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of Similarity in Level of Dysphoria
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This study compared dysphoric and nondysphoric male and female undergraduates as they con-
versed with dysphoric or nondysphoric undergraduates of the same sex. Subjects rated their satisfac-
tion with the conversation after each turn. The results showed that people in homogeneous dyads
(i, both partners were dysphoric or both partners were nondysphoric) were more satisfied with
the interaction, and their satisfaction increased as the conversation proceeded. People in mixed
dyads were less satisfied, perceived each other as colder, and spoke about increasingly negative
topics. Thus, in accord with other research showing that similarity leads to liking, the crucial
determinant of interactional satisfaction was neither the mood of the subject nor the mood of the

partner, but their similarity in mood.

Dysphoria is a state of mild depression that most people
experience from time to time. Dysphoria and interpersonal
interactions may have a reciprocal effect on each other, and
both may be important for an individual’s sense of well-being
(Coates & Winston, 1983; Horowitz & Vitkus, 1986); it is there-
fore important to understand how dysphoria and interpersonal
interactions affect each other. This article examines how the
level of dysphoria of two interacting individuals influences
their satisfaction with the interaction and their evaluations of
one another.

Previous research relating negative moods to interpersonal
relations has focused on more severe depressions. Typically, in
these studies subjects were exposed to persons who were or
were not exhibiting signs of depression, and various reactions to
the target person were assessed. These studies have indicated
that people find interactions with depressed people to be aver-
sive, This result has been observed in a variety of experimental
contexts. In some studies, subjects conversed with outpatients
over a telephone (Coyne, 1976a) or listened to audiotapes of
inpatients (Boswell & Murray, 1981); in other studies, subjects
watched videotapes of a dissimulator (Amstutz & Kaplan,
1987; Gurtman, 1987) or interacted with a dissimulator (Ham-
men & Peters, 1978; Howes & Hokanson, 1979; Marks & Ham-
men, 1982; Stephens, Hokanson, & Welker, 1987); in still
others, subjects read transcripts describing hypothetical per-
sons (Gotlib & Beatty, 1985; Hammen & Peters, 1977; Winer,
Bonner, Blaney, & Murray, 1981).
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Two studies compared nondepressed students interacting
face-to-face with depressed or nondepressed students in a 15-
min “get acquainted” conversation (Gotlib & Robinson, 1982;
Strack & Coyne, 1983). One found that the nondepressed sub-
jects who had talked with depressed people came to feel more
hostile, depressed, anxious, and less willing to interact with
their partner in the future (Strack & Coyne, 1983). The other
study reported that nondepressed subjects interacting with de-
pressed people smiled less, exhibited less pleasant facial expres-
sions, fidgeted more, talked more about negative topics, and
used a more monotonous tone of voice. These differences were
apparent to observers within the first 3 min of the exchange
(Gotlib & Robinson, 1982).

Although these studies demonstrated that subjects generally
react less favorably to depressed targets than to nondepressed
targets, they did not distinguish between the reactions of de-
pressed and nondepressed subjects. Interestingly, the few stud-
ies that did examine this variable showed a weaker or reversed
pattern for depressed subjects. Most of these studies examined
reactions to hypothetical target persons. In one such study (Ro-
senblatt & Greenberg, 1988), depressed and nondepressed sub-
jects were presented with hypothetical responses of a depressed
or nondepressed target on the Beck Depression Inventory.
Whereas nondepressed subjects preferred nondepressed tar-
gets, depressed subjects did not differ in their reactions to the
two types of targets. Bell (1978) induced mildly positive or nega-
tive moods and then had subjects rate their reactions to a hypo-
thetical target person who was feeling happy, neutral, or un-
happy. The results indicated that the sad subjects were more
interested than the happy subjects in working with the un-
happy target. Similarly, Wenzlaff and Prohaska (1989) found
that both depressed and nondepressed subjects preferred to
meet subjects who were in a mood similar to their own (if the
event causing the other person’s mood was attributable to luck).
A fourth study (Gibbons, 1986) found that following a worsen-
ing of their moods, depressed college students preferred to read
descriptions of life events written by individuals also experienc-
ing negative moods. Finally, in a study involving actual face-to-
face interactions, Strack and Coyne (1983) found that depressed
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subjects were less interested than nondepressed subjects in fu-
ture interactions with a nondepressed partner. This study did
not examine the reactions of depressed subjects to a depressed
partner.

