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ABSTRACT 

 

Communicating Sexual Consent: The Role of Uncertainty, Information Seeking, and 

Misunderstanding in Predicting Unwanted Sexual Activity 

 

By 

 

Katlyn Elise Gangi 

 

Abstract:  Given the prevalence of unwanted sexual activity reported by college students, 

the current study focused on the communication of sexual consent and how misunderstanding 

may occur in this context.  More specifically, it investigated the role of uncertainty, 

information-seeking behaviors and misunderstanding in explaining unwanted sexual activity.  

This work is based on the idea that some unwanted sexual activity, is in part, a result of 

making inaccurate inferences about another’s interest level related to particular sexual 

activities (i.e., whether or not the partner consents to a particular sexual act).  The 

investigation used a dyadic design and applied theoretical thinking from sexual scripts, Error 

Management Theory, empathic accuracy, and the Theory of Motivated Information 

Management (TMIM) to predict conditions under which information seeking efforts will 

occur and identify barriers to consent interactions as well as barriers to achieving an accurate 

understanding of one’s sexual partner.  Results revealed that individuals often misperceive 

that their sexual encounters are completely mutually consensual, and this misperception is 

associated with unwanted sexual activity.  Additionally, the study provided support for 



 

 xii 

TMIM as a useful framework for this context, and revealed that negative outcome 

expectancies and low communication efficacy are barriers to people seeking information 

about consent.  The findings are discussed in terms of a first step in developing a 

communicative intervention designed to prevent unwanted sexual activity and promote 

consensual sex. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

An alarming number of individuals experience sexual assault in their lifetimes, with 

college students at particularly high risk compared to the general population (Daigle, Fisher, 

& Cullen, 2008).  A meta-analysis of prevalence research from 2000-2015 confirmed that 

unwanted sexual contact is most prevalent on college campuses, which includes sexual 

coercion, incapacitated rape, and forcible rape (Fedina, Holmes, & Backs, 2016).  Although 

there are a number of factors that can contribute to unwanted sexual activity, the absence of 

sexual consent is frequently viewed as the most defining characteristic of sexual violence 

(Beres, 2014).  In efforts to curb sexual assault, much attention has been focused on helping 

young adults improve the ways they communicate sexual consent, as reflected in the rise of 

educational programs and social marketing campaigns on the issue (Donat & White, 

2000).  New laws also aim to prevent sexual assault by denoting who has the capacity to give 

consent (in terms of age, mental capacity, intoxication, etc.) as well as what constitutes or 

“counts as” consent communicatively (Senate Bill 967, 2014), although this varies by 

jurisdiction.   

In recent history, California became the first state in the country to pass a law 

requiring colleges to have a consent policy or lose state financial aid.  This law requires an 

“affirmative, unambiguous, and conscious decision by each participant to engage in mutually 

agreed-upon sexual activity.” (Senate Bill 967, 2014).  It also articulates what does not 

constitute consent: lack of protest, silence, or the existence of a dating relationship.  In other 

words, consent must be clearly communicated and accurately understood at each individual 

encounter.  However, this ideal situation may be clearer on paper than in practice, as social 
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science reveals reasons this context is ripe for indirect communication, reliance on scripts, 

and the application of cognitive biases that make this kind of direct exchange difficult, even 

in best-case scenarios. 

The communication of consent is a difficult legal issue, but fundamentally, a complex 

communicative issue.  Specifically, difficulty arises in communication because individuals 

often interpret the same behavior in divergent ways (Cupach & Metts, 1991) and men are 

prone to overperceive sexual interest, even in its absence (Hickman & Muehlenhard, 1999).  

Because sexual consent necessitates both sexual intention and the communication of sexual 

intention, and because these intentions can be communicated both verbally and nonverbally, 

certain strategies may lead to greater chances of misinterpretation than others (Winslett & 

Gross, 2008).  The consequence is that the negotiation of consent to engage in sexual activity 

is characterized by frequent mismatches between what is wanted internally, what is 

communicated, and what is understood by the partner (Peterson & Muehlenhard, 2007) – and 

the resulting misunderstanding can result in unwanted sexual activity.   

In an analysis of the sexual consent literature, Beres (2007) argued that a lack of 

empirical work on the communication of consent has resulted in scholarly disagreement 

about what conceptualizes consent.  For example, whereas some scholars’ version of consent 

centers around psychological processes and inner desires, others place importance on a 

physical act, where engaging in a particular behavior is thought to indicate agreement 

(Muehlenhard, 1996).  Beres (2007) calls upon researchers to focus on the ways in which 

people communicate (or not) their consent and how they interpret their partners’ 

willingness.  Importantly, some recent work has begun to identify the strategies that 

individuals use to express consent in their own sexual encounters (Jozkowski, Peterson, 
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Sanders, Dennis, and Reece, 2014), yet theoretical explanations surrounding the 

communicative negotiation of sexual consent and its implications for the occurrence 

unwanted sexual activity remains mostly absent from the literature.  This investigation aims 

to fill this gap.  

Clarifying the Context for this Investigation 

Unwanted sexual activity can include rape or sexual assault.  According to U.S. 

Department of Justice Special Report (Sinozich & Langton, 2014), rape is defined as “the 

unlawful penetration of a person against the will of the victim, with use or threatened use of 

force, or attempting such an act.  Rape includes psychological coercion and physical 

force…” (p. 11).  Sexual assault is more broadly defined, and may or may not involve rape; 

“these crimes may include attacks or attempted attacks usually involving unwanted sexual 

contact between a victim and offender” (p. 11). To be clear, there are at least two broad 

groups of individuals who may become involved in situations of unwanted sexual activity, 

and only one of which could be impacted by a communication intervention.   

The first group of individuals includes those for whom obtaining consent from one’s 

partner does not matter. These individuals are likely to rape regardless of the communication 

that occurs.  Indeed, evidence points to the fact that a subset of rapists tend to commit the 

majority of rapes.  In Lisak and Miller’s (2002) sample of 1,882 men, 120 (6.4%) met the 

criteria for rape or attempted rape.  Of this percentage, these rapists averaged 4.0 rapes 

each.  When removing the single-act rapists, the average number of rapes is even more 

alarming: repeat rapists averaged 5.8 rapes each.  Put differently, a small subset of men 

commit a disproportionately large majority of rapes that occur.  In addition, repeat rapists 

committed a mean of 13.75 acts of interpersonal violence, more broadly.  In other words, 
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these men are inclined to be violent, not just in the sexual realm.  As suggested by Hickman 

and Muehlenhard (1999), sexually aggressive individuals likely ignore what their partners 

say or hear what they want to hear, and might even use miscommunication to excuse 

rape.  Thus, this group of individuals is not the focus of the current study; their behavior is 

unlikely to be explainable or predictable by a theoretical framework founded on decisions 

related to uncertainty management and perceptual accuracy.  The second group of individuals 

are those who generally approach sexual activity as something that involves mutual consent, 

but whose motivations, perceptions, and cognitive biases sometimes lead to the participation 

in sexual activity in which their partners are not consensual actors.  Although quantitative 

data is lacking regarding the percentage of individuals who report misunderstandings in the 

context of consent, many of these individuals presumably are motivated to have consensual, 

mutually beneficial sexual experiences.  It is these individuals for whom the theoretical 

frameworks being applied to this investigation may be explanatory and who may benefit 

from a potential communication intervention stemming from the findings of this 

investigation. 

Individuals arrive at inaccurate perceptions of their partner’s consent to engage in 

sexual activity for a number of reasons.  Several theoretical perspectives frame why these 

misunderstandings occur so frequently, and lay the foundation for predictions that guide the 

current research.  

 
	    



 

 5 

CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

(Mis)perception of Consent 

Indirect communication.  The dynamic social process by which individuals 

communicate sexual interest or lack thereof has been referred to as “sexual bargaining,” 

whereby misperception can occur at different points in the process – from early interest to 

interpreting consent (Farris, Treat, Viken, & McFall, 2007).  During this “bargaining” 

process, perceptions of sexual interest and of consent to engage in sexual activity can be 

divergent because the cues that people use to estimate sexual interest are often ambiguous, 

unclear, and confusing.  While communication of sexual intent is expressed on a continuum 

from overt and direct to covert and veiled, indirect approaches to communicating sexual 

intent are used more often by both men and women and are preferred to overt approaches, 

with direct verbal communication typically utilized as a last resort (Lindgren, Schacht, 

Pantalone, & Blayney, 2009).  Indirect communication allows individuals to gauge each 

other’s interest and determine if feelings are mutual or likely to not be reciprocated 

(Henningsen, 2004).  

Women also favor indirect communication when communicating disinterest as a way 

to avoid hurting their partner’s feelings (Lindgren et al., 2009), which can lead to problems 

decoding the meaning of the behavior.  For example, the nonverbal behavior of not resisting 

a sexual advance is often interpreted by a man as indicative of a woman’s willingness to 

engage, even if there are other reasons for her lack of resistance (Hickman & Muehlenhard, 

1999).  Indeed, and in accordance with recent litigation, an absence of communication does 

not signal consent nor does it signify non-consent, but interactants nonetheless make 
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attributions based on the social information at hand (see Jozkowski, 2015 for overview).  

Because of this tendency toward indirectness in this context, interactions requiring the 

interpretation of sexual interest and negotiating consent make both actors vulnerable to errors 

in decoding.  In sum, conversations of this nature tend to be characterized by such ambiguity, 

in part, because indirect communication is so prevalent. 

One major hurdle in accurately interpreting sexual consent is that individuals often 

privilege nonverbal cues over verbal cues in both expressing and interpreting consent 

(Humphreys, 2000).  Some previous work has attempted to identify what specific verbal and 

nonverbal cues individuals tend to interpret as consent (e.g., Hall, 1995).  Cues of interest 

may include, but are not limited to, sexual conversation, going somewhere private, and 

nonverbal behaviors such as eye contact and “accidental” touching; disinterest may primarily 

be displayed through body language such as walking away, pulling away, avoiding eye 

contact, or crossing one’s arms (Lindgren et al., 2009).  Relatedly, Hickman and 

Muehlenhard (1999) utilized a sexual consent scale containing 34 behaviors where 

participants were asked to rate whether they would interpret each behavior as consent to sex 

from their date as well as how frequently they engaged in each behavior.  Later, Beres, 

Herold, and Maitland (2004) adapted the scale for same sex relationships.  In both studies, 

participants reported using nonverbal behaviors more frequently than verbal behaviors to ask 

for and to indicate consent, supporting the notion that across sexual orientations, a societal 

script for sexual consent may privilege nonverbal communication over verbal 

communication. 

