999
(~USD2557—3196). Most participants (97.1%) received post-secondary education.
Most participants (97.7%) were Chinese, two (1.1%) were Filipino, one (0.6%) was
Japanese, and one (0.6%) was Latino. Such demographic information suggested that the
sample was reasonably diverse and of typical socioeconomic status.

Procedures

There were two survey assessment sessions, the baseline assessment and the daily as-
sessment. All existing English scales were translated into Chinese by the authors and
research assistants, all fluent in Chinese and English. Relevant study materials can be
found in Study Materials (https://osf.io/gw678/files).

After initial screening, eligible participants received the baseline survey link. Par-
ticipants provided their informed consent to participate in the two assessments before
filling in the baseline survey. They were told that the purpose of the study was to learn
about people’s accuracy in understanding romantic partner’s feelings and thoughts. They
were also told the specific procedures detailed below. In the baseline assessment, par-
ticipants completed questionnaires on relationship quality, empathy quotient, demo-
graphics, and questions regarding their current romantic relationship.

In the daily assessments, participants filled out the daily survey for two weeks
(14 days). They reported their mental depletion level, feelings towards their relationship,
and moods of the day. Besides, they rated their partner’s relationship appraisals and
moods of the day based on their own observations. Survey links were sent to participants
via email, WhatsApp, or WeChat at 8 p.m., and expired at 6 a.m. the next morning.
Participants were required to independently complete the survey before bed, and they
were asked not to discuss their answers with the partner. The days when both partners
completed the questionnaire were counted as valid days. If either partner had missed a
day, the test period for both partners was extended by a day until they made up for 14 valid
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Table |. Sociodemographic characteristics of participants.

Percentage
n(N=174) (%)
Gender
Female 87 50
Male 87 50
Sexual orientation
Heterosexual 170 97.7
Bisexual 2 1.1
Pansexual 2 1.1
Relationship status
Casual dating 3 1.7
Committed and unmarried 130 74.7
Committed and married 40 23.0
Polyamory | 0.6
Number of previous romantic relationships
0, 1,2 137 78.7
3,4, 5 33 19.0
6 and above 4 2.3
Marital status
Never married 132 75.9
Married 40 23.0
Divorced/widowed 2 1.1
Children
Yes 14 8.0
No 160 92.0
Number of children
Zero 160 92.0
One 6 34
Two 8 4.6
Cohabitating
Yes 95 54.6
No 79 454
Highest educational level
Senior secondary school 5 2.9
Post-secondary (diploma/certificate; sub-degree course; degree 99 56.9
course)
Postgraduate degree 70 40.2
Job industry
Student 46 26.4
Public administration, education, human health, and social work 60 34.5
activities
Finance and insurance 17 9.8

(continued)
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Table I. (continued)

Percentage
n(N=174) (%)

IT and communication I 6.3
Construction and manufacturing 12 6.9
Real estate, professional and business services 6 34
Transportation, import/export trades 4 23
Others 18 10.3
Monthly income (USD)
<1023 32 18.4
1023-1918 12 6.9
1918-2557 28 16.1
2557-3196 22 12.6
3196-3836 17 9.8
3836-5115 30 17.2
5115-7672 24 13.8
>7672 9 52
Subjective socioeconomic status
-3 17 9.8
4-7 144 82.7
8-10 13 7.5
Ethnicity
Chinese 170 97.7
Non-Chinese Eastern Asian 3 1.7
Other | 0.6

days or until the test period was 20 days long. Participants should finish at least 10 valid
daily surveys to be included in the analyses. In the final sample, 83 couples finished
14 valid days, and the remaining four couples finished 10, 11, 12, and 13 valid days,
respectively. Each participant received an EA performance report and up to
~USD45 compensation for completing all the assessments.

Measures

Baseline measures

Relationship quality. The 18-item Perceived Relationship Quality Components In-
ventory (Fletcher et al., 2000) was used to measure participants’ perception of relationship
quality. The inventory assesses six aspects of romantic relationships, namely relationship
satisfaction, commitment, intimacy, trust, passion, and love. Sample items include “I am
satisfied with my relationship.” and “I can count on my partner.” Participants responded
on a seven-point Likert scale to what extent they agreed with the statements (1 = Strongly
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disagree and 7 = Strongly agree). Scores were summed, and higher scores indicated
higher relationship quality (a = .95).

Empathy quotient. The ten-item short form of the Empathy Quotient Scale (Greenberg
et al.,, 2018) was used to measure participants’ general empathy. It reflects people’s
general empathy (both cognitive and affective) level but does not objectively measure the
accuracy level of people’s empathy. Sample items include “I am good at predicting how
someone will feel.” and “I can’t always see why someone should have felt offended by a
remark.” Participants rated how strongly they agreed with these statements (Strongly
agree to Strongly disagree). Responses were scored as originally instructed, with higher
scores reflecting higher empathy (o = .84).