These findings are in accord with a large body of literature
showing positive relationships between attitude similarity and
interpersonal attraction (Byrne, 1971). For example, a naturalis-
tic study by Newcomb (1961) showed that the similarity be-
tween people’s attitudes before meeting is predictive of their
subsequent attraction to each other. Dozens of laboratory stud-
ies have also found that subjects are more attracted to people
they believe to be attitudinally similar to themselves (Byrne,
1971). There is also some evidence that similarity in personality
predicts initial attraction (although the results of these studies
are less consistent). For example, Duck (1973) had female
strangers (a) complete the California Personality Inventory
(CPI; Gough, 1964), (b} discuss important social issues in small
groups, and then (¢) record the names of the group members to
whom they were attracted. The results showed that subjects
who were similar in their self-ratings on the CPI were more
attracted to one another.

No study, however, has examined the impact of mood similar-
ity on actual face-to-face interactions. Moreover, the literature
has focused on the impact of depression, not on the impact of
the more common experience of dysphoria. It is therefore un-
clear whether a mild mood disturbance such as dysphoria signif-
icantly influences interpersonal interactions, and if it does,
what the nature of that impact is. One hypothesis is that dys-
phoric and nondysphoric subjects are both relatively nonde-
pressed, so they would both prefer nondepressed partners; in
that case, both groups should be more satisfied with nondys-
phoric partners, An alternate hypothesis, suggested by the re-
search on similarity, is that both dysphoric and nondysphoric
people find an interaction more satisfying if the partner ex-
hibits a similar mood. The first goal of this study, then, was to
compare the satisfaction of dysphoric and nondysphoric indi-
viduals as they interacted with partners of similar or dissimilar
moods.

The second goal was to examine the mechanisms by which
the level of dysphoria might influence a subject’s satisfaction
with the interaction. A number of investigators have reported
that depressed people generate more negative statements, even
with strangers (Blumberg & Hokanson, 1983; Gotlib & Robin-
son, 1982; Jacobson & Anderson, 1982). According to one in-
terpretation, these negative statements can lead to rejection by
a partner (Gurtman, 1987). For this reason, the present study
compared the number of negative topics that dysphoric and
nondysphoric subjects introduced into the conversation. In ad-
dition, the literature on depression has suggested that de-
pressed people are more likely than nondepressed people to
make unsolicited self-disclosures during an initial encounter
(Jacobson & Anderson, 1982)? and this tendency may cause
depressed people to seem less well adjusted and less likable
(Chaiken & Derlega, 19743, 1974b). Therefore, the present
study also compared the number of intimate topics that dys-
phoric and nondysphoric subjects introduced into the conversa-
tion. Finally, in order to examine the nature of the subjects’
actual interpersonal style, their behaviors were rated along the
dimensions of warmth and assertiveness by their partners and
by objective observers.

Method
Subjects

Eighty Stanford undergraduates participated in partial fulfiliment
of an introductory psychology course requirement. Subjects were ran-
domly placed into 40 same-sex pairs (20 male and 20 female). One pair
of males was eliminated because they previously knew each other, and
one pair of females was eliminated because of incomplete responses to
one of the inventories, leaving a total of 38 pairs. In order to obtain a
stable and reliable assessment of whether or not a subject was dys-
phoric, each subject completed two measures of depression. The first
measure was the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Inven-
tory (CES-D; Radloff, 1977), a 20-item self-report instrument in which
respondents describe the frequency of depressive experiences during
the past week on a 4-point scale. This measure was administered at the
beginning of the experimental session. The other measure was the
short form of the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck & Beck,
1972), a 13-item measure with known reliability and validity; it was
administered before the subject left the experimental session.

The Pearson r between the CES-D and BD1 scores for all subjects was
.75, showing consistency between the two measures. Therefore, as a
way of increasing the stability of the measure of depression (Einhorn,
Hogarth, & Klempner, 1977; Horowitz, Inouye, & Siegelman, 1979),
the two measures were each converted to z scores and summed. Cron-
bach’s alpha for this aggregated measure was.85. Subjects with positive
z scores on this combined measure were considered dysphoric. Using
this criterion, there were 31 dysphoric subjects and 45 nondysphoric
subjects. The mean score on the CES-D was 19.23 (§D = 6.97) for the
dysphoric subjects and 8.33 (§D = 3.70) for the nondysphoric subjects;
the corresponding means on the short form of the BDI were 4.26 (SD =
2.32) and 0.78 (SD = .97). (Scores above 16 on the CES-D and scores
above 4 on the short form of the BDI are generally considered indica-
tive of depression; Beck & Beck, 1972; Roberts & Vernon, 1983). Cate-
gorized in this way, the subjects formed three types of dyads: homoge-
neous nondysphoric dyads, homogeneous dysphoric dyads, and mixed
dyads. Fourteen subjects were in the homogeneous dysphoric dyads, 28
were in the homogeneous nondysphoric dyads, and the rema‘ning 34
were in the mixed dyads.