More recently, Jozkowski et al.’s (2014) qualitative study asked college students to 

indicate how they defined sexual consent, how they communicated and interpreted consent 
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and non-consent to their partners, and if/how they would vary the mechanisms used to 

indicate consent based on the type of sexual behavior they are engaging in.  Results indicated 

that most college students define consent as an explicitly communicated agreement or 

permission giving.  However, results also revealed a discrepancy: despite defining consent in 

this way, they reported often sending unclear or ambiguous messages to indicate their 

consent.  Relatedly, when asked what actions, words, or behaviors they looked for from a 

partner to indicate consent or non-consent, they indicated that they look to nonverbal cues 

more than verbal cues.  Jozkowski et al. (2014) offer several reasons for the tendency to 

default to looking toward nonverbal cues, including: relying on culturally-embedded sexual 

scripts, discomfort with asking for explicit consent out of fear of ruining the mood, and 

speculation that college students may expect that sex is implied unless otherwise 

communicated. 

Additionally, in some instances, individuals do provide consent, but engage in 

unwanted sexual activity.  In other words, they provide consent that is inconsistent with what 

they really feel and want. Walker (1997) suggests that dominant discourses imply that the 

male sex drive is natural and unstoppable, which may contribute to some women complying 

with men’s desires rather than refusing sex.  Indeed, in a two-week diary study of college 

students, half of women and a quarter of men reported consenting to unwanted sexual 

activity (O’Sullivan & Allgeier, 1998).  Other personality factors may exacerbate the 

tendency to engage in unwanted sexual activity.  Impett and Pepleau’s (2002) study surveyed 

college women who had consented to unwanted sex with their dating partners and found that 

attachment style influenced the likelihood that they would comply with a request for 

unwanted sex; anxiously attached women were especially likely to consent because of fear 
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that their partner would lose interest.  As such, errors can occur not only in the decoding of 

communication in a consent interaction, but also in judgments of a sexual partner’s thoughts 

and feelings that may not be clearly communicated.  Overall, research indicates that much of 

the communication in the context of sexual consent of an indirect nature and accurate 

interpretation is sometimes more difficult than it would seem.  

Sexual scripts.  The tendency for individuals to rely on sexual scripts (La France, 

2010) is another compelling explanation for the frequency of misunderstandings in this 

context.  According to script theory, culturally-dependent common social understandings 

allow members of a group to recognize situations and act in appropriate ways (Gagnon, 

1990).  Scripts are mental representations of a situation that allow an individual to predict a 

coherent sequence of events that will occur (Abelson, 1976) and guide attention, inferences, 

evaluation, behavior, and memory (Fiske & Taylor, 1991).  Scripts may contain information 

about injunctive norms, or beliefs about how an individual should act, as well as descriptive 

norms, which are beliefs about how peers tend to act (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990).  A 

substantial literature confirms the presence of sexual scripts: mental frameworks that dictate 

expectations for how a sexual encounter unfolds, and how individuals should behave (Ryan, 

1988).  Transmitted primarily through media and socialization, sexual scripts provide 

structure and predictability to the experience by prescribing who can participate, how they 

should communicate, and where these actions should take place (Gagnon & Simon, 1973; 

Metts & Spitzberg, 1996).  However, overreliance on scripts may lead an individual to arrive 

at inaccurate inferences about their partner’s thoughts and feelings, namely misperceiving 

their partner’s sexual consent. 
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The traditional script of heterosexual behavior prescribes that men initiate sexual 

encounters, women engage in token resistance (i.e., resistance that is culturally proscribed 

but not reflective of actual intention to resist), and men disregard this resistance (Gagnon, 

1999).  Furthermore, men are stereotypically assumed to always want to engage in sexual 

activity, whereas the stereotype of women portrays that they will be the gatekeepers, 

accountable for consenting or resisting (Kim et al., 2007).  As such, the use of sexual scripts 

prescribes certain gender-specific behaviors.  Edgar and Fitzpatrick (1993) found that both 

male and female participants identified these behaviors when they were asked to develop a 

sexual script for a casual sexual encounter.  More recently, La France (2010) examined 

individuals’ scripts for cues that they interpreted as signaling interest in sexual activity.  

Participants were asked to read a script based on Edgar and Fitzpatrick’s (1993) study, 

indicating the likelihood to which each behavior would or would not lead to sexual activity.  

Consistent with the prescription of the male role within the traditional sexual script, 

participants recognized that male initiation was an important cue that moved the script 

forward. 

A key tenet to the sexual scripts perspective (e.g., Gagnon & Simon, 1973; Simon & 

Gagnon, 1986; Gagnon, 1999) is that sexuality is learned from cultural messages that define 

how to act in sexual encounters.  For example, texts written by “pick-up artists” describe 

techniques for arousing women, suggesting that men should ignore women’s verbal cues and 

interpret arousal as consent (Denes, 2011).  Self-help books such as those written by pick-up 

artists serve as direct references to a prescribed sexual script, but influences can be indirect as 

well, such as observing the ways sexual encounters unfold in popular television programs.   
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Some work suggests that multiple types of sexual scripts may exist.  Lenton and 

Bryan’s (2005) pilot study revealed that one of two sexual scripts can be activated when 

asked to think about a situation where one might express sexual interest in another person: 

“casual sex” and “committed relationship.”  In the main study, participants read vignettes 

with some detail missing.  Those who were less able to discriminate between real and 

imagined details of the story were also more likely to impute sexual intent to the targets.  

Accordingly, this study was the first to empirically demonstrate that reliance on scripts is 

related to increased perceptions of sexual intent, and is associated with memory errors 

(Lenton & Bryan, 2005).  Put differently, those who rely heavily on scripts as a mental 

shortcut may overestimate their partner’s sexual interest as well as miss social information 

that is not script-consistent – such as lack of communicated consent or resistance to continue 

with the sexual encounter.  Researchers have also distinguished between rape scripts and 

seduction scripts, which both contain beliefs and expectations about these situations 

(Littleton, Axsom, & Yoder, 2006, Ryan, 1988).  Another distinction in types of scripts was 

suggested by McDavitt and Mutchler (2014), whom conceptualized sexual communication 

scripts as the scripts about sexual communication itself.  The idea is that people are not only 

guided by scripts about how, when and where sex should occur, but also by scripts 

prescribing how to talk about sex with a partner. 

In sum, culturally-embedded sexual scripts serve as heuristics that guide both sexual 

behaviors and conversations about sex, which may contribute to misunderstandings between 

sexual partners.  In place of direct information seeking from one’s sexual partner, sexual 

scripts are utilized to reduce uncertainty about both the partner’s desires as well as how the 

scene “should” unfold. 
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Sex differences in interpretation of sexual intent.  To add complexity to an 

interaction where partners generally privilege the use of nonverbal cues over verbal cues and 

rely on sexual scripts to guide their behavior, research has found support for consistent sex 

differences in the interpretation of nonverbal behavior.  In opposite-sex interactions, 

nonverbal cues that convey sexual interest such as smiling and eye contact may be difficult to 

distinguish from cues that convey friendliness (Haselton & Galperin, 2013).  Individuals can 

make two types of inferential errors in estimating sexual interest: overperceiving or 

underperceiving actual sexual interest.  In general, men tend to attribute greater sexual 

meaning to behavior than women intend, as evidenced by a number of studies (Abbey, 1982; 

Edmonson & Conger, 1995; Henningsen, Kartch, Orr, & Brown, 2009; Levesque, Nave, & 

Lowe, 2006).  Explanations for this sex difference range from social learning, to gendered 

scripts guiding dating situations, to evolutionary pressure toward bias (see Farris et al., 2007 

for review).  Some have also suggested that this inaccuracy may be explained by men being 

less skilled at decoding nonverbal cues (e.g., Treat, Viken, Kruschke, & McFall, 2010), but 

that explanation falls short because it would implicate that men make more errors overall 

(both underperception and overperception), which is not empirically supported (Bendixen, 

2014).   

Several methodologies have documented this gender-based tendency toward 

misunderstanding.  For example, when Vrij and Kirby (2002) asked college students to watch 

a muted videotape of a conversation between a man and a woman, men attributed more 

sexual intent to the interactants than did women.  In Levesque, Nave, and Lowe’s (2006) 

interpersonal perception study utilizing opposite sex strangers in the lab, the same 

oversexualization effect emerged, whereby men rated their female interaction partner’s 
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behavior as more sexual than women rated the men.  This effect has been demonstrated with 

participants viewing still photographs (Abbey, Cozzarelli, McLaughlin, & Harnish, 1987), 

reading vignettes (Abbey & Harnish, 1995), and reading descriptions of behaviors (e.g., 

touch on the arm) that might occur on a date (Haselton & Buss, 2000).  It has also been 

observed in a speed-dating paradigm, where the magnitude of men’s overperception of 

women’s sexual interest was predicted by the women’s physical attractiveness (Perriloux, 

Easton, & Buss, 2012).  In Haselton and Buss’ (2000) two-part study, men tended to rate a 

list of behaviors, such as talking to and dancing, as indicative of sexual intention, whereas 

women did not.  However, when men were asked to imagine that the woman in the scenario 

was his sister, this sexual overperception was no longer evident.  A meta-analysis that 

included 28 studies on sexual perception revealed that male raters found both women and 

men in opposite-sex interactions more seductive and flirtatious than female raters (La France, 

Henningsen, Oates, & Shaw, 2009).  Finally, this effect has also been documented with 

respect to naturally occurring events, where women have been more likely to report that 

someone of the opposite sex misinterpreted friendliness as a perceived sexual come-on 

(Abbey, 1987; Haselton, 2003).  Koenig, Kirkpatrick, and Ketalaar (2007) also found this 

phenomenon with opposite-sex friend pairs by comparing perceived sexual interest with 

actual self-reported sexual interest, whereby males overperceived their female friends’ sexual 

interest, as well as reported greater interest in casual sex. 

To be clear, some of these studies have confounded the effect of gender with the 

effect of self versus other ratings; men may overperceive sexual intent, but women’s self-

reports may be biased toward self-protection (and, therefore, sexual intent may be under-

reported).  However, in Farris, Treat, Viken, and McFall’s (2008) meta-analysis, including 
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only methodologies where male and female participants rate external interactions (in which 

they are not participants), the mean effect size of the gender difference was moderate 

(d=0.63), supporting the claim that men perceive more sexual interest than women perceive 

in women’s displays. 

Unfortunately, sex differences also persist when individuals are asked to make 

judgments of date rape scenarios: men believe female targets are more sexually willing and 

more responsible for the assault than women, and that the male perpetrators are more 

justified (e.g., Feltey, Ainslie, & Geib, 1991).  For example, Kowalski (1992) explored the 

interaction of verbal and nonverbal behaviors in the negotiation of sexual activity.  