Demographics. Basic demographic information such as participants’ gender, age, and
educational attainment, and questions about their current relationship, such as relationship
length, were asked.

Daily measures

Mental depletion. An adapted 15-item version of the Perceived Depletion Scale
(Tadmor et al., 2018) was used to measure participants’ perceived availability of mental
resources. Sample items of the adapted scale include “I felt it was hard to control myself.”
and “I felt emotionally exhausted.” Participants responded on a seven-point Likert scale
(1 = Very untrue of me and 7 = Very true of me) regarding how they felt during the day.
Item 9 and item 10 were reversely coded, then all item scores were summed. Higher scores
indicated higher mental depletion (o = .94). We did not follow Cranford et al. (2006) to
calculate two reliability coefficients (within- and between-subject) for daily data. This
method requires all participants to be assessed during the same period of time (e.g., on the
same day), but our study recruited participants in three batches. Thus, Cronbach’s alpha
was used as the reliability index for daily measures.

Relationship appraisals. A six-item short form of the Perceived Relationship Quality
Components Inventory (Fletcher et al., 2000) was used to measure participants’ appraisals
of their relationship of the day. The instruction for reporting one’s own feelings was
“Please indicate how you felt about your relationship today.” Participants responded to
statements (e.g., “Today, I trusted my partner.”) on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = Very
untrue of me and 7 = Very true of me, o. = .92).

To rate the partner’s feelings, the instruction was “Please indicate how you think your
partner felt about your relationship today.” Items were the same as those about one’s own
feelings except for minor modifications of pronouns (e.g., “Today, my partner trusted
me.”). Participants responded on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = Very untrue of what 1
believe and 7 = Very true of what I believe, a. = .92).

Moods. Following Gadassi et al. (2011), 18 items were selected from the Profile of
Mood States (McNair et al., 1981) to measure three positive moods (calm, happiness, and
vigor) and three negative moods (anger, anxiety, and depression), with three items for
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each mood. Participants responded to the statements (e.g., “Today, I felt happy.”) on a
seven-point Likert scale (1 = Very untrue of me and 7 = Very true of me). Reliabilities for
positive moods and negative moods were .94 and .93, respectively.

The instruction for rating partners’ moods was similar to that in the Relationship

appralsals section (arating partners’ positive moods .94 and Orating partners’ negative moods — 94)

Analytic approach

A total of 2416 daily reports from 87 couples were collected. There was no missing data
because forced response was set to ensure participants answered every question in all
surveys.

Computation of EA. EA in daily diary studies is often operationalized as the sum of
absolute differences between the perceiver’s judgment and the target’s self-rating on each
item of a psychological construct (Gadassi et al., 2011; Howland & Rafaeli, 2010; Rafaeli
et al., 2017), and we adopted this approach. We did not use the correlational approach to
operationalize EA, such as tracking accuracy in the Truth-and-Bias model (West &
Kenny, 2011) for several reasons. First, the difference score approach has been a well-
received way of operationalizing EA particularly when examining associations between
EA and other variables (e.g., Gadassi et al., 2011; Howland & Rafaeli, 2010; Rafaeli et al.,
2017). Second, while the correlational approach addresses co-variability in self-ratings
and perceivers’ judgments and differentiates the information sources of judgments (e.g.,
sad actors see partners as sad; see Sened, Yovel, et al., 2017 for an example), it does not
tell how far the perceiver’s judgment is from the target’s thinking and feelings (e.g., the
correlation can be high despite large discrepancy between perceiver’s and target’s rat-
ings). Moreover, it does not provide an EA performance score for each observation or
judgment, making it impossible to investigate how EA covaries with another variable.
Our conceptualization of EA was based on an interest in the degree of congruence
between the target’s self-ratings and the perceiver’s judgments, and whether mental
depletion was associated with the congruence between the ratings.

Using the difference score approach, three EA variables were computed for each
participant: one for relationship appraisals, one for positive moods, and one for negative
moods. The three EA variables demonstrated good internal reliability: o for relationship
appraisals — 833 OEA for positive moods — 83: OEA for negative moods — .84. The variable scores
were reversed so that higher scores indicated greater accuracy.

Computation of anchoring. Anchoring was examined in two ways. The presence and extent
of anchoring was indicated by how self-reported relationship appraisals and moods
correlated with predictions of partner’s relationship appraisals and moods. When studying
the associations between anchoring and other variables, at the suggestion of an anon-
ymous reviewer, we conceptualized anchoring as the sum of absolute differences between
the perceiver’s self-rating and the perceiver’s judgement on each item of a psychological
construct. We computed three anchoring scores using this difference score approach: one
for relationship appraisals, one for positive moods, and one for negative moods. The three
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anchoring variables demonstrated good internal reliability: anchor for relationship appraisals =
739 O Anchor for positive moods — 87: OLAnchor for negative moods — .83. The variable scores were
reversed so that higher scores indicated greater anchoring tendency when making
judgements.