The mean depression scores were comparable for nondysphoric sub-
Jjectsin the homogeneous and mixed groups; the mean zscores, respec-
tively, were —~0.61 and —0.57, #(43) = 0.36, p> .25. Similarly, the mean
depression scores were comparable for dysphoric subjects in the homo-
geneous and mixed groups; those mean z scores, respectively, were
0.93 and 0.81, #(29) = 0.41, p> .25. Furthermore, the subjects’ depres-
sion scores were stable. For subjects in each of the three groups, the
scores initially obtained on the CES-D (expressed as z scores) were
compared with those obtained at the end of the session on the BDI
(also expressed as z scores). No group showed a significant change (all
15 < 1.2, ps > .20), nor did the three groups differ significantly from
each other in the magnitude of their change, F(2, 73) = 1.54, p> .20.

Topics

During the procedure, subjects were presented with a list of 90 self-
relevant topics of conversation. This list contained 15 topics from each
of the following 6 categories: positive/low-intimacy, positive/medium-
intimacy, positive/high-intimacy, negative/low-intimacy, negative/
medium-intimacy, and negative/high-intimacy, These topics were se-
lected, with some slight modifications of wording, from a list of 671
topics prepared by Taylor and Altman (1966). Approximately half of
the topics were eliminated because they were not suitable for an under-
graduate subject population. Students in the introductory psychology
class at Stanford University rated the valence (negative, neutral, or posi-
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tive) of the remaining topics. Each student rated approximately 100
topics. The instructions read:

For each of the topics listed below, please imagine yourselftalking
about this topic to another student of the same sex. Then consider
whether the content of your conversation is likely to be positive or
negative, Please circle “+> if it seems positive and “—” if it seems
negative. Circle “0” if it seems neutral.

Approximately 25 students rated each topic.

The valence of each topic was defined as the difference in the num-
ber of positive and negative judgments divided by the total number of
judgments. This measure could range from +1 to —1. To avoid topics
that were neutral or ambiguous in content, we eliminated topics whose
overall valence was between +.15 and —.15 and those that were rated
neutral more than 50% of the time. A rating of each topic’s intimacy
was available from the norms provided by Taylor and Altman (1966).
The three levels of intimacy were defined as follows: low intimacy
(2.00-4.99), medium intimacy (5.00-6.99), and high intimacy (above
7.00). The three levels of intimacy were combined with the two levels of
valence (positive or negative) to produce six categories of items, and 15
items were selected from each category as being topics appropriate for
an undergraduate student population. In addition, to ensure that the
full range of valence was represented in each category, we divided the
valence continuum into three equally numerous segments €.g., .15 to
40, .40 to .70, and .70 to 1.00) and selected five topics from each
segment to form the 15 topics of a category. Some examples of the
topics are “Things I like about my mother” (intimate and positive),
“What I am most afraid of ” (intimate and negative), and “Situations
which make me impatient” (nonintimate and negative). The 90 topics
in the resulting list were then used as possible topics of conversation
during the experimental procedure.

Procedure

After preliminaries, the subjects rated themselves on the CES-D and
on an interpersonal adjective checklist. The experimenter then ex-
plained that the study concerned communication patterns. The
partners were instructed to talk to each other for about half an hour.
They were told to talk in turns; that is, first one partner should speak,
then the other, then the first, and so on. They were also told that there
was a time limit on each turn; they were to talk for only a minuteand a
half at a time. On each turn, they were to select a topic from the list of
90 topics and talk on that topic in any way they wished. They could
choose any topic from the list, but once a topic had been used, it was
not to be chosen again. A panel of five buttons also appeared in front of
each subject (but shiclded from the partner). The buttons were labeled
not satisfied, somewhat satisifed, moderately satisfied, quite satisfied,
and very satisfied. After every turn the partners—both speaker and
listener—used the buttons to rate how satisfied they were with how the
conversation was going.

Several practice trials occurred to familiarize the subjects with the
procedure. The first speaker was selected by flipping a coin. Then the
experimenter went into an adjoining room and inconspicuously ob-
served the subjects through a one-way mirror. The experimenter timed
the subjects and, if they did not stop after a minute and a half, inter-
vened over an intercom. After each subject had spoken 10 times, the
experimenter stopped the conversation.

Then the subjects completed two additional forms. First, they com-
pleted a checklist version of the Interpersonal Adjective Scales (IAS;
Wiggins, 1979), marking those adjectives that accurately described
their partner. The IAS consists of 128 interpersonal adjectives orga-
nized into eight scales representing different octants of a two-
dimensional space defined by the dimensions of warmth and assertive-
ness. Thus, this measure provided an assessment of subjects’ percep-

tions of their partners’ warmth and assertiveness. Second, the subjects
completed the BDI as a way of reassessing their level of dysphoria.
Finally, upon completion of the experiment, the subjects were de-
briefed.