Participants read vignettes describing a couple in which the female engaged in nonverbal 

behaviors that were either low, moderate or high in sexual connotation and were given 

information about her verbal response (“no,” “no” with a slap, or no information), and the 

outcome (no forced sex or forced sex).  Results supported findings from other studies 

indicating that men have a lower threshold for attributing sexual meaning to behavior, 

perceiving behaviors low in sexual connotation more sexually compared to women.  Men 

also rated the woman’s flirtatiousness and promiscuity higher than women when her 

nonverbal behaviors connoted little interest in sex.  When nonverbal behaviors were 

unambiguously sexual, sex differences did not emerge.  Importantly, this study also found 

that when verbal and nonverbal behaviors were inconsistent, observers attributed more 

responsibility to her for a forced sexual encounter – a tendency that may play a role in the 

spread of rape myths (Kowalski, 1992). 

With respect to the communication of consent, sex differences have also emerged in 

empirical work.  Although men and women similarly defined sexual consent in Jozkowski et 
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al.’s (2014) study, there were differences in how students interpreted consent and non-

consent from partners.  Men were more likely than women to rely on nonverbal cues to 

communicate and interpret consent and non-consent, and conversely, women were more 

likely than men to rely on verbal cues to communicate and interpret consent and non-consent.  

The novel focus on non-consent in this study is an imperative element to understanding 

sexual assault, given that misunderstood or unrecognized non-consent could lead to 

unwanted sexual activity.  In terms of sex differences, women reported that they would 

indicate non-consent verbally, but men expected to look for nonverbal cues.  Together, these 

studies suggest the possibility that men’s interpretation of women’s consent or non-consent 

may sometimes be inaccurate, where men erroneously assume that consent has been granted.  

Evolutionary Pressure: Error Management Theory 

A compelling theoretical explanation for this sex difference in interpreting sexual 

interest emerges from Error Management Theory, which is rooted in Evolutionary Theory.  

Broadly, and as identified by a number of interdisciplinary studies and across domains (see 

Johnson, Blumstein, Fowler, & Haselton, 2013 for review), the principle of error 

management suggests that natural selection has engineered cognitive or behavioral biases 

exist that help individuals avoid a more catastrophic error in favor of committing a less costly 

error.  According to this principle, when there are asymmetric costs of  ‘false positive’ (e.g., 

a stick is wrongly judged as a snake) and ‘false negative’ (e.g., a snake is wrongly judged to 

be a stick) errors, a directional bias can improve decision making under conditions of 

uncertainty.  If the bias helps maximize one’s chance of survival and reproduction, it is 

considered adaptively rational (Johnson et al., 2013).  In sum, a bias will evolve in human 

judgment if it: (a) has consistent impacts on reproductive success, (b) the decision is made 
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under conditions of uncertainty, and (c) the possible errors associated with that judgment are 

asymmetrical over evolutionary time.   

More specifically in terms of social cognition, Error Management Theory (EMT) 

suggests that a bias toward sexual overperception developed for men because the costs of a 

missed sexual opportunity outweigh the costs of a false alarm for men, but not for women 

(Haselton & Buss, 2000; Haselton & Nettle, 2006).  EMT purports that cognitive and 

behavioral biases developed over evolutionary history because overperceiving sexual interest 

generally resulted in increases in men’s reproductive success.  Natural selection has thus 

engineered an adaptation for judgment under conditions of uncertainty that minimizes the 

cost of making reproductively costly errors, and this adaptation is in the form of biases in 

judgments of sexual interest.  In other words, this sexual overperception bias has historically 

helped minimize missed mating opportunities for men. 

From this perspective, Type II errors (i.e., false negatives) are more reproductively 

costly than Type I errors (i.e., false positives) for men.  Research suggests that women also 

possess a sexual underperception bias (Haselton & Buss, 2000; Buss, 2003).  For example, in 

Perilloux, Easton, and Buss’ (2012) speed-dating paradigm, women’s inferences about their 

male partners’ sexual interest was lower than their actual self-reported interest.  This bias 

occurs because the cost of overestimating commitment (i.e., having sex with a partner who is 

not interested in a long-term relationship) is more costly to a woman than to a man.  

Pregnancy without support and resources could result from a false negative, whereas the less 

problematic situation of a delayed pregnancy and more time to assess a man’s commitment 

results from a false positive (Haselton & Galperin, 2012).  In addition, the costs of a missed 

mating opportunity as a result of not perceiving sexual interest are low for women because of 
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the historical abundance of males willing to mate (Buss, 2012).  Henningsen and Henningsen 

(2010) found support for sex differences consistent with EMT in a face-to-face lab study, but 

also found that self-reported levels of sexual interest and commitment predicted their 

perceptions of their partners’ sexual interest and commitment.  Thus, men’s sexual 

overperception and women’s undercommitment biases rooted in evolutionary history may be 

complemented by other biases, such as projection. 

However, it is important to note that some work suggests that when a sexual 

boundary is clearly communicated (as opposed to interpreting ambiguous nonverbal cues), 

sex differences may not emerge.  In Winslett and Gross’ (2008) study, participants listened to 

an audio recording of a date rape vignette and were asked to signal when the man should stop 

making sexual advances.  Those in the condition who heard a discussion about sexual 

boundaries prior to the physical contact in the vignette (versus those who did not) took 

significantly shorter time to identify when the man should stop.  There were no significant 

differences between male and female participants.  Importantly, this study also points to the 

significance of the conversation prior to physical contact in clarifying boundaries and consent 

to proceed.  Overall, work on EMT points to a difficult challenge in conversations about 

sexual consent: that men and women possess cognitive biases that encourage them to 

misunderstand one another’s true intentions.  

Merging theoretical perspectives.  To summarize thus far, conversations in sexual 

contexts are complex in nature for several reasons.  First, in an attempt to save face as well as 

gauge what the other person is thinking about a very intimate experience (physically, 

emotionally, and relationally), interactants overwhelmingly communicate in indirect, as 

opposed to direct, ways.  As an example, nonverbal cues are often privileged over verbal 
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cues, which are generally, although not always, more difficult to interpret than direct verbal 

cues.  Second, research has documented sex differences in the interpretation of sexual intent 

in interactions: men tend to overperceive sexual intent, and women tend to underperceive 

sexual intent in opposite-sex interactions.  

Two theoretical reasons why this bias occurs are found in sexual script theory and in 

Error Management Theory, respectively.  Sexual Script Theory (rooted in script theory) 

suggests that culturally-learned schemas provide gendered prescriptions for how men and 

women should and should not act in relationships, as well as in terms of sexual activity.  

From a different perspective, EMT situates this sexual overperception bias by men as one 

that, across our evolutionary history, helped avoid the reproductively costly error of a missed 

mating opportunity.  Thus, it is seen as a cognitive heuristic engineered by natural selection 

that is advantageous because the costs of a missed mating opportunity (i.e., the result of 

underperceiving a woman’s sexual interest) are greater than the cost of a false alarm for men 

than for women (i.e., the result of overperceiving a woman’s sexual interest when it is not 

present).  Because of this bias and the tendency for conversations in sexual contexts to be 

characterized by indirectness and nonverbal communication, it is apparent how relational 

partners can misunderstand one another.  However, what is less understood is how – and 

when – communication about consent unfolds, and what the implications of such 

communication are for the experience of unwanted sexual activity.  This dissertation will 

move us forward in those domains by relying on work in the areas of interpersonal 

perception (specifically, empathic accuracy) and uncertainty management. 

Two theoretical frameworks will be combined toward a set of predictions that 

encompass the aforementioned difficulties in conversations of this nature.  First, the Theory 
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of Motivated Information Management (TMIM; Afifi & Weiner, 2004) will be used to 

outline the process by which individuals decide to engage in or avoid an information search 

about sexual consent.  Next, the Empathic Accuracy Model (Ickes & Simpson, 1997) will be 

used to explicate the process by which individuals make inferences about their partner’s 

perspective – a perspective which, accurate or not, influences their subsequent physical (i.e., 

sexual) actions.  However, paramount to the process of arriving at various inferences that 

drive those actions is whether or not (direct or indirect) information seeking regarding the 

partner’s thoughts and feelings occurs.  As such, the Empathic Accuracy Model will help 

extend the application of TMIM to a very specific context, sexual consent interactions.  

Given that uncertainty is undoubtedly embedded in conversations of this nature, and that 

difficulties in inferring the other person’s perspective are complicated by a number of factors, 

these two theoretical frameworks are well situated to explain why and how misunderstanding 

of sexual consent occurs. 

Sexual Consen(sus) Building: Uncertainty Management 

Theory of Motivated Information Management.  While early models of 

uncertainty purported that individuals are motivated by a desire to constantly reduce 

uncertainty (Berger & Calabrese, 1975), subsequent frameworks unveiled that individuals are 

sometimes motivated to maintain or even increase uncertainty (Babrow, 2001; Brashers, 

2001).  Central to the process of reducing, maintaining, or increasing one’s uncertainty is the 

management of information.  Indeed, in the context of negotiating sexual consent, individuals 

are faced with varying levels of uncertainty about their partner’s sexual interest, and can 

choose whether or not to initiate a conversation with their partner – as well as how directly or 

indirectly to do so.  Afifi and Weiner’s (2004) Theory of Motivated Information 
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Management (TMIM) and subsequent updates (Afifi & Morse, 2009) heuristically capture 

the mechanisms by which the experience of uncertainty leads to information management 

decisions.  The theory outlines a three-phase process (represented by interpretation, 

evaluation, and decision phases) that stresses the role of efficacy as an important part of the 

decision of an appropriate information-management strategy, as well as the roles of both the 

information seeker and the information provider.  Additionally, this theory stresses that 

expectations should motivate behavioral decisions.  Overall, TMIM was developed to 

increase predictive precision in individuals’ diverse responses to uncertainty.  

TMIM’s framework serves a useful purpose in the current study for a number of 

reasons.  First, consent conversations are, in essence, a strategic information exchange 

designed to achieve some level of (un)certainty. TMIM can also help explain situations in 

which consent conversations do not occur.  Additionally, this theory’s focus on the interplay 

between cognition (i.e., perceptions of efficacy and outcome expectancies) and 

communication (i.e., information seeking) makes it well-suited to integrate with theoretical 

perspectives identifying biased cognition as well as empathic accuracy, which is focused on 

how individuals arrive at perceptions of others’ thoughts and feelings.  First, a summary of 

the theory provides the base for subsequent theoretical advancement. 

Interpretation phase. In the first phase, labeled the interpretation phase, individuals 

are aware that they desire more or less uncertainty than they currently have about an 

important issue.  In other words, individuals may want to decrease or increase their current 

level of uncertainty.  This is a departure from earlier work on uncertainty (Berger & 

Calabrese, 1975), which suggested that people are always motivated to reduce their 

uncertainty.  Any difference in the amount of uncertainty a person wants and has should 
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initiate the process of managing that discrepancy.  In the original theory proposed by Afifi 

and Weiner (2004), the difference between wants and needs was purported to lead to anxiety.  