Preliminary analyses. We first explored descriptive results, zero-order correlations of the
key variables and demographic variables. Differences between men and women were also
analyzed.

Main analyses: Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM) (HI-H3). To address the non-
independence of the dyadic, repeatedly measured data, the Actor-Partner Interdependence
Model (APIM; Kashy & Kenny, 2000) was used to examine the relations between mental
depletion and EA. APIM enables simultaneous estimations of actor effects (e.g., the
effects of women’s mental depletion on women’s EA) and partner effects (e.g., the effects
of men’s mental depletion on women’s EA). Figure 1 provides a conceptual illustration of
the APIM model. APIM models were run for the three EA variables separately. Using the
nlme and Dyadr package (Garcia, 2018) in R, all APIM models were first run with the
one-intercept approach, with gender as a moderator. If any significant interactions were
observed, we re-ran the models with the two-intercept approach to obtain separate co-
efficient estimations for women and men (Kenny & Kashy, 2010).

Daily level. Research questions concerning the daily variabilities of study variables
(Figure 2 shows the daily variations in study variables) were addressed mainly with the
daily-level data. Our data have three conceptual levels: the daily level, the person level,
and the couple level. As noted by Bolger and Laurenceau (2013), due to the limited
variability between the person-couple levels, our data have a two-level structure in nature:
daily level (Level 1) and person/couple level (Level 2). We tested the APIM models

| Women’s Mental Actor effect Women’s Empathic |
e Depletion Accuracy N

artner cffect

Partner effect

R Men'’s Mental Actor effect Men’s Empathic |, 4’/
Depletion Accuracy

Figure I. Conceptual illustration of the APIM model predicting empathic accuracy from mental
depletion. Double-headed arrows indicate correlated variables/errors. In supplementary analyses
where we reported robustness checks of alternative analyses, actor’s age, relationship length,
general empathy, and baseline relationship quality were added as control variables.




Tang and Wong 13

oste Moods

Wienal Cupiaton

Days oms ¥ Days

Mental Depletion Relationship Appraisals Positive Moods

A o Pelons Adpratan.
EATor Posite Moot

ot 3 1 -

EA for Relationship Appraisals EA for Positive Moods

EA T Nmgiiva Moy

[

EA for Negative Moods

Figure 2. Graphical illustration of the fluctuations of study variables in daily assessment by gender.
Red lines represent women participants while blue lines represent men participants. The bolded
lines represent the variable means for each gender.

through linear mixed-effects models using the nlme package in R. Level 1 independent
variables include actor’s mental depletion and partner’s mental depletion. Following
Rafaeli et al. (2017), a lagged score of the dependent variable (i.e., EA on the previous
day) was included as a covariate since repeated measures on the same construct are likely
to be correlated. This practice provides a more stringent test of the conclusion that same-
day mental depletion and EA are related beyond the overall stability in EA across days.
We also tested whether the association between EA and the three Level 1 independent
variables were moderated by gender. Following common practice in handling daily diary
data (Gadassi et al., 2016), we first included the person-level means for EA, both partners’
mental depletion and their interaction terms with gender in the random intercept. Second,
we added random slopes of actor’s mental depletion and partner’s mental depletion at the
same time. This model fitted our data only when EA for negative moods was the de-
pendent variable, but it could not converge when EA for relationship appraisals or EA for
positive moods was a dependent variable. Then we deleted the term for partner’s mental
depletion; the model still couldn’t converge for EA for positive moods, but it converged
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when EA for relationship appraisals was the dependent variable. So, in the end, we
specified a simple random intercept model when the dependent variable was EA for
positive moods, and the model for EA for relationship appraisal had only actor’s mental
depletion as the random slope. The equations for the full model are as below:

Level 1 Equation:

Y (EA onday k for person j in couple i) = f; +f,,* (actor’s mental depletion on day )
+B* (partner’s mental depletion on dayk)

+p3;* (actor’s lagged EA [day (k—1)]) +7y

Level 2 Equation:

Boj = Y00 + Vo1 * Gender + yp, * (actor’s mean EA)

+ 703 * (actor’s mean mental depletion) + y,, * (partner’s mean mental depletion)

+ 705 * (actor’s mean EA * Gender)
+ 706 * (actor’s mean mental depletion * Gender)
+ 77 * (partner’s mean mental depletion * Gender) +

Brj = 1o + iy * Gender + p,
ﬁZij =750 + 721 * Gender + 1,

ﬂ3ij =730 + V31 * Gender

Person level. We also ran the APIM models with aggregated person level data
(i.e., daily data averaged for each participant) to see whether the results would extend to a
longer time frame. We re-tested the APIM models through generalized least squares
(GLS) analyses using the Dyadr package (Garcia, 2018) in R. All variables were centered
and standardized. Daily level variables were group-centered by person and person level
variables were grand-centered.