All interactions were recorded on videotape. In order to minimize
the intrusiveness of the camera, it was placed behind a very narrow,
inconspicuous one-way mirror; no subject commented on its presence.
Three undergraduate observers, who were aware neither of the hypoth-
eses of the study nor the partners’ moods, individually rated each
speaker (on Trials 1, 2, 3, and 6) on a shortened version of the IAS,
which contained four interpersonal adjectives per octant that were
judged (by the two authors and three graduate students) to have the
highest frequency of usage for describing two interactants. In addition,
the observers separately rated the listener’s degree of receptiveness on
a 7-point scale. It should be noted that because the observers could see
both partners while making their ratings, it was possible for their rat-
ings of one partner to be influenced by the concurrent behavior of the
other partner.

Data Analysis

W hen two partners interact with each other, as they did in thisstudy,
they may mutually affect each other’ scores in a way that induces a
statistical dependency in the data. That is, the partners’ scores withina
given condition may be correlated with each other, and the magnitude
of the correlation may vary from one condition to the next, Variances
may also differ from one condition to the next. Therefore, in analyzing
the data of this study, we needed a statistical procedure that would
circumvent these statistical difficulties and allow us to examine three
sources of variance—the subject’s level of dysphoria, the partner’s level
of dysphoria, and the interaction between the two variables; we ex-
pected the interaction to be the significant source of variance.
Kraemer and Jacklin (1979) have developed a statistical procedure for
analyzing data of this type. Their procedure is based on an analysis of
variance model and first derives four sets of scores from the raw data—
the mean score of each dyad in each of the three groups and the differ-
ence score of each dyad in the mixed group. Then, from the mean and
variance of each set, the procedure estimates the size of each of the
three effects and their standard errors. This procedure has also been
discussed by Kenny (1988), and we used it in the analyses described
below.

Results
Satisfaction Judgments

We considered whether subjects in the different conditions
differed in how much satisfaction they reported. Each response
describing the subjects’ satisfaction was converted to a numeri-
cal scale from 1 to 5. Table 1 shows the mean satisfaction across
the 10 trials for subjects in each condition. First we determined
whether the ratings by partners within a dyad were significantly
correlated with one another. The intraclass r was .45, corre-
sponding to an F(37, 38) = 2.65, p <.01. Because the responses
within dyads were not statistically independent, the procedure
recommended by Kraemer and Jacklin (1979) was used to ex-
amine the effects of the subject’s mood, the partner’s mood,
and the interaction between the two. These three effects were,
respectively, .00 (p > .20),.02 (p > .20),and .18 =23, p <
.025), Thus, neither the mood of the subject nor that of the
partner individually affected the subjects’ satisfaction ratings,
but the interaction between them did produce a significant
effect.
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Table 1
Mean Satisfaction Ratings Across 10 Trials as a Function of
Mood Similarity, Speaker Mood, and Respondents Role

Respondent’s role
Mood similarity and
speaker mood Speaker Listener
Homogeneous
Nondysphoric 3.82 4.10
Dysphoric 3.76 4.16
Mixed
Nondysphoric 3.52 3.75
Dysphoric 3.40 3.70

In order to examine the interaction further, the mean satisfac-
tion rating of each dyad was classified as being above or below
the grand mean (3.78). The proportion of dyads showing a
mean satisfaction rating above the grand mean was .71 for the
homogeneous dysphoric group, .86 for the homogeneous non-
dysphoric group, and .29 for the mixed group. To test this rela-
tionship, a 2 X 2 contingency table was prepared relating the
mean satisfaction rating (high or low) to the homogeneity or
heterogeneity of the dyads. The resulting chi-square (df=1) was
10.1, p < .005. Thus, subjects in the homogeneous dyads re-
ported greater satisfaction than subjects in the mixed dyads.

Figure | shows the mean satisfaction rating for each group of
subjects across the 10 trials. The figure suggests that the effect
of the interaction between the partners’ moods became increas-
ingly pronounced across trials. In order to evaluate this change,
the procedure of Kraemer and Jacklin (1979) was applied sepa-
rately to the data of the first five trials and to the data of the last
five trials. The effect of the interaction was not significant on
the first five trials {effect size = 0.12, z= 1.4, p> .10), but it was
highly significant on the last five trials (effect size = 0.25, z =
3.3, p <.001). To test the interaction directly, we computed for
each subject the difference between the mean satisfaction on
the first five trials and the mean satisfaction on the last five
trials. The procedure of Kraemer and Jacklin (1979) was ap-
plied to these difference scores. The main effects of the sub-
ject’s mood and the partner’s mood were not significant (both
effect sizes = .03, zs <.7, ps > .2), but the effect of the interac-
tion was highly significant (effect size = .12, z= 3.4, p <.0001).
Thus, the difference in satisfaction between the homogeneous
and the mixed dyads tended to increase during the interaction.