A revised version of TMIM (Afifi & Morse, 2009) proposed that while anxiety is the most 

typical emotion produced by the discrepancy, it is also possible to experience this 

discrepancy as hope, anger, or another emotion, depending upon the emotional appraisal of 

that uncertainty discrepancy.  Uncertainty is commonly experienced as anxiety, but can also 

be experienced as hope, such as when a poor health prognosis is not accepted as a certain 

destiny (Brashers, 2001).  The greater the discrepancy, the more intense the emotion will be 

experienced.   

Evaluation phase. The emotional response propels the second phase, or the 

evaluation phase, where individuals assess expectations about the outcomes of the search 

(labeled outcome expectancy) as well as their ability to accomplish the information search 

and cope with the information (labeled efficacy).  Outcome expectancies, or beliefs about 

what may result from the information search, are comprised of cost/benefit analyses of both 

process-related expectancies and results expectancies.  Process-based expectancies are 

assessments about the risks and rewards of the act of seeking the information.  For example, 

costs associated with asking for information could include face and identity concerns, money, 

embarrassment, and stigmatization.  A common process-related cost associated with seeking 

information before sex is fear of ruining the mood (Jozkowski et al., 2014).   

Individuals also make judgments about the risks and rewards of gaining the 

information itself: it could confirm one’s suspicions about one’s partner, or it might provide 

reassurance of his/her commitment.  In the context of sexual consent, the information search 

could be positive if that person consents to engage in sexual activity, or negative if he or she 
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does not consent, or is angry, confused, or surprised by the conversation itself.  It might also 

reveal information about the type of sexual activity that he/she is comfortable with that may 

or may not align with the information seeker’s expectations.  Potential information seekers 

predict what they view as the outcome they most expect to occur. The results-based 

expectancies also consider outcome importance and outcome probability in the analysis. 

These two types of outcome expectancies contribute to the cost/benefit analysis that helps 

determine the information seeking strategy, but the influence of outcome expectancy on the 

decision is mediated by efficacy assessments (Afifi & Weiner, 2004). 

The evaluation phase has an additional component: after weighing the costs and 

benefits of expected outcomes, individuals make decisions about whether they both have the 

ability to gather the information and cope with it. The model purports that efficacy 

assessments are partially the function of outcome assessments, which are formed first and 

subsequently influence efficacy.  TMIM predicts that the more negative the expectations of 

the outcomes of the search, the less efficacious that person will feel about his or her ability to 

seek that information.  For example, the more an individual suspects that she will be 

disappointed by the partner’s response (such as refusing to engage in a sexual act), the less 

able the individual will feel about actually asking the question (i.e., the lower one’s 

assessment of efficacy).   

There are three types of efficacy that can influence information seeking behaviors: 

communication efficacy, target efficacy, and coping efficacy.  Communication efficacy 

refers to the extent to which individuals believe they are equipped with the communication 

skills necessary to obtain the information.  For example, communication efficacy has been 

found to predict individuals’ information seeking efforts regarding their family’s organ 
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donation beliefs (Afifi et al., 2006).  In the current study, people might avoid seeking the 

information altogether if they do not feel comfortable bringing up the topic of sex and 

consent.  Additionally, target efficacy is considered, which is a perception of whether the 

information-provider is willing and able to provide accurate information.  Finally, coping 

efficacy refers to the extent to which individuals believe they have the resources (emotional, 

instrumental, etcetera) to deal with the process and the outcomes of their information 

management strategy.   

Importantly, the strength of efficacy as a mediator depends on whether the 

expectancies are positive or negative.  That is, if one expects positive outcomes from an 

information-seeking strategy, efficacy assessments should not impact the process heavily – 

he or she will likely seek the information regardless. When the outcome expectancies are 

negative, though, efficacy will play a greater role in the decision to seek/not seek 

information. Some research on individual differences, however, suggests that efficacy may 

not influence the decision to seek or avoid potentially negative information equally for 

everyone (e.g., Ickes, Dugosh, Simpson, & Wilson, 2003).   

Decision phase.  Finally, in the third (decision) phase, these expectations and 

assessments culminate in a decision of an information-management strategy.  In other words, 

once individuals move through the interpretation and evaluation phases, they decide how to 

manage their uncertainty in the form of information-management strategies.  Individuals 

should be less likely to seek information when they expect negative outcomes or have low 

levels of efficacy. An individual can select among three general strategies to manage the 

uncertainty: seek information, avoid it, or cognitively reappraise the situation.  This also 

involves considering the efficiency and appropriateness of the relative options.  More 
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specifically, one might decide to directly seek the information (by directly asking the other 

person), indirectly seeking the information (by being verbally indirect or asking someone 

other than the source), active avoidance (avoiding any information on the topic), or passive 

avoidance (not avoiding but not seeking information).  In a cognitive reappraisal, the 

information itself is reframed in a way that it is less important or less troublesome, removing 

the need for uncertainty management altogether (Afifi & Weiner, 2004).  

This ends the process for the information seeker, but the theory also recognizes the 

role of the information provider in the process of uncertainty management.  Information 

providers (i.e., those who are asked for certain information) are thought to move through a 

similar process, but just including the evaluation and decision phases.  As such, when 

prompted to provide information, they assess their own communication efficacy, coping 

efficacy, and whether he/she believes the target can handle the information (target efficacy).  

Although the information provider is an imperative part of this dyadic exchange, the current 

study focuses on the perspective of the information seeker (i.e., the person potentially 

seeking consent from a partner).   

In sum, having more or less uncertainty than one wants produces anxiety about that 

discrepancy.  Anxiety (or other emotion) then affects assessments in the evaluation phase 

regarding expectations of the information search (i.e., outcome expectancies) and efficacy 

judgments.  These efficacy judgments, in conjunction with the outcome expectancies, 

influence the decision about how an individual will manage the uncertainty through an 

information management strategy.  Therefore, the more discrepant an individual is (in terms 

of how much uncertainty s/he has and how much s/he wants), the less likely s/he will be to 

seek information. This occurs because a large discrepancy results in higher levels of anxiety; 
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this anxiety negatively affects perceptions of outcomes and efficacy.  Specifically, the more 

anxiety that is experienced, the more costly an individual will believe the process of 

obtaining the information will be, and the more negative an individual’s perception of the 

content of what s/he will find will be.  Additionally, the more anxiety that is experienced, the 

less efficacious an individual is likely to feel about: his/her ability to cope with the outcomes, 

his/her ability to obtain the information, and the target’s ability to provide accurate 

information on the desired topic. 

TMIM has been applied to a number of contexts (for review, see Afifi & Robbins, 

2014), including college students’ search for information about their romantic partners 

generally (Afifi, Dillow, & Morse, 2004) as well as about their sexual health (Afifi & 

Weiner, 2006).  It has also been utilized to predict conversations about organ donation with 

next-of-kin (Afifi et al., 2006), information seeking about parents’ caregiving wishes (Fowler 

& Afifi, 2011), discussions about sexual assault with one’s friends (Potocki, 2013), and 

seeking information about family health history (Rauscher & Hesse, (2014).  Other studies 

have focused primarily on the assessments made in the evaluation phase (e.g., Jang & Tiang, 

2012; Morse et al., 2013).  As a whole, TMIM has been shown to be particularly applicable 

to information management related to sensitive health issues, with the roles of anxiety and 

efficacy being particularly important.  

The theory provides a coherent explanation for why sometimes individuals desire, for 

example, to reduce their uncertainty about their relational partners, but choose to avoid 

obtaining information instead.  Indeed, seeking information has clear benefits in many 

instances, but also poses a number of risks (T. D. Afifi & Afifi, 2009).  Individuals may not 

seek information because they feel they will not be effective at asking for the information or 
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they cannot cope with the information once they receive it, particularly when they believe 

that the information will be negative.  The cascading effect of expecting to discover 

something negative sometimes motivates individuals to misunderstand their partners (Sillars, 

2011), or maintain inaccurate perceptions of their thoughts or feelings in order to avoid 

potential pain (Ickes & Simpson, 2001).  These situations are prime examples of motivated 

information management: deliberately avoiding being certain about an outcome that might be 

unpleasant or difficult to cope with.  Individuals will be more likely to follow through with 

an information seeking strategy if the issue is important to them, anxiety about the 

uncertainty discrepancy is low, the expected outcome is positive, and they feel highly 

efficacious (Afifi, Dillow, & Morse, 2004).  

In the current context, the “uncertainty” behind the uncertainty discrepancy may 

represent uncertainty about one’s partner’s desire to engage in a particular sexual act or set of 

acts, as well as what sexual acts he/she will or will not consent to (i.e., the content of his/her 

thoughts and feelings).  Experiencing a discrepancy between current and desired levels of 

uncertainty should influence subsequent interactions.  

Risk for misunderstanding partner’s consent.  Returning to the context of sexual 

consent, information seeking behaviors are of interest because they may predict situations in 

which unwanted sexual encounters may be more likely to occur.  Whether or not a 

conversation about sexual consent occurs at all, and if so, how direct or indirect the 

information seeking should impact the extent to which the partner’s perspective (i.e., whether 

or not he/she consents to sexual activity, and to what he/she consents to) is accurately 

understood.  In other words, information-seeking strategies in this context are impactful 

insofar as they impede or facilitate one person accurately understanding the desires of the 
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other person.  Furthermore, how accurate a perceiver/information seeker is regarding his/her 

partner’s consent likely has a profound impact on the actions that may follow those 

inferences: mutually desired sexual experiences versus unwanted sexual experiences/sexual 

assault.  In other words, erroneously inferring that one’s partner is consenting to sexual 

activity when he/she actually does not consent is a form of misunderstanding that is 

particularly problematic.  

Figure 1 (p. 142) illustrates the potential outcomes of accurate versus inaccurate 

inferences in the context of sexual consent.  To be clear, inaccuracy and accuracy are, 

practically speaking, opposite poles on continuum, but for simplicity and illustration are 

treated as discrete outcomes here.  The outcomes depend primarily on: the perceiver’s meta-

perspective (what he/she thinks about whether the partner consents or not), the target’s direct 

perspective (his/her actual thoughts) and whether the perceiver infers that his/her partner 

consents (‘yes’) or not (‘no’).  Thus, the (in)accuracy of one’s meta-perceptions should 

influence the behaviors (or lack thereof) that follow.  Each quadrant represents a different 

scenario depending on the aforementioned variables.  To be clear, the quadrant delineates a 

“perceiver” from a “target,” but interpersonal perception is, of course, a dyadic and ongoing 

process.  Interaction partners are simultaneously perceivers and targets.  