Supplementary analyses. For additional robustness checks, we re-ran the main analyses
described above with baseline covariates. Age and relationship length were entered as
covariates because some prior research indicated their links to EA (Rauers et al., 2013;
Thomas & Fletcher, 2003). General empathy and relationship quality were also included
as covariates for their possible confounding associations with EA. For brevity, we only
present results from models without covariates in the main text. Including these covariates
did not significantly alter the results unless otherwise noted. APIM results with covariates
can be found in Supplementary Analyses Results (https://osf.io/gw678/files).
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Additional analyses: anchoring and its associations with EA and mental depletion (H4). We
examined the presence of anchoring by testing the correlations of actor’s own moods and
relationship appraisals with their judgments of partner’s moods and relationship ap-
praisals. Next, we computed anchoring scores using a difference score approach and
examined how the computed anchoring scores correlated with EA and mental depletion
by testing their inter correlations at the daily level.

Transparency and openness. We reported how we determined our sample size, all data
exclusions, and all relevant measures in the study. Relevant data, codes, and materials can
be found at (https://osf.io/gw678/files). Data were analyzed using R, version 4.1.2 (R
Core Team, 2021) and the package nlme and Dyadr (Garcia, 2018). This study’s design
and analyses were not pre-registered.

Results

Descriptive statistics and preliminary analyses

Table 2 and Table 3 present the means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations for
the variables measured or computed at the daily level (V = 174 persons; 2416 obser-
vations) for all participants and for women and men separately. Table 3 presents basic
comparisons between men and women.

During the testing period, participants generally felt satisfied with their relationship on
a daily basis (M =35.30, SD = 5.96, Range = 7-42). They reported more positive moods
(M =41.22, SD = 10.84, Range = 7-63) than negative moods (M = 21.21, SD = 11.42,
Range = 7-63), and their average mental depletion score was 45.13 (SD = 17.93, Range =
7-105). Women felt less satisfied (¢ (1207) = —4.91, p < .001, d = .14), more mentally
depleted (#(1207)=1.99, p =.047, d = .06) and had more negative moods (¢ (1207) =4.46,
p <.001, d = .13) than their male partners. The average EA scores were 31.21 for re-
lationship appraisals (SD = 4.05, Range = 0-36), 43.77 for positive moods (SD = 6.08,
Range = 0-54), and 44.05 for negative moods (SD = 7.16, Range = 0-54). Paired r-tests
showed no gender differences in EA performance—relationship appraisals: ¢ (1207) =
1.37, p=.170, d = .04; positive moods: # (1207) = .98, p =.329, d = .03; negative moods: ¢
(1207) = .33, p = .745, d = .01.

On the baseline measures, age, relationship length, general empathy, and relationship
quality are the four covariates of interest. Within a couple, women were younger than their
male partners, ¢ (86) = —3.86, p < .001, d = .23; and women reported higher general
empathy, ¢ (86) = 2.82, p = .006, d = .30. Women reported lower overall relationship
quality, ¢ (86) = —1.77, p = .080, d = .19, consistent with daily observations. These four
baseline variables were mostly non-significantly correlated or at best weakly correlated
with the daily variables, except one moderate association, » = .59, p < .001, between
baseline relationship quality and daily relationship appraisals.
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Associations between mental depletion and EA, valence difference, and
moderation by gender

Daily level results. Table 4 presents the results of the three APIM models on daily EA.
Various significant actor effects and partner effects of mental depletion were observed,
although of small effect sizes. Participants’ own mental depletion was associated neg-
atively with their EA for relationship appraisals, f = —0.08, SE = 0.02, p <.001, and EA
for negative moods, f = —0.08, SE = 0.03, p = .007. No significant actor effect of mental
depletion on EA for positive moods was found.

Partner’s mental depletion was also associated negatively with actor’s EA for rela-
tionship appraisals, f = —0.07, SE = 0.02, p = < .001, actor’s EA for positive moods,
p=-0.12,SE=0.03, p<.001, and actor’s EA for negative moods, = —0.21, SE=0.03,
p < .001. The effect of partner’s mental depletion on EA for positive moods was
moderated by gender, indicated by a significant gender x partner’s mental depletion
interaction, f = —0.09, SE = 0.04, p = .010. The follow-up two-intercept APIM analysis
(Table 5) showed that partner’s mental depletion had a larger negative effect on men’s
#=-0.21,SE=0.02, p <.001) than on women’s (f = —0.12, SE=0.03, p <.001) EA for
positive moods.