Figure 2 shows the mean satisfaction rating across trials for
speakers and listeners separately. The figure suggests that sub-
jects initially preferred the listener role to the speaker role but
that this difference decreased over time. In order to examine
the effect of the subjects’ conversational role as speaker or lis-
tener on the subjects’ satisfaction across trials, a mixed design
analysis of variance (ANOVA) was performed on the satisfaction
ratings, with the dyad as the unit of analysis. This analysis con-
tained type of dyad (homogeneous vs. mixed) as a between-
dyads variable, and conversational role (speaker vs. listener)
and trials as within-dyads variables. The resultsshowed a signifi-
cant effect of conversational role, F(1, 36) = 28.76, p < .001, as
well as a significant interaction with trials, (9, 324)=2.81, p<
.005. Listeners were generally more satisfied than speakers, but

this difference was most pronounced on the early trials. In
addition, the results of this analysis confirmed the effect of
dyad type, F(1, 36) = 6.89, p = .01, again showing that the
homogeneous dyads were more satisfied than the mixed dyads.
Also, type of dyad interacted with trials, F(9, 324)=2.11, p <
.05, again showing that the difference between homogeneous
and mixed dyads increased across trials.

Ratings of Partners

After the interaction, the subjects rated their partners on the
IAS. Following Wiggins, Phillips, and Trapnell (1989), the sub-
Jects’ ratings were aggregated to yield an overall rating of their
partners along a dimension of warmth (from cold to warm) and
along a dimension of assertiveness (from passive to assertive). In
order to determine whether the partners’ ratings of each other
were significantly correlated, an intraclass correlation was
computed for each dimension. The intraclass rs were —.026 for
ratings of warmth and .208 for ratings of assertiveness. Neither
intraclass r was significant; in both cases, (37, 38) < 1.53, p>
.05. Because the ratings within dyads seemed to be statistically
independent, individual subjects were used as the unit of analy-
sis in the following analyses, as recommended by Kenny (1988).
Two-way ANOvAs were performed separately on the ratings of
warmth and assertiveness, with mood of rater and mood simi-
larity as independent variables. The results of these analyses
showed that the subjects in the homogeneous dyads rated their
partners as warmer than subjects in the mixed dyads, F(I, 72)=
4.95, p <.05. Thus, subjects in the homogeneous dyads not only
expressed greater satisfaction during the interaction, but they
also rated their partners as warmer after the interaction. This
effect was further confirmed using the procedure of Kraemer
and Jacklin (1979); the results of that analysis again showed a
significant interaction between mood of subject and mood of
partner (effect size = 0.62, z = 1.98, p < .05). Because the two
simple effects were not significant, the observed differences
could not be ascribed either to the subject’s mood or to the
partner’s mood alone. Finally, a 2 X 2 contingency table was
prepared relating the mean warmth rating for each dyad (above
or below the overall mean) to the homogeneity or heterogeneity
of the dyads. The resulting chi-square (f= 1) was 6.30, p <.025.

Topic Choices

Each of the 90 topics was selected at least once. In general,
positive topics were selected significantly more often than nega-
tive topics, xX(1) = 51.58, p < .001. Positive topics constituted
63.0% of the selections. High-intimacy topics were selected sig-
nificantly less often than medium- or low-intimacy topics,
x}(2) = 44.60, p < .001. High-intimacy topics constituted
22.4% of the selections; medium-intimacy topics, 36.0%; and
low-intimacy topics, 41.6%. The two effects were independent
of each other, x*2) = 1.81, p> .30.

Next, we examined both for intimacy and for valence
whether the two partners’ topic choices were independent of
each other. (Topic valence was defined as the difference in the
number of positive and negative judgments divided by the total
number of judgments) The intraclass rs for both variables were
.00. Because the partners’ topic choices were uncorrelated with
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Figure 1. Mean satisfaction ratings on a scale from 1 (not at all satisfied ) to 5 (ery satisfied ) on successive
pairs of trials for homogeneous nondysphoric, homogeneous dysphoric, and mixed dyads.

respect to both valence and intimacy, the individual subjects
were used as the unit of analysis in the following analyses
(Kenny, 1988). Two-way ANOvAs were performed separately on
valence and intimacy, with mood of rater and mood similarity
as independent variables. These analyses revealed that signifi-
cant effects only occurred with respect to valence. Specifically,
there was a significant effect of trials, F(9, 648) = 1.94, p < .05,
and a significant interaction between mood similarity and
trials, F(9, 648) = 2.09, p <.05. In general, the mean valence of
the topics selected was constant across trials for the homoge-
neous dyads but decreased over trials for the mixed dyads. The
data showed a significant linear decrease in topic valence over
trials for mixed dyads, F(1, 297) = 10.16, p < .01, but not for
homogeneous dyads, F(1, 369) = 0.85, p > .25. (This analysis
was also performed separately on the homogeneous dysphoric
and homogeneous nondysphoric dyads; in both cases, F < 1,
p > .25). Furthermore, within the mixed dyads, the trend was
more pronounced for the dysphoric subjects, F(1, 144) = 7.31,
p < .01, than for the nondysphoric subjects, F(1, 144) = 3.39,
p < .1. Thus, as the conversation proceeded, subjects in mixed
dyads not only expressed greater dissatisfaction, but also tended
to talk about more negative topics. To illustrate this point, the
topics “Long-range worries or concerns that I have about my
health” and “How often I have spells of the blues and what they
are about” were never selected by subjects in the mixed dyads
during the first five trials, but they were selected seven times by
those subjects during the last five trials.