Briefly, quadrant I represents a situation where the target consents to sexual activity 

and the perceiver infers this correctly.  Therefore, the perceiver’s inference is accurate.  A 

possible outcome of this situation is that the dyad will engage in wanted, mutually beneficial 

sexual activity.  Quadrant II represents a situation where the target consents to sexual 

activity, but the perceiver infers that he/she has not consented.  The perceiver has arrived at a 

false negative (type II error).  A possible outcome of this situation is that sexual activity does 
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not occur.  Quadrant IV represents situation where the target does not consent to sexual 

activity and the perceiver accurately infers this.  The perceiver’s perception is accurate.  A 

likely outcome of this situation is that no sexual activity will occur.  Quadrant III represents a 

situation where the target does not consent to sexual activity and the perceiver erroneously 

infers that he/she has consented.  This inferential error is the most problematic, as it puts the 

interactants at risk for engaging in sex that is unwanted by one party.  Based on the literature 

discussed above with respect to error management theory and sexual scripts, this situation 

should most commonly occur with the female’s thoughts and feelings being misunderstood 

by the male (in heterosexual relationships).  Among the situations depicted by the quadrants, 

the situation represented by quadrant III has the greatest risk for the occurrence of unwanted 

sex.  

The quadrants focus on the potential outcomes of interpersonal perceptions.  

However, the quantity and quality of the information available for a perceiver to make 

inferences about a partner’s perspective undoubtedly depends on if and how (direct) 

information seeking takes place.  As such, TMIM offers insight into the process through 

which information is known to the perceiver via uncertainty management efforts.  Next, 

TMIM will be utilized to explicate how a particular experience can unfold communicatively.  

In the current study, TMIM will be tested using a dyadic frame, with the specific hypotheses 

detailed in the next section.  To preview, Figure 2 (p. 143) displays a simplified model of the 

TMIM hypotheses without the dyadic paths; Figure 3 (p. 144) shows the full hypothesized 

model (detailed below). 
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CHAPTER THREE 

HYPOTHESES 

TMIM 

Interpretation phase.  TMIM purports that the process of uncertainty management is 

initiated by an individual’s awareness of a difference between how much uncertainty he/she 

desires (about a partner’s consent to sex) and how much uncertainty he/she currently has.  A 

number of possibilities exist in this realm.  One might experience no uncertainty discrepancy; 

that is, he/she feels certain about his/her partner’s perspective (perhaps that the partner 

consents to sex).  Alternatively, he/she could feel very uncertain about whether a partner 

would consent, but is not bothered by this; no uncertainty discrepancy exists in this situation.  

We might expect that, even in the absence of any communication with the partner about 

his/her wishes, some rapists might fall into this category – they feel uncertain, but they are 

not motivated to reduce this uncertainty.  Individuals might also experience a low uncertainty 

discrepancy; perhaps they feel relatively sure but not certain that their partner consents (or 

does not) consent to sex, and they wish to be more certain.  A large uncertainty discrepancy 

would mean that the individual is much more or much less uncertain than he/she wishes to 

be; this person might feel that he/she has no insight into the partner’s inner thoughts and 

feelings about sex.  One could also experience a moderate uncertainty discrepancy where 

he/she wishes to be more or less uncertain about the partner’s perspective.  In sum, 

individuals might experience no uncertainty discrepancy, low, moderate, or high levels of 

uncertainty discrepancy.  In line with the original TMIM prediction, the following hypothesis 

is advanced:  
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H1:  An uncertainty discrepancy regarding a sexual partner’s consent is positively 

associated with the experience of emotion (most typically anxiety).  

Evaluation phase.  The experience of anxiety (or other emotion) influences the 

evaluation phase.  In the evaluation phase, TMIM predicts that (a) outcome expectancy and 

efficacy mediate the influence of uncertainty-discrepancy emotion on information seeking, 

and that (b) efficacy partially mediates the influence of outcome expectancy on information 

seeking.  As discussed above, the path predictions are as follows:   

H2a:  Anxiety is negatively associated with outcome expectancies. 

H2b:  Anxiety is negatively associated with perceptions of efficacy. 

H3:  Outcome expectancies are positively associated with perceptions of efficacy. 

Decision phase.  According to TMIM, those who experience a high level of 

uncertainty discrepancy will be the least likely to seek information from their partner (i.e., 

will forgo the information search altogether or seek in indirect ways).  This is because a large 

uncertainty discrepancy should lead to the most negative outcome expectancies and lowest 

levels of efficacy, which result in the information search being too difficult or costly to carry 

out.  However, the current study takes a slight departure from the predictions laid out by 

TMIM when comparing those who experience low uncertainty discrepancies and those who 

experience moderate uncertainty discrepancies.  TMIM would suggest that the smaller the 

uncertainty discrepancy, the more likely the individual should engage in a direct information 

search, as a result of relatively positive outcome expectancies and higher efficacy.  Instead, 

the current study explores the possibility that those who experience low levels of uncertainty 

discrepancy may forgo the information search not because they do not feel efficacious to 

carry it out, but because they can rely on sexual scripts (as discussed above) as a heuristic.  
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This allows them to thwart the process-related costs to direct information seeking, which are, 

generally speaking, high in this context.  Individuals face potential relational or sexual 

rejection, the possibility of non-reciprocation, disappointment, anger, or even more 

uncertainty if a partner responds in an unexpected way. Relying on scripts serves as a way to 

manage one’s uncertainty while avoiding the costs of direct information seeking. Together, 

this rationale leads to the following hypothesis: 

H4:  Those who experience a moderate level of uncertainty discrepancy about a 

partner’s interest in a particular sexual act will be the most likely to directly 

seek information from their partners, followed by those who experience low 

and high levels of uncertainty discrepancy (i.e., a quadratic relationship exists 

between uncertainty discrepancy and information seeking). 

As outlined in TMIM, perceptions of efficacy should remain an imperative aspect of 

the model in this context.  Especially because costs of information seeking are high, 

communication efficacy, or the extent to which people feel like they can ask the right 

questions to obtain the information needed, should be particularly important.  Additionally, 

whether or not the information provider will be willing and open with the information 

requested is considered (i.e., target efficacy), as well as whether the person has the resources 

to handle the outcomes of asking the questions (i.e., coping efficacy).  In such a context 

where individuals feel so personally vulnerable, especially in the early stages of 

relationships, efficacy should play a role in whether consent is actively sought or, 

alternatively, avoided: 

H5:  Perceptions of efficacy are positively associated with information seeking. 
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Next, work on empathic accuracy will be used to explain how individuals arrive at 

inferences about their partner’s perspective that drive their behavior.  In doing so, it will 

extend TMIM beyond information seeking to predictions about how information seeking 

efforts should affect empathic accuracy, which should affect behavior.  As noted by Afifi and 

Morse (2009), “we know relatively little about the consequences of information seeking as 

response to uncertainty discrepancy” (p. 105).  Understanding of the TMIM model will be 

expanded by examining how it relates to the additional variables of empathic accuracy and 

the outcome variable of interest: (non)consensual sex.  

Empathic Accuracy in Consent Conversations 

Given the evidence that individuals misunderstand one another’s sexual interest and, 

in some cases, whether consent to engage in sexual activity has been granted, this issue is 

both a communication problem and a problem of inferring the internal states of others – an 

area of study referred to as interpersonal perception.  It is difficult to imagine social life 

without the skill of interpreting the behavior of others.  In any given interaction, 

communicators rely on various cues, including speech, facial and body movements, tone, 

dress, and relational history, to inform them of others’ perspectives, attitudes, emotions, 

thoughts, and personality.  As noted above, sexual consent interactions are likely 

characterized by limited, or at least indirect, cues.  Additionally, social judgments are made 

under conditions of uncertainty, given that one can never really know with certainty what 

exists in the minds of others.  

Even so, humans perform this task of understanding others’ minds regularly and with 

remarkable ease.  Perceivers rely on the limited observable information provided by 

contextual cues and verbal and nonverbal communication to estimate a target’s cognitions 
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(Zaki & Oschner, 2011).  The task of attempting to infer other people’s thoughts and 

feelings, which people are engaging in very often during their day-to-day lives, is referred to 

as empathic inference.  Those who are more successful at utilizing available cues to extract 

correct information about other are said to be skilled in achieving empathic accuracy, or the 

extent to which individuals can accurately infer each others’ thoughts and feelings in a given 

interaction (Ickes, 1993).  Put differently, empathically accurate perceivers are good at 

“reading” other people.  

The study of empathic accuracy was born out of the larger interpersonal construct 

known as person perception, which refers to judgments of others’ thoughts, emotions, 

personality, status, and intentions (Blanch-Hartigan, Andrzejewski, & Hill, 2012).   Four 

main areas of research characterize the study of empathic accuracy (see Ickes, 1993 for 

review).  One area of study is perceivers’ accuracy in making inferences about personality 

traits (componential accuracy), which is accomplished by examining interrater consensus.  A 

second focus of empathic accuracy research has been on dyad members’ perceptions of each 

others’ attitudes, values, and self-conceptions, which is studied by comparing individuals’ 

direct perspectives to meta-perspectives.  Third, empathic accuracy research can focus on 

perceivers’ ability to understand the emotions of others.  Finally, this area of study can focus 

on the ability to accurately infer the specific content of transient states by identifying 

individuals’ thoughts and feelings. 

Empathic accuracy has also been referred to by other names in the literature, 

including mindreading (Ickes, 2003), mind perception (Zaki & Oschner, 2011) and 

interpersonal sensitivity (Hall, Andrzejewski, & Yopchick, 2009).  Achieving a high level of 

empathic accuracy requires a combination of observation, memory, knowledge, and 
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reasoning to yield these insights (Ickes, 1993).  Empathic accuracy plays a critical role in 

managing interpersonal relationships, given that these inferences are used to form 

impressions and guide one’s behaviors and decisions in a given interaction – such as to 

engage in sexual activity.  For this reason, empathic accuracy is considered a necessary 

prerequisite for effective and appropriate communication (Gleason, Jenson-Campbell, & 

Ickes, 2009). 

Empathic accuracy has wide implications for communication and relational 

development.  Accurately recognizing and identifying emotions in others is an important 

aspect of being an effective communicator (Hall & Bernieri, 2001).  Indeed, greater empathic 

accuracy in everyday interactions allows individuals to better understand one another, 

facilitating better quality instrumental support (Verhofstadt et al., 2008).  A meta-analytic 

review revealed that empathic accuracy is positively associated with social competence, 

relationship quality, and other psychosocial characteristics (Hall, Andrzewski, & Yopchik, 

2009).  Conversely, lower person perception skills have been linked to a host of negative 

outcomes, such as lower self-esteem and increased depression (McClure & Nowicki, 2001).  