Person level results. Table 6 presents the results at the person level. No significant effects of
mental depletion were found on EA for relationship appraisals and positive moods, but
both the actor’s and partner’s mental depletion was negatively associated with partici-
pants’ EA for negative moods (actor effect: f = —0.34, SE = 0.09, p <.001; partner effect:
p=-035,SE=0.09, p <.001). No significant gender and mental depletion interaction
was observed.

Additional results on anchoring, EA, and mental depletion

As shown in Table 2, perceivers’ judgements on partners’ relationship appraisals and
moods were positively associated with their own feelings and moods: relationship ap-
praisals: » =.780, p < .001; positive moods: r =.508, p <.001; negative moods: r =.570,
p <.001. The results indicated perceivers’ employment of anchoring strategy in making
empathic inferences.

Table 7 showed that the average anchoring scores were 33.97 (SD = 2.40, Range = 0—
36), 45.94 (SD = 6.36, Range = 0-54), and 46.47 (SD = 6.36, Range = 0-54) for in-
ferences of partner’s relationship appraisals, positive moods, and negative moods re-
spectively. Paired #-tests showed that women relied less on anchoring when making
judgements compared to their male partners: relationship appraisals: ¢ (1207)= —2.53,p=
170, d = —.07; positive moods: ¢ (1207) = —2.62, p = .009, d = —.08; negative moods:
t(1207)=—4.46,p=<.001, d= —.13. Table 8 presents the results of correlations between
anchoring scores using the difference score approach, mental depletion, and EA. Overall
speaking, one’s anchoring tendency was negatively associated with mental depletion:
relationship appraisals: » = —.203, p <.001; positive moods: »=—.213, p <.001; negative
moods: » = —.345, p < .001. As for the relationship between anchoring and EA, we



Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 0(0)

20

‘pap|oq aJe s3uipuly auediiudi§ "Aep snolaaad ayy uo paansesw Adeandde dlyzedws sy = 3 paddeq ‘uons|dep [eausw = Q| PN

[65°0 ‘bS0] 100> T6'T¥ 100 950 [8s'0‘es0]l 100°> 8LEF 100 950 V3 ues|y
[s00 ‘c00—] 81§ S90 700 100 [¥00 ¥00—] 9/6° €00~ TO0 L0000— QI uedw s.aulieq
[+00 ‘4001 olé 110 200 7000 [s00 ‘001 8cg’ 0T0 00 #00°0 dW uesw sJo1y
[9070 ‘c0'0—] €8y 00 700 200 [£00 ‘c00—] pSE €60  T00 200 V3 paddeq
[91°0— ‘9z0-1 100°> 9s8— o0 1zo0— [900—°‘c10-]1 100°> sSE€p— €00 10— AW seulieg
[c00 ‘8001 £€T 61'l— €00  €00— [000 ‘01°0—] €900 98'1— €00 S00— AW S0y
[+00 ‘c00—] 45§ ¥T0 T00  $000°0 [+00 ‘€001 68L° LT0 200 100 (aded.23uy)

1D %56 q 1 EN q 1D %56 d 1 EN q

us| USWOAA

‘(s;ulod ®yep 9|7 ‘suosaad /| = N) uonsjdsp |eausw wody spoow aAnisod oy 3 Ajrep Sundipaud [ppow ||dY 1dedJsaul-om] g d|qeL



21

Tang and Wong

[900 [zzo [oc0 AW s.Jaued
‘6501 I £81— SI'0 ¥T0— ‘19°0—] 6£S° T90— 0TO TI'0— ‘SH’0—] 878 TTO— 1TO +00— X J3pusny
[zs0 [ss0 aw
‘b00—-] 80" €1 910 LTO ‘To—1 8k $60 0T0 610 [SO‘C0—] TE 80 1T0 010 S40Y X Jopusn
[L10- 1o [s1o
‘v$°0—1 100" > TL'€— 600 SE0— ‘6€0—] 85T €I'l— €10 ¥10— ‘€€°0—] 0S¥ 9£0— TI'0 600— AW s.Jaulreg
[91°0- bzo [iro
‘€5°0—1 100" > 79'€— 600 VE0— ‘6201 656" S00— €10 100— ‘2€0—] 06T 90°1— TI'0 €£10— AW sy
910 [iro [so0
‘91'0—] 686" 1000— 800 000 ‘81°0—] £19° TH0— L00 €00— ‘T1'0—] 89¢ 060— #00 +00— Jopus
[z10 yTo [eT0
‘SI'0-] 806" TI'O 800 100 ‘T0—1 0§58 610 110 TOO ‘61'0—] 8¢8" 1T0 11'0  T00 (adedu23uy)
1D %56 d 135 g D %56 d 13 g D %S6 d 1 3S g

spoow dAneSau Joj 3 spoow aAnisod 4oy 3 sjesieadde diysuonejpu 4o} 3

‘(#£1 = N) uonsidep [eausw wouy Adeandde diyredws [aA3]-uosaad pa1eds.dse Sunoipsad sppow L|IdV 9 2lqelL



22 Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 0(0)

Table 7. Means and SDs of anchoring scores for the whole sample (N = 174 persons, 2416 data
points) and for women (N = 87 persons, 1208 data points) and men (N = 87 persons, 1208 data
points) seperately.