Dysphoric subjects who talked with nondysphoric partners
tended to select more negative topics than dysphoric subjects
who talked with dysphoric partners; the mean topic valences
for each group were, respectively, .08 and .22, #29)= 2.17, p <
.05. For the two nondysphoric groups, the means were .17 and

.17. Thus, dysphoric subjects tended to select topics of lower
valence only when they were interacting with nondysphoric
partners. This result is consistent with the results of previous
studies that examined the statements of dysphoric subjects
talking to nondysphoric partners.

In addition, correlations were computed between each of
these topic characteristics and the subjects’ satisfaction (a) when
the respondent was the listener and (b) when the respondent
was the speaker. Significant relationships only occurred when
the respondent was the listener. First, the relationship between
the intimacy of the topics and the listeners’ satisfaction was
significant in the homogeneous dyads: for the nondysphoric
dyads, r(26) = .58, p=.001; for the dysphoric dyads, r(12) = .45,
p=.05. Thus, for these satisfied dyads, satisfaction was greater
for more intimate topics. For the mixed dyads, the correlation
was not significant, r(32) < .10, p > .20. In addition, topic
valence was negatively correlated with the satisfaction of dys-
phoric listeners in the mixed dyads, 7(32) = —.56, p=.01. That
is, dysphoric subjects listening to nondysphoric partners were
more satisfied with negative topics (perhaps in hopes that their
partners were more like themselves). Finally, for each dyad, the
partners’ ratings on the warmth dimension of the IAS were
related to the mean intimacy and the mean valence of the top-
ics they selected; the Pearson rs across all dyads for intimacy
and valence, respectively, were r(36) = .43, p < .01, and r(36) =
.28, p <.05. Thus, subjects rated partners who had chosen more
intimate or more positive topics as warmer.

Ratings by Objective Observers

In order to determine whether the difference between homo-
geneous and mixed dyads can be judged objectively, observers
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Figure 2. Mean satisfaction ratings on a scale from 1 (not at all satisfied) to 5 (very satisfied ) on successive
pairs of trials for speakers and listeners in homogeneous nondysphoric, homogeneous dysphoric, and
mixed dyads.

who were unaware of subjects’ depression scores were asked to ratings, averaged across observers, provided a measure of the
watch videotapes of four trials of the interaction (Trials 1, 2, 3, speakers’ interpersonal style on each dimension of the IAS
and 6) and rate the behavior of each speaker on the IAS. These (warmth and assertiveness). The intraclass » for judgments of
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assertiveness was .19, F(37, 38) = 1.46, p > .10, indicating that
the judgments of the two partners were not related. Therefore,
the judgments of assertiveness for each subject were treated as
independent and subjected to a mixed ANOVA with subject’s
mood and mood similarity as between-subjects variables and
with trials (early vs. late) as a within-subjects variable. The only
significant effect was an increase in assertiveness from the early
to the late trials, F(1, 72) = 16.11, p < .001.

For judgments of warmth, the intraclass r was. .44, F(37,38) =
2.61, p < .01, indicating that observers who rated one member
of a dyad high in warmth tended to do the same for the other
member of the dyad. Therefore, we first examined the data
using the procedure recommended by Kraemer and Jacklin
(1979). None of the effects were significant (all zs < 1.5, ps >
.10), indicating that the observers’ ratings did not discriminate
among the different conditions. Next, to examine changes over
trials, we performed an ANOVA on these judgments with homo-
geneous versus mixed dyads as a between-dyads variable and
trials (early vs. late) as a within-dyads variable. There was a
significant increase in warmth over trials, F(I, 36) = 6.31, p<
.0S. Thus, across all dyads, subjects tended to be judged both
warmer and more assertive as the interaction progressed.