In conflict, lower empathic accuracy is associated with higher levels of aggression by both 

partners (Cohen, Shulz, Liu, Halassa, & Waldinger, 2014).  Indeed, having a correct 

understanding of a romantic partner’s perspectives allows for more effective interactions and 

can enhance relational stability, as long as that information is not anticipated to be 

detrimental (Ickes & Simpson, 2001).  Many studies have found that accurately 

understanding attitudes and perceptions of one’s spouse was positively associated with 

marital adjustment (e.g., Ickes & Simpson, 1997). 
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Empathic accuracy has been measured in a number of different ways (see Ickes & 

Hodges, 2013 for review).  The original technique for measuring empathic accuracy was 

established by Ickes and colleagues and utilizes what they call the unstructured dyadic 

interaction paradigm (Ickes, Stinson, Bissonnette, & Garcia, 1990).  Briefly, this 

methodology requires two individuals to come to the lab and engage in an interaction, after 

which they are separated.  In separate rooms, the participants watch the video of their 

previous interaction, which is paused at specific intervals.  While the video is paused, 

participants record their specific thoughts and feelings that they remember from that 

particular segment of the conversation.  Next, they record their inferences about their 

partner’s thoughts and feelings during those same segments.  After data collection, trained 

coders rate the content of the inferred thought or feeling (meta-perspective) for how closely it 

aligns with the actual thought or feeling (direct perspective), which enables calculation of an 

accuracy score.  This score represents a percent correct measure of accuracy.   

Another method includes the standard stimulus paradigm (Marangoni, Garcia, Ickes, 

& Teng, 1995) in which participants are asked to watch pre-recorded dyadic interactions of 

others and infer their thoughts and feelings, rather than their own interaction.  This enables 

the researcher to vary the target persons in order to see how variables such as readability of 

the target affect or individual variables (e.g., motivation, personality, etc.) affect accuracy 

performance.  Researchers can also compare performances between participants, given that 

all the perceivers are viewing the same set of stimuli.  In the standard interview paradigm, 

participants watch a video of a target person being asked a set of questions.  The video is 

paused just before the person answers each question, and the participant is asked to record 

what he or she thinks the target will say, which is later compared to the direct responses.  
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Finally, empathic accuracy has also been assessed using diary methods.  For example, 

Howland and Rafaeli (2010) asked participants to record their own moods and their 

estimation of their partner’s mood twice a day for three weeks, enabling an examination of 

day and person-level patterns of accuracy.   

Although social judgments are an important task in our interpersonal relationships 

and a ubiquitous occurrence, human attempts at person perception are far from perfect.  

Ickes’ (2011) meta-analysis found that total strangers achieve empathic accuracy scores of 

about 20%, close friends achieve about 30%, and marriage partners only about 30-35%.  

Despite actual accuracy this low, individuals tend to display overconfidence in their ability to 

understand their relational partners (Kenny & Acitelli, 2001; Sillars & Scott, 1983; 

Roggensack & Sillars, 2014), evidence that they lack accurate meta-awareness of deficits in 

their own mindreading abilities (Ickes, 1993).  In one study where participants were asked to 

rate how accurate they thought they were inference-by-inference, the average meta-

knowledge correlation was negative and nonsignificant (Mortimer, 1996).  

 Studies have documented this overconfidence bias with respect to partner sexual risk 

perceptions.  For example, Swann and Gill (1997) observed that as relationship length and 

involvement increased, dating partners’ confidence in their knowledge about their partner’s 

sexual history increased – but that this confidence did not predict accuracy on this front.  The 

evidence suggests that people are not as skilled at reading other people’s minds as they 

believe themselves to be, a problem which persists – and which is particularly critical – in 

consent interactions.  A useful starting place for understanding the role of empathic accuracy 

within sexual encounters is to know how confident individuals are in their judgments 

regarding whether they have obtained consent from their sexual partners: 
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RQ1:  How confident are individuals regarding their ability to discern whether they 

have obtained sexual consent from their partner? 

In general, empathic accuracy promotes stability and happiness in relationships 

(Ickes, 2003).  As such, in normal interactions where no threat exists, relational partners 

should be highly motivated to accurately infer each other’s thoughts and feelings (Ickes & 

Simpson, 1997, 2001).  However, there are a number of factors that affect one’s ability to 

achieve empathic accuracy, including the perceiver’s motivation to be attuned to the target, 

inferential biases, and the expressiveness of the target.  While motivation alone does not 

ensure accuracy, research has found that motivation to make accurate inferences is positively 

related to accuracy, even when typical ability is held constant (Ickes, Gesn, & Grahm, 2000).  

Presumably, in everyday mundane discourse, relational partners are motivated to correctly 

understand one another.  

Under some conditions, though, accuracy can be detrimental for relationships.  

Certain relational goals can shift a perceiver’s motivation away from accuracy when the 

target is perceived as having relationship-threatening thoughts, or perceives the relationship 

to be in danger (Ickes & Simpson, 1997, 2001).  In these cases, accuracy might unveil a 

target’s negative thoughts about the relationship, whereas inaccuracy may lead to more 

positive feelings.  As a result, individuals may actually aim to be less accurate to avoid what 

they sense could be a “danger zone.”  The exception is that in particular situations such as 

conflict interactions, heightened accuracy unveils thoughts and feelings that threaten the 

stability of the relationship or present a new relational obstacle that requires coping resources 

(Sillars, 1985; Simpson et al., 1995, 2003).  
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The Empathic Accuracy Model (Ickes & Simpson, 1997, 2001) sought to explain why 

accuracy performances might vary with respect to these seemingly contradictory findings – 

that accuracy can be crucial for relationship development, but can also be painful and 

destabilizing to a relationship.  The model of information processing within relationships 

specifies when perceivers will attempt to accurately versus inaccurately infer their partner’s 

thoughts and feelings.  Specifically, it proposes that a perceiver’s accuracy will be influenced 

by three factors: (a) whether the partner’s thoughts and feelings are perceived as likely to 

cause the perceiver distress, (b) the clarity or ambiguity of the cues that signal those thoughts 

and feelings, and (c) the extent to which the perceiver feels threatened by the potential 

consequences of accurate inferences. 

These potentially threatening situations may motivate individuals to change their 

behavior or shift their attention in a way that affects their ability to be accurate, either by 

becoming more vigilant or less perceptive.  People might strategically avoid certain topics if 

they believe that cues to a painful insight might surface, preserving their self-esteem or even 

the relationship itself (Ickes, Dugosh, Simpson, & Wilson, 2003).  For example, an 

individual who wants to believe his partner is very committed is motivated to maintain that 

perception and therefore may ignore, dismiss, or downplay cues that challenge this 

perspective.  This shift from an inferential accuracy set to a motivated inaccuracy set allows 

individuals to strategically avoid information that would be needed to correctly infer the 

contents of another’s mind (Cuperman, Howland, Ickes & Simpson, 2011; Ickes & Simpson, 

1997, 2001).   

Research supports the idea that less accuracy in relationship-threatening situations 

serves a protective function and is associated with increased feelings of closeness and 
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relationship satisfaction (Kilpatrick, Bissonnette, & Rusbult, 2002).  Using the unstructured 

dyadic interaction paradigm, Simpson, Orina and Ickes (2003) also found that less accuracy 

was related to greater feelings of closeness and satisfaction when the partner’s thoughts or 

feelings were threatening to the relationship.  Perceivers might, for example, assume that 

their partner’s thoughts are less negative than they really are, and this inaccurate inference 

shields them from experiencing the consequences of accuracy – such as dealing with a 

partner’s negative emotions or their own experience of jealousy or anger.  In sum, motivated 

inaccuracy is used strategically in relationships and can serve a protective function, activated 

under certain conditions of threat.  However, inaccurate inferences in the context of pre-sex 

consent interactions are clearly problematic. 

Sillars has focused research attention on how and why individuals in conflict 

(especially ongoing conflicts) can derive such divergent inferences from the same interaction.  

From his perspective, “…’motivated misunderstanding’ reflects goal-directed sense-making 

– how goals determine the selection of cues assumed to reveal another’s thoughts or 

intentions and assist in fitting these into a meaningful context” (Sillars, 2011, p. 209).  As 

such, individuals construct an account of what their partner is thinking and feeling in ways 

that help manage their uncertainty and to explain events to oneself and to others.  

Additionally, in the context of conflict, cognitive demands may be limited due to high stress, 

which makes it difficult to process complex thoughts and competing goals present in the 

interaction (Caughlin & Scott, 2010).  As a result of cognitive demands, individuals select 

limited potentially relevant cues (among many), which can lead them astray in their 

inference-making (Sillars, 2011).   
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While a discussion of consent is not a conflict per se, it indeed shares many of the 

same characteristics Sillars highlights with respect to conflict interactions: high stress (for 

some individuals), and potentially competing goals (e.g., wanting to respect one’s partner’s 

choices while satisfying one’s own desires; wanting stability in the relationship while 

wanting change through increased intimacy, etc.).  In this way, consent misunderstandings 

may also reflect goal-directed sensemaking.  Thus, inaccurately perceiving consent may 

sometimes be a manifestation of motivated misunderstanding that facilitates individual and 

relational goals.  As highlighted above, individuals have the tendency to rely on sexual 

scripts and perceive their partner’s behavior in sex-stereotypical ways, strategies that propel 

them toward those goals.  These heuristic tendencies, in conjunction with the likely 

possibility that the perceiver feels threatened by learning his/her partner’s desires (consent or 

lack thereof) should lead to a “dialing down” of accuracy.  In particular, it is reasonable to 

suspect that the more uncertain an individual feels in a given sexual situation, the more 

he/she will rely upon these heuristics (and the less likely he/she will directly seek 

information).  In doing so, the need for information seeking (e.g., asking for clarity regarding 

what sexual act is permissible and desired) is eliminated: heuristics now provide the 

information needed to interpret one’s partner’s behavior.  Put differently, they may ignore 

resistance cues or other communication from the partner (which is likely indirect to start) and 

fail to seek information because heuristics fill that need, and because their attention is limited 

to selecting cues that support their own goals.  

It is not unreasonable to presume that interactants might view conversations about 

sexual consent as “potentially threatening situations.”  Returning to the Empathic Accuracy 

Model (Ickes & Simpson, 1997), accuracy is thought to vary if the target’s thoughts and 
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feelings are perceived to be distressing.  More specifically, and with respect to TMIM, one 

might conjure up negative outcome expectancies either about the results of the information 

search or about the process of seeking the information.  In consent interactions, there are 

several reasons that individuals might feel distressed about the uncertain contents of their 

partner’s mind.  First, if the perceiver is the one initiating the inquiry or request for consent, 

there is a possibility that the target may not grant consent, or may communicate non-consent, 

which may be perceived as distressing.  This also presents a threat to the immediate 

gratification of the potential sexual encounter.  Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, 

it may be perceived as a relational threat – a signal that the relationship is not as stable as 

believed or that it will not progress as expected.  Indeed, reducing relational uncertainty is 

risky, as it can sometimes unveil unequivocal information that damages the trajectory of the 

relationship (Knobloch & Solomon, 2002).  Therefore, sometimes individuals prefer to 

remain uncertain as opposed to learning information that is threatening or negative (Afifi & 

Burgoon, 1998).  In these cases, individuals are not always motivated to seek information in 

order to reduce uncertainty (and promote accuracy).  The potential threat of rejection serves 

as an additional potential threat in that situation.   