Whole
sample Women Men Paired t-test
Possible
range M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) t(p value)
Anchoring scores for 0-36 33.97 (2.40) 33.86 (2.55) 34.08 (2.24) —2.53 (.012)
relationship appraisals
inferences
Anchoring scores for 0-54 45.94 (6.36) 45.66 (6.56) 46.23 (6.13) —2.62 (.009)
positive moods
inferences
Anchoring scores for 0-54 46.47 (7.01) 45.94 (7.53) 47.00 (6.40) —4.46 (<.001)
negative moods
inferences

Note. M = mean. SD = standard deviation. Data presented for t-tests are t (p-value). Significant t-tests results are
boded. Degrees of freedom for all paired t-tests were 1207.

Table 8. Correlations between anchoring scores, mental depletion and EA for all participants (N =
174 persons, 2416 data points) and for women (N = 87 persons, 1208 data points) and men (N =
87 persons, 1208 data points) seperately.

Whole sample Women
r (p value) r (p value) Men r (p value)

MD «— Anchoring relationship —.203 (<.001) —.219 (<.001) —.183 (<.001)
scores appraisals

positive moods —.213 (<.001) —.212 (<.001) —.212 (<.001)

negative moods —.345 (<.001) —.375 (<.001) —.309 (<.001)

EA «—— Anchoring scores relationship 287 (<.001)  .333 (<.001) .239 (<.001)
appraisals

positive moods .093 (<.001) .102 (<.001) .085 (.003)
negative moods 274 (<.001)  .324 (<.001) .221 (<.001)

Note. MD refers to mental depletion. EA refers to empathic accuracy.

observed significant positive correlations: relationship appraisals: » = .287, p < .001;
positive moods: »=.093, p <.001; negative moods: »=.274, p <.001. The results for each
gender were also presented in Table 8, and the correlations patterns were similar to the
findings on the whole sample.

Discussion

Using a dyadic and ecological dataset of heterosexual couples, we showed for the first
time that both actor’s and partner’s mental depletion was related to lower EA for both
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relationship appraisals and moods. Mental depletion and EA for negative moods were
especially consistent, being associated on both daily and person levels. Besides, results
stood when controlling for baseline covariates. Gender moderated the association be-
tween mental depletion and EA for positive moods. There was also evidence of anchoring,
which was associated positively with EA but negatively with mental depletion.

Is EA lower when the actor is mentally depleted?

Actor’s mental depletion was linked to lower EA for relationship appraisals and negative
moods (Hla), consistent with the dual-processing model of cognition (Evans &
Stanovich, 2013) that mental depletion impairs judgment accuracy, for depleted per-
ceiver’s heavy reliance on superficial cues and stereotypes (Tadmor et al., 2018). This
finding also aligns with previous research that showed EA was reduced when cognitive
functioning was disturbed (Crenshaw et al., 2019; Gadassi et al., 2011). Besides, the
reduced EA performance of mentally depleted people could also result from a lack of
motivation. People have a heightened need for cognitive closure when mentally depleted
(Kruglanski & Webster, 1996), thus may be less willing to attend to partners’ transient
emotional signals. Actor’s mental depletion did not associate with their EA for positive
moods. Possibly, reading partner’s positive moods takes little mental effort even when
perceivers are depleted because people express positive emotions more directly (Nezlek &
Kuppens, 2008).

Is EA lower when the partner is mentally depleted?

Partner’s mental depletion was negatively associated with all EA variables (H1b), consistent
with findings suggesting that fatigue lowers readability. Chronically fatigued individuals tend
to hold inconsistent outward social images and internal emotions. They may behave in a
socially compliant way while being hostile within (Hambrook et al., 2011). Fatigued people
also show fewer emotional expressions (Rimes et al., 2016). Thus, perceivers have fewer, but
more misleading, emotional signals to make judgments of depleted targets.

Does mental depletion matter more for negative moods?