However, other evidence from the IAS suggested that ob-
servers did differentiate between satisfied and unsatisfied
dyads in their ratings of the subjects’ display of arrogance (hos-
tile assertiveness). The intraclass r on this subscale was not sig-
nificant, r= —.15, F(37, 38) = .74, p> .10, so judgments of the
two partners were treated as independent and subjected to a
mixed ANOVA. The results of this analysis showed a significant
interaction between the speaker’s mood and mood similarity,
F({,72)= 4.67, p < .05, with the nondysphoric subjects in the
mixed dyads being judged to exhibit significantly more arro-
gance than their partners. In addition, the results showed a
significant decrease in arrogance across all groups over trials,
F(1, 72) = 4.60, p < .05.

Finally, we correlated the observers’ ratings of warmth, asser-
tiveness, and receptiveness with other characteristics of the in-
teraction. The intraclass r for receptiveness was .62, F(37, 38)=
4.25, p <.01. Because a given measure was not always indepen-
dent across the two members of a dyad, corresponding mea-
sures were averaged across the two partners to yield a single
dyad score, and these dyad scores were then correlated with
each other. First, we correlated the ratings on each interper-
sonal dimension with the intimacy and valence of the topics
the partners had selected. Dyads who spoke about more inti-
mate topics were rated as being warmer, r(36) = .35, p < .05,
more receptive, 7(36) = .38, p= .01, and more assertive, r(36) =
.30, p < .05. Dyads who spoke about more positive topics were
also rated as being more receptive, 7(36) = .35, p <.05. Second,
we correlated the ratings on each interpersonal dimension with
the partners’ ratings of each other. Partners who rated each
other as warmer were judged as warmer, r(36) = .43, p < .01,
and more receptive, r(36) = .56, p < .01. Finally, we correlated
the observers’ ratings with dyad satisfaction. More satisfied
dyads were rated as more receptive, r(36) = .32, p < .05, and
more assertive, r(36) = .42, p = .005.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to compare dysphoric and
nondysphoric people as they interacted with people of similar

or dissimilar mood. The results showed that people in homoge-
neous dyads (in which both partners were dysphoric or both
partners were nondysphoric) were more satisfied, and their sat-
isfaction increased as the conversation proceeded. People in
mixed dyads were less satisfied, perceived each other as colder,
and spoke about increasingly negative topics. Thus, in accord
with other research showing that similarity leads to liking, the
crucial determinant of interactional satisfaction was neither the
mood of the subject nor the mood of the partner, but their
similarity in mood. We therefore need to consider the mecha-
nisms by which similarities and differences between partners
influence their satisfaction with each other.

One possible mechanism is contained in the interpersonal
theory of personality (Horowitz & Vitkus, 1986; Kiesler, 1983;
Leary, 1957; Orford, 1986; Wiggins, 1982). This theory contains
two basic postulates about interpersonal interactions. First, it
claims that interpersonal behavior can be organized along two
dimensions——a dimension of affiliation that ranges from hos-
tile to friendly behavior and a dimension of power that ranges
from submissive to dominating behavior. Second, it claims that
two interacting people reciprocally influence each other as they
interact (Carson, 1969; Darley & Fazio, 1980; Kiesler, 1983;
Leary, 1957; Sullivan, 1953). Interpersonal behaviors expressed
by one partner are assumed to invite reactions from the other
partner that are complementary (similar with respect to affilia-
tion and reciprocal with respect to power).

This theory has been used to describe interactions with de-
pressed people (Horowitz & Vitkus, 1986). Because depressed
people experience a lack of efficacy, expect future failure, and
think self-derogating thoughts, their behavior conveys a sub-
missive interpersonal stance that invites other people to adopt a
dominating role (e.g., advice giving), which in turn invites the
depressed person to remain submissive, thereby sustaining the
depression (Altman & Wittenborn, 1980; Beck, 1967; Blumberg
& Hokanson, 1983; Cofer & Wittenborn, 1980; Coyne, 1976b;
Gotlib & Robinson, 1982; Hokanson, Sacco, Blumberg, & Lan-
drum, 1980). As a result, the depressed person continues to feel
depressed and the partner eventually comes to feel frustrated
(Horowitz & Vitkus, 1986).

However, when two depressed people interact with each
other, it is possible that neither dominates the other, thereby
avoiding this vicious cycle. In the present study, whereas dys-
phoric people in homogeneous dyads did not exhibit any dis-
tinctive behavior or characteristic by which observers could
Jjudge them to be dysphoric, dysphoric people in mixed dyads
did show evidence of their dysphoria. For example, the ob-
servers’ ratings did not differentiate between dysphoric subjects
and nondysphoric subjects in homogeneous dyads, but they did
rate the nondysphoric partners of mixed dyads as more arro-
gant (high in hostile dominance) than the dysphoric partners.
Moreover, dysphoric subjects in mixed dyads (but not in homo-
geneous dyads) were more likely to select negative topics (topics
that tended to be self-derogatory). Thus, the vicious cycle de-
scribed by the interpersonal model appears to have been more
likely to arise in the mixed dyads, thereby explaining both
partners’ relative dissatisfaction.