The model also purports that perceptions about the consequences of accurate 

inferences should serve as an obstacle against achieving empathic accuracy.  Theoretically, 

this aligns quite well with the roles of both outcome expectancies and coping efficacy 

outlined in TMIM.  Following a similar logic, the possibility of having to engage in relational 

repair following a refusal to engage in sexual activity is also a face-threatening activity 

(Goffman, 1955).  In sum, expectations about the information that could potentially be 

revealed – either by an information search or via accurate inferences about one’s partner – 
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are theoretically predicted to affect one’s motivation to engage in actions necessary to obtain 

the information.  Expectations about the process of seeking the information should have a 

similar effect.  Those who see the process of seeking information about consent as positive 

for the relationship do not face a “threat” that would shift their attention away from cues that 

would enable them to be accurate. Similar to how negative outcome expectancies can 

dampen one’s efficacy to carry out the information search (and result in an abandoned 

information search), motivation to achieve empathic accuracy should be dampened by 

negative outcome expectancies.  Those who are less motivated to achieve empathic accuracy 

generally do not perform as well at the task compared to those who are highly motivated.  

These ideas are encapsulated in the following prediction: 

H6:  The process of motivated inaccuracy, by way of negative outcome 

expectancies and negative coping efficacy, leads to increased chances of 

unwanted sexual activity (i.e., quadrant III in Figure 1). 

Additionally, the Empathic Accuracy Model suggests that accuracy will be affected 

by the clarity or ambiguity of the cues that signal a partner’s thoughts and feelings.  The 

readability, or expressivity, of the target affects the perceiver’s ability to be accurate.  For 

example, a raised eyebrow would be considered somewhat ambiguous; it leaves room for 

interpretation.  Thomas and Fletcher (2003) label this “behavioral diagnosticity,” which is 

operationalized as the extent to which individuals’ outward cues reflect internal mental 

states.  As would be expected, higher behavioral diagnosticity is associated with higher 

readability.  In TMIM, the partner’s influence as the “information provider” is purported to 

be an imperative part of the information seeking process (see Afifi & Morse, 2009).  From an 

evolutionary perspective, being a readable target is adaptive, as signaling your internal states 
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to others helps facilitate social coordination.  As a result, most of the time, individuals are 

motivated to be readable.  However, research has identified that those who are sensitive to 

social threats are less expressive and more withdrawn when social threats are heightened 

(Gaucher et al., 2012).  In the context of conversations about sex, it is reasonable to expect 

that some individuals will attempt to be less readable because of the potential for social threat 

(e.g., rejection, embarrassment).  Based on previous research on conversations of this nature 

as noted above, people often err on the side of being verbally indirect as well as utilizing 

nonverbal communication. 

However, given that sexual consent is an interpersonal and dynamic negotiation, an 

obvious influence on how clear or direct a partner’s cues are regarding consent is the 

directness with which the perceiver seeks information.  As noted above, individuals can seek 

information (directly or indirectly), avoid the information search (actively or passively), or 

reappraise the situation (as less important, for example).  Direct information seeking, in the 

form of directly asking one’s partner if he/she consents, and what sexual acts he/she does or 

does not consent to, should promote greater accuracy by eliciting verbal cues from one’s 

partner.  In contrast, those who avoid the information search are likely to face a more 

difficult task with respect to inferring a partner’s perspective.  Another possibility that likely 

reflects reality for many communicators in this context is some form of indirect information 

seeking.  This notion is advanced and TMIM is extended in the form of the following 

hypothesis: 

H7:  Directness of information seeking is positively associated with empathic 

accuracy. 
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Should some or all of the conditions outlined above be met, the Empathic Accuracy 

Model would predict a shift toward motivated inaccuracy in an attempt to maintain 

uncertainty or even increase it as a line of defense against potential threat.  In sum, when a 

perceiver anticipates that a partner’s thoughts or feelings are harmful or destabilizing to the 

relationship, the perceiver will try to avoid the situation altogether or perceptually shift from 

an “inferential accuracy set” to a “motivated inaccuracy set” (Ickes & Simpson, 1997, 2001).  

In support of the Empathic Accuracy Model, scholars have found relational closeness 

to be negatively affected by empathic accuracy when one’s partner is harboring relationship-

threatening thoughts and feelings (Simpson et al., 2003).  In Simpson, Ickes, and 

Blackstone’s (1995) study of dating couples, those who felt insecure about the relationship 

were more likely to stay together several months later to the extent that they exhibited lower 

levels of judgment accuracy in the lab.  In conflict interactions, partners who were closer and 

happier displayed less empathic accuracy than those who were less happy (Sillars & Scott, 

1983), and greater understanding is associated with relationship disharmony when it reflects 

increased awareness of a partner’s conflict-provoking beliefs and perceptions (Sillars, 2011).  

In other words, individuals often dial down their ability to be empathically accurate as a way 

of protecting themselves from what they perceive to be threatening information to “know” 

with certainty.  In some contexts, this may be beneficial for a relationship.  

However, in the context of inferring a partner’s thoughts and feelings about sexual 

interest and consent to engage in sexual activity, anything that impairs one’s ability to be as 

accurate as possible about a partner’s perspective should be detrimental.  This is because 

one’s meta-perception in this context (i.e., what you think I think), whether accurate or not, 

guides behavior.  In other words, erroneously believing that another person: a) is sexually 
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interested, and b) consents to sex, even naively, can be a precursor to unwanted sexual 

encounters.  As discussed above with respect to sexual scripts and EMT, there are a number 

of potential factors that may lead to individuals proceeding with a sexual act while wrongly 

assuming consent has been granted.  If certain conditions are met, as outlined in Figure 1 (p. 

142), individuals should be more likely to accurately understand the desires of their partner, 

and thus, not proceed with sexual acts they are not comfortable with.  This hypothesis 

assumes that obtaining consent is an important predictor of behavior (again, excluding serial 

rapists):  

H8:  Empathic accuracy is negatively associated with non-consensual sex. 

Uncertainty Management in Sexual Consent Negotiations 

The Theory of Motivated Information Management (TMIM; Afifi & Weiner, 2004) 

helps situate both the cognitive and the communicative barriers faced by individuals when 

they engage in interactions about sexual consent.  In the current study, information seeking as 

an uncertainty management strategy is purported to affect one’s ability to achieve empathic 

accuracy.  Specifically, information seeking as well as outcome expectancies should affect 

one’s ability to accurately infer a partner’s consent to engage in sexual activity, which should 

then affect behavioral decisions with significant consequences.  Importantly, both 

perspectives do acknowledge both the role of motivation and the role of threat in whether or 

not individuals come to “know” something with certainty/accuracy.  Taken together, the 

theoretical positions of the Empathic Accuracy Model and TMIM lay the foundation for an 

empirical test of how consent conversations unfold (or fail to occur), as well as what 

variables put partners at greater risk for engaging in nonconsensual sex.  The study aims to 
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understand and explain situations in which non-consensual sexual activity occurs, as well as 

identify barriers to information seeking. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

METHOD 

Participants 

Ninety-six college-aged dyads (N = 192) participated in a survey that took 

approximately 45 minutes to complete.  In this study, “couple” was operationalized loosely 

to include a myriad of relationship types that could include sexual activity.  To focus on 

those for whom discussions about sexual consent are most salient and most challenging, and 

for whom relationally-specific sexual scripts are in their early stages of development, the 

dyad had to have been sexually active together for less than three months in order to 

participate in the study.  Moreover, participants needed to be able to identify two recent 

sexual experiences with the same person that “involve penetration or anything below the 

belt” and be comfortable reporting on those experiences.  Other eligibility criteria included 

that participants were at least 18 years old and had to be able to speak English.  There were 

no specific requirements in terms of sexual orientation, relationship type, ethnicity, age, 

income, or level of education.  

 Participants were undergraduate students in communication courses and their 

partners, who were not required to be students.  Students participated in exchange for course 

research credit; their partners were not compensated.  In this study, recruiting college 

students as participants is a strength rather than a weakness, given that sexual assault 

disproportionately affects college students compared to the general population (Daigle, 

Fisher, & Cullen, 2008) and that sexual scripts may be less developed than is the case for 

post-college samples.  Less developed sexual scripts allow us to more fully examine the 

nature of consent negotiation.  
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The average age of participants was M = 19.95 (SD = 1.95, range = 18-33).  Almost 

half of participants identified their race or ethnicity to be Caucasian (46%), while other 

participants identified as Asian (22.2%), Latino/a or Hispanic (15.3%), African American 

(5.1%), Native American (1.7%), or other (9.7%).  In terms of sexual identity, the majority of 

the sample identified as heterosexual  (87.5%) while some identified as gay (5.1%), lesbian 

(2.8%), bisexual (3.4%) and other (1.1%).  Almost all participants reported that their marital 

status was single (98.3%) while a small percentage (1.7%) reported being married.  

Participants in this sample were relatively satisfied with the relationship (M = 4.44, SD = .90, 

scale range = 1-5).  They also reported being relatively happy overall in the last month; mood 

scores were relatively high (M = 4.81, SD = .83, range = 2.25-6 on a 7-point scale).   

Most participants reported that the person they focused on in the study was their only 

current sexual partner (83%), while 17% reported having other current sexual partners.  

When asked how long they had been sexually active with this partner, most reported “1-3 

months” (79.4%), followed by “1-3 weeks” (12.6%) and some who reported that the sexual 

encounters about which they were reporting were the first sexual activity with this partner 

(8%).  Participants reported engaging in penile/vaginal intercourse an average of about three 

times per week (M = 2.77, SD = 2.51, range = 0 - 11).  In terms of the specific episode they 

reported on in the study (where participants could select as many types of sexual activity that 

applied, 78.8% reported the sexual episode included penile-vaginal intercourse, almost half 

reported that it involved hand stimulation (giver: 43.5%, receiver: 42%), followed by oral sex 

(giver: 38.9%, receiver: 35.2%) and anal sex (3.6%).  When rating their satisfaction with 

their sexual communication in general with their partner, participants’ scores averaged above 

the midpoint of the scale (M = 4.80, SD = .96, range = 2.5 - 6.00). 
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A large number of participants’ data were removed from analyses due to strict rules 

for inclusion of the data.  In order to be included, there needed to be clear evidence that tied 

partners together as a dyad.  Operationally, that involved ensuring that the data included 

matching dyad IDs.  Additionally, at least one of the sexual episodes had to match, which 

was determined by comparing the dates and times of the episodes reported on by each 

partner.  This ultimately ensured that those in the dyad were reporting on the same event.  