H?2 was largely supported. Effects of mental depletion were more robust on EA for negative
moods. EA for negative moods was linked to both actor’s and partner’s mental depletion, at
both daily and person levels. Conversely, EA for positive moods was only linked to partner’s
mental depletion, and only at the daily level. The discrepancy in actor effects on EA for
negative versus positive moods may stem from the higher cognitive demand in detecting
indirect, negative (vs. direct, positive) emotions. This also aligns with the literature under the
framework of the process model of emotion regulation (Gross, 1998). When feeling depleted,
people may modify their responses to emotional stimuli within a social situation by avoiding or
deploying less attention to negative, but not positive, stimuli (Watanabe et al., 2019). Partner
effects on EA for negative moods may relate to the notion of fatigue-induced emotion
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suppression. Depleted targets are less willing to disclose their negative feelings, for such
disclosure could agitate conflicts (Willems et al., 2020).

Role of gender?

Most findings were similar for men and women, but men’s EA for women’s positive
moods was more affected by women’s mental depletion than vice versa. H3 was thus
supported in EA for positive moods. The gendered effects may be explained by gender
differences in emotion recognition ability and gender stereotypes that affect motivations.
Women are better at recognizing low-intensity emotions (Hoffmann et al., 2010), while
men rely more on expressive facial information to recognize emotions (Thayer &
Johnsen, 2000). Mentally depleted targets exhibited fewer/less intense positive moods
(r=—.723, p <.001), rendering more impairments in male perceivers’ EA. Alternatively,
because men are generally less emotionally expressive than women (Fischer & LaFrance,
2015), reduction in emotion expressions may be less salient in depleted men. The stronger
expectation for women to be communal and empathetic (Eagly & Wood, 1991; Ickes
et al., 2000) may also motivate women to maintain empathy even when depleted. Future
research is needed to pinpoint the underlying mechanism of the gender differences.

Is anchoring present and how does it fit in the mental depletion-EA framework?

Anchoring has been shown to be a common strategy in social judgments and has often
been discussed in EA research (Sened et al., 2020; Tamir & Mitchell, 2013). Our study,
although not designed to test anchoring, allowed us to test several questions for ex-
ploratory purposes: 1. Is anchoring present in our dataset? 2. How is anchoring related to
one’s EA and mental depletion?

Consistent with our prediction (H4a), we found the presence of anchoring in per-
ceivers’ EA inferences, as indicated by the positive correlations between one’s own
relationship appraisals and moods and their judgements of partners’ relationship ap-
praisals and moods. This result aligns with prior research showing people’s employment
of anchoring-and-adjustment strategy in mentalizing with others (Sened et al., 2020;
Tamir & Mitchell, 2013).

We observed positive associations between one’s anchoring tendency and EA (H4b).
This finding might seem a bit counterintuitive at first sight, but it makes sense if the anchor
is a valid one. Our study is situated in romantic relationships where partners often share
similar experiences or affective states. The shared context and frequent interactions may
make one’s own feelings an efficient anchor for understanding the partner, increasing the
likelihood that anchoring leads to accurate judgments rather than bias (Sened et al., 2020).
Moreover, anchoring that is followed by sufficient adjustments could lead to accuracy.
When people anchor on their own feelings but then adjust sufficiently to account for
differences in their partner’s state, anchoring can facilitate accurate empathic inferences.
This is consistent with the dual-process view where anchoring is the initial guess and
adjustment refines accuracy (Tamir & Mitchell, 2013).
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Regarding H4c, we found that anchoring was negatively correlated with one’s mental
depletion level. In other words, participants seemed to use less self-anchoring in making
inferences about partner’s feelings and moods when they were mentally depleted. This
result seems inconsistent with the dual-process analogue of anchoring-and-adjustment
strategy, where anchoring is said to be a “fast and effortless” process while adjustment is
“deliberate and resource-demanding”. However, if we view anchoring-and-adjustment as
a deliberate, adaptive strategy to achieve accuracy, our result may suggest that mental
depletion reduces the ability or motivation to engage in this adaptive anchoring-and-
adjustment process, resulting in less anchoring behaviour or less effective anchoring,
hence the negative correlation. According to research investigating how mental depletion
would modulate anchoring (Banker et al., 2017; Roseler et al., 2020), depleted partic-
ipants may be less able to identify a good anchor. If our measure of anchoring captures
effective use of self-based heuristics (anchoring on own feelings or thoughts) rather than
mere susceptibility to external anchors, then mentally depleted individuals might anchor
less because they are less engaged or less able to use their own internal states as reliable
guides. Instead, they might respond more randomly or rely on other cues.