A second explanation of the relationship between similarity
and interpersonal satisfaction is provided by social comparison
theory. Social comparison refers to the fact that people are mo-
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tivated to compare their reactions to the reactions of others
(Festinger, 1954). When two similar people interact with each
other, they like each other because the reactions of one validate
the corresponding reactions of the other; conversely, when two
dissimilar people interact, they dislike each other because the
reactions of one invalidate the corresponding reactions of the
other (Byrne, 1971; Schachter, 1959). Thus, according to this
theory, to the extent that partners in homogeneous dyads vali-
date each other’s reactions, they feel more satisfied with their
interaction. Moreover, the need for confirmation may be
greater when partners are talking about more intimate topics.
That would explain why in homogeneous dyads the subjects’
satisfaction was greater when they were listening to a partner
who talked about more intimate topics.

A third theory to explain why similarity leads to greater satis-
faction is that people’s satisfaction with an interaction depends
on whether or not they believe their partners like them. Ac-
cording to this theory, subjects believe that similar partners like
them better, leading them to experience greater satisfaction
(Condon & Crano, 1988). (In the present study, subjects in the
homogeneous dyads did, in fact, rate their partners as warmer)
Conversely, subjects with dissimilar partners believe that their
partners dislike them, and that inference may lower their satis-
faction with the interaction.

These theories are not mutually exclusive, and all may have
contributed to the greater satisfaction of subjects in the homoge-
neous dyads. The relative importance of the different mecha-
nisms will depend on the person and the situation. For exam-
ple, the research on distress and affiliation would suggest that
dysphoric people may be more concerned with consensual vali-
dation than nondysphoric people. The importance of a particu-
lar mechanism may also depend on the way dysphoria is de-
fined. Social comparison may be more relevant to studies that
examine self-reported attitudes toward the self, whereas inter-
personal theory may be more relevant to studies that examine
behavioral manifestations of dysphoria. Finally, the situational
context may also influence which mechanisms are most impor-
tant. For example, some studies have examined naturalistic in-
teractions, whereas others have examined reactions to targets in
the absence of any interaction. The present study examined
constrained interactions in which subjects had to take turns
and each turn was time limited. Because the interpersonal
theory focuses on interactional dynamics, it may be more ger-
mane to unconstrained, face-to-face interactions than to the
present context. Inferred liking, on the other hand, may be
more germane to constrained interactions, and social compari-
son theory may be most germane when there is no interaction
at all. ’

A few studies have found that similarity can lead to avoid-
ance or disliking when the similar other has undesirable char-
acteristics. In one study (Novak & Lerner, 1968), subjects were
led to believe (a) that their attitudes were either similar or dis-
similar to those of another subject and (b) that the other subject
either did or did not have a history of mental disturbance. Sub-
jects were more willing to interact with a similar (versus dissimi-
lar) normal partner, but were less willing to interact with a
similar (versus dissimilar) disturbed partner. In another study
(Taylor & Mettee, 1971}, subjects believed their scores on a per-
sonality test were either similar or dissimilar to those of a con-

federate who was acting either pleasant or obnoxious. Subjects
liked the pleasant similar confederate more than the pleasant
dissimilar confederate, but disliked the obnoxious similar con-
federate more than the obnoxious dissimilar confederate.
These studies differ from ours in several ways. First, these stud-
ies deliberately led subjects to focus on whether or not they were
similar to their partner, whereas in our study we deliberately
did not let subjects know whether or not they were similar.
Second, mental illness and obnoxious behavior are clearly so-
cially undesirable characteristics, whereas the dysphoric indi-
viduals in our study generally did not show clearly undesirable
characteristics. Finally, whereas in our study the similarity was
real, in these studies the similarity was artificial; indeed, most
subjects were probably not similar to the undesirable other.
Thus, similarity may only lead to avoidance or disliking in con-
texts in which the similarity is salient and the similar other
displays socially undesirable characteristics that are not felt to
be characteristic of the self.

The present study examined the interactions of college stu-
dents who were experiencing the normal dysphoria of everyday
life, not those of individuals who were experiencing the more
severe form of depression that requires clinical intervention. It
isconceivable that the present results would not hold for individ-
uals as severely depressed as those studied by Coyne (1976a). In
order to determine whether the results of thisstudy would gener-
alize to a population of clinically depressed individuals, a sepa-
rate study would be needed comparing clinically depressed
subjects in mixed or homogeneous dyads. Also, the present re-
sults described subjects’ reactions to an initial encounter, and
the conclusions may have to be modified in describing more
enduring relationships. Nonetheless, many interactions of ev-
eryday life do involve casual encounters between individuals

_who may be experiencing dysphoria, and the present findings

underscore the importance of these individuals’ similarity in
mood in determining the fate of their subsequent interaction.
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