Practical implications

Our findings suggest communication when either partner is mentally depleted is not ideal,
since one partner’s mental depletion reduces both parties’ empathic accuracy, which could
lead to misunderstandings or conflicts during communication. Attempts to communicate
negative events should especially take the partner’s mental depletion into account, as a
fatigued partner is less likely to be empathetic, especially for negative moods. Also,
awareness of one’s own mental fatigue level and accompanying fluctuations in EA may be
instrumental for a person to decide whether he/she is prepared for an empathic exchange.
Moreover, one’s mental depletion may inadvertently reduce partner’s EA, possibly
through one’s own lowered and more misleading expressions, an effect strongest when
men try to empathize with fatigued female partners’ positive moods. Therefore, our study
suggests romantic couples should be mindful of antecedents or signs of depletion (e.g.,
working overtime, sleep deprivation, reduced emotion expressions) in themselves and
their partner, and try to schedule critical discussions when both partners are rested. If
discussions under depletion are unavoidable, direct and candid disclosure of thoughts/
feelings can foster understanding and is preferred to overreliance on partners to “read the
mind”, especially as people often inaccurately (over)estimate others’ actual EA (Ickes &
Hodges, 2013; Wong et al., 2021). Our findings on anchoring, EA, and mental depletion
suggest self-anchoring might be an effective strategy to achieve accurate inferences of
romantic partners’ feelings and moods. However, it needs caution to use this strategy
when mentally depleted, as people might not be able to identify a good starting point to
anchor their judgements on.

Given the high prevalence of fatigue in adults (Yoon et al., 2023), relationship
therapists or counselors should consider the role of mental depletion in clients’ rela-
tionship, incorporate relevant scales into their assessment package, and give recom-
mendations on replenishing mental resources. Companies can implement policies such as
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flexible work hours to mitigate work-related fatigue in employees. Our study also informs
policymakers by highlighting the need for targeted mental health resources and programs
to address mental depletion as a significant factor affecting personal relationships.

Strengths and limitations

This study broke new ground by enhancing understanding of the role of mental depletion
in people’s accuracy in empathizing romantic partners’ mental states with a diary pro-
cedure. Besides, the findings extend evidence for the importance of considering valence in
studying empathy and its associated factors such as mental depletion. They also enrich the
literature on gender and EA. Notably, the three EA variables showed as independent
constructs (|rls < .34), suggesting the value for other studies to expand the choice of EA
variables. In the future, it would be interesting to examine people’s accuracy in reading
others’ mental depletion. Moreover, we highlighted a potentially helpful role of anchoring
as people used it more often when they were less mentally depleted and it co-occurred
with higher EA.

There are several limitations. First, experimental procedures are needed to attest to the
implicit assumption that mental depletion reduces EA and the mechanism through which it
does so. Although the findings are compatible with this theorized effect, we cannot rule out the
possibility that the associations between high EA and low mental depletion were merely due to
EA affecting mental depletion, or there are other factors influencing the relationship between
mental depletion and EA. However, the causal direction from EA to mental depletion is
unlikely, as mental depletion and EA on the previous day were not correlated (see
Supplemental Table S4) and our daily level analyses controlled for a lagged EA variable.
Second, while the diary procedure has ecological validity, mental depletion was self-reported.
The self-report measure is useful insofar as subjects’ subjective experience of fatigue is
concerned, but future research could replicate our findings with objective measures of mental
depletion. Third, the difference score approach enabled us to obtain an accuracy score for each
daily observation, but it is not designed to disentangle the observed effects on each component
measure of the score (Edwards, 1995). Nevertheless, other measures of accuracy (e.g., tracking
accuracy) can only generate accuracy scores on the person level. Thus, the current difference
score approach is more appropriate for diary studies and research questions like ours. Fourth,
although the study generated several new empirical and theoretical insights regarding the
presence of anchoring in an Asian couple sample and its relationships to mental depletion and
EA, the study was not designed to address anchoring and thus could not establish the amount of
adjustment following anchoring, which would help address whether anchoring in this context
was a type 1 or type 2 process in the dual process model. Lastly, our participants included only
heterosexual couples (to investigate gender moderations) in Hong Kong and most of them
received tertiary education. People’s expectations about romantic partners and their behaviors
in romantic relationships are shaped by the cultural and societal contexts (Cionea et al., 2019;
Dion & Dion, 1996) they are in, thus the study findings might not be generalized to societies
that have different gender norms or marriage structures (e.g., matrilineal Mosuo in Southwest
China, see Yong et al., 2021). Despite these limitations, this study is strengthened by several
characteristics, including the employment of the ecological diary method, being the first
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investigation between mental depletion and EA, the inclusion of three EA variables, the focus
on both dyad members and on both daily and person levels, and the control for baseline levels
and previous day EA.

Conclusion

We showed that EA towards romantic partners fluctuated daily alongside self and
partner’s mental depletion. Mood valence and gender are also relevant factors to consider
in EA research. Mentally depleted people used less anchoring, while anchoring may be an
effective strategy in achieving EA under the right circumstances. Findings call for the
theoretical consideration of the dual processing model of cognitive resources, the process
model of emotion regulation, and gender role theory in understanding daily empathic
accuracy among dyadic partners, romantic couples more specifically. The importance of
addressing fatigue, a common challenge in modern societies, should be highlighted.
Findings inform the choice of optimal timing and strategies for good communication.
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