These criteria resulted in the elimination of 231 participants.  Specifically, one-hundred and 

eighteen (N=118) participants’ data were unusable because they could not be matched with 

another participant’s ID (either their partner failed to take a survey or their partner failed to 

enter the correct ID number and the researcher had no way to match them) and another 113 

participants’ data did match with another participant’s ID (i.e., a dyad existed), but could not 

be included in the study because they did not report on the same sexual episode (i.e., there 

was no overlap between the dates the partners reported on).  This likely occurred so 

frequently because participants were instructed to report on the two most recent sexual 

episodes with that partner, yet the second partner could only receive the link to complete the 

survey from the first partner.  Thus, some may not have received the link, and some may 

have not started the survey until a later date than the first partner (and thus, reported on 

different sexual episodes).  After eliminating unusable data, 96 dyads remained in the 

analysis who had at least one overlapping sexual episode.  The most recent sexual episode 

was selected when sexual partners matched on both reported episodes (dates and times 

aligned for both). 
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Procedures 

In order to protect confidentiality, participants never communicated directly with the 

researcher.  Instead, all sign-ups and crediting were done through the communication 

department’s online subject pool and Qualtrics.  Participants signed up through the online 

subject pool and accessed the survey link upon signing up.  In the survey, participants created 

their own participant code to protect their identifying personal information.  Within the 

survey itself, they were provided with the link to the survey to email to their partner and were 

asked to also send the code they created; the code allowed their surveys to be linked for 

dyadic analysis.  They were instructed that their partners needed to complete the survey 

within 24 hours.  Qualtrics was set up to interface with the communication subject pool 

software such that upon submission of the survey, participants were automatically granted 

course credit.  In other words, the researcher did not see a list of participants and manually 

grant them credit in the system, as is typically done with online surveys in the subject pool 

software, safeguarding the participants’ confidentiality.  

The survey (see p. 146) asked participants and their partners to identify two most 

recent (i.e., within the past 72 hours, for accuracy of recall) sexual episodes, then report, 

independently, on several aspects of each episode.  Specifically, they were asked to (a) 

provide a detailed narrative of the episode, including any verbal or nonverbal messages of 

consent or resistance that occurred related to sexual activity, (b) complete a recall task 

designed to measure empathic accuracy, then (c) complete several self-report measures 

related to consent, their general attitudes, and relationship characteristics.  The study took 

approximately 45 minutes to complete.  They were asked not to speak to their partner about 

the contents of the survey until they had both completed the survey.   
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Measures 

Identification of sexual episode.  Because the study focuses on communication and 

cognition that occurs prior to sexual activity, it was necessary to have both partners reporting 

on the same sexual episode.  Sexual episodes were defined as acts involving penetration or 

anything “below the belt” (such as oral sex or hand stimulation).  To attempt to target the 

same sexual episode, participants and their partners were asked to report on the two most 

recent sexual episodes involving one another.  Several questions at the beginning of the 

survey operated to identify those episodes and allow the researcher to “match” the sexual 

episodes within a particular dyad.  They were asked to report the day of the week, date and 

time the sexual activity began for each episode, as well as where it occurred.  Additionally, 

they were asked to identify what kind of sexual activity occurred in the episode (penile-

vaginal intercourse, anal sex – giver/receiver, oral sex – giver/receiver, hand stimulation, or 

other), how well they could recall the details of the sexual episode (1= not very well; 7= 

extremely vividly; M = 5.07, SD = 1.71, range: 1 - 7) as well as the extent to which everything 

that happened in that sexual episode was something they wanted to happen (1= strongly 

disagree; 7= strongly agree; M = 6.30,  SD = 1.19, range: 1 - 7).  

Narrative reconstruction of episode.  Next, participants were asked to spend 10-15 

minutes writing about the episode.  The purpose of this exercise was to aid in the 

interpersonal perception task that followed, which asked them to respond to a list of verbal 

and nonverbal behaviors.  Having them spontaneously generate details about what happened 

was designed to mitigate the tendency of biased recall when reading from a list of possible 

behaviors.  
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Participants received the following instructions: With episode [1, 2] in mind, we 

would like you to please write, in as much detail as possible, about the events that led up to 

this episode.  In other words, please “tell the story” of what happened between you two, 

describing any discussion you had with your partner (with words or body language), any 

touching/kissing that took place, or anything else that you think is important.) We would like 

you to be comfortable to be as open as possible. The purpose of this exercise is to prompt 

your thinking about the verbal and nonverbal communication that occurred prior to and 

during the sexual episode. Remember, your name will never be linked to these data, and your 

partner will not read what you write. Please take 10-15 minutes for this exercise.  The 

primary reason the narrative reconstruction data were collected was to prompt participants’ 

thinking about the sequence of events that occurred during the sexual episodes before being 

presented with a list of possible verbal and nonverbal cues.  This exercise was designed only 

to aid in recall and was not utilized for analysis in the current study. 

Empathic accuracy task.  Next, participants completed an empathic accuracy task 

developed by the researcher that is a variation on the Ickes et al. (1990) unstructured dyadic 

interaction paradigm.  In the Ickes model, dyads typically engage in an interaction in the lab, 

after which they are separated to engage in the video-assisted recall of their own thoughts 

and feelings and inferences about their partner’s thoughts and feelings during that interaction.  

However, given that pre-sexual activity interaction cannot be re-constructed in the lab 

without significantly compromising realism, nor can the same goals be simulated (e.g., 

impending sexual activity, relational intimacy), recall of a recent interaction took the place of 

a lab interaction.  The measure involved two parts, each completed twice – once for each of 

the two episodes on which they reported.  
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Part I of the task was designed to identify which behaviors occurred in the sexual 

episode in order to subsequently describe the associated online thoughts and feelings (in Part 

II).  In the Ickes paradigm, participants are video-taped during an interaction, providing 

“chunked” behaviors to watch back and aid recall of on-line thoughts and feelings.  In this 

study, aided by the narrative reconstruction task, participants read from a list of potential 

verbal and nonverbal cues that may or may not have occurred during their own sexual 

episode, adapted from Hickman and Muehlenhard’s (1999) work on sexual scripts.  They 

were asked to indicate whether each cue (labeled “possible events in the sexual episode”) did 

not occur, is very close to what occurred, or occurred exactly.  The cues included direct 

verbal signals (e.g., He says, ‘I want to have sex with you.’), direct nonverbal signals (e.g., 

You don’t say anything – you just start having sex with him/her.), indirect verbal signals (e.g., 

She suggests you get a condom out.), indirect nonverbal signals (e.g., You get physically 

closer to him.), intoxication signals (e.g., He says, ‘I’m feeling a little drunk.’), direct refusal 

signal (e.g., You say, ‘No.’), and no response signals (e.g., “You do not resist his/her sexual 

advances.).  See Appendix A for the survey instrument.  

Participants received the following instructions prior to the empathic accuracy task: 

“The following includes a list of a number of things that may or may not have occurred in the 

sexual episode that you just wrote about. Keeping in mind the details you just recorded, as 

well as any other details you remember from that episode, please read each item and indicate 

1 (this did not occur), 2 (this is very close to what occurred), or 3 (this occurred exactly). 

Please keep in mind that if something close to this occurred, but not in the exact language, 

we would like you to select “2” – that it was close to what occurred. Please check the items 
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if they ever occurred in this episode (regardless if they are in a different order from how 

events unfolded).” 

Part II of this task asked participants to report how they were thinking and feeling and 

how they believe their partners were thinking or during each of the events that they identified 

as having occurred (in Part I) in the form of open- ended responses.  The survey was 

designed such that any item that was selected in Part I as having occurred or having been 

close to what occurred was piped in to this section.  Participants received the following 

instructions: “Part I of this exercise asked you to identify the events that occurred. Now, 

we’d like you report how you were thinking and feeling during each of those events. What 

we’d like you to do is revisit the items for which you selected 2 or 3 (that happened or were 

very similar to what happened), and please answer the next questions.  You will see that 

these items have been dynamically pulled into this next section.  If this happened more than 

once in this episode, please focus on the first time this happened.  We’re interested in the 

specific content of your thoughts and feelings (i.e., your thought process) just during the time 

that each specific event occurred.  In other words, try to focus on that particular moment, and 

indicate what you remember thinking and feeling.  Then, reflect on what you thought your 

partner was thinking and feeling in that moment.  Please take your time with this task.  

Again, the person you brought to the lab will not be able to view your responses.  If a 

particular act happened more than one time in the sexual episode, please focus on the first 

time it happened.” 

The thoughts and feelings they generated represented their own direct perspectives 

(“actual” thoughts and feelings) and meta perspectives/inferences of their partner (their 

projected or “perceived” thoughts and feelings of the partner).  Assuming partners report on 
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at least some of the same discrete events, empathic accuracy scores can be calculated after 

coding for how closely the meta-perspective of one partner aligns with the direct-perspective 

of the other.   

Empathic accuracy scores.  Following the coding procedure created by Ickes, 

Stinson, Bissonnette, and Garcia (1990), independent trained raters were prepared to code the 

inferences against the direct perspectives.  The goal of each coder was to compare the content 

of the actual thoughts and feelings of the individual (the target) to the inference made by the 

relational partner (the perceiver).  Each thought/inference unit is rated for using a 3-point 

scale on which 0 = different content from the actual thought and feeling; 1 = similar, but not 

the same, content as the actual thought and feeling; and 2 = essentially the same content.  

The overall score is then divided by two (to obtain a 0-1 rating scale) and then is divided by 

the total number of inferences made.  This results in a percentage index of empathic 

accuracy, which can vary from 0% (completely inaccurate) to 100% (perfect accuracy).  

TMIM measures.  The TMIM variables were adapted from Afifi and Weiner (2006).  

In the first part, participants were asked to think about how they felt before the sexual 

episode they reported on and respond accordingly.  Several items assessed each variable in 

the TMIM model measured using a 7-point Likert-type scale, with most items (specified 

below if different) from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  Some items were 

reverse-coded before the scales were created so that each item measured in the same 

direction. 

Uncertainty discrepancy was measured by a single-item: “Before that episode, I knew 

less than I wanted to know about whether my partner would consent to sex.”  Two items 

assessed anxiety about the uncertainty discrepancy (e.g., “How anxious did it make you to 
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think about how much you wanted to know about your partner’s consent and how much you 

actually understood about this issue?”) with moderate reliability (Cronbach’s α = .78).  Two 

items assessed outcome expectancies, (e.g., “I thought that talking to my partner about 

consent would reveal what I wanted to hear”).  However, internal consistency was weak 

(Cronbach’s α = .54), so one item, “My expectations about how a conversation about consent 

with my partner would go were” (1: very positive – 7: very negative), was utilized for 

analyses rather than creating the scale.   

Three types of efficacy were assessed: coping efficacy, communication efficacy, and 

target efficacy.  Target efficacy was measured by two subscales, capturing perceptions of the 

target’s honesty and ability to discuss consent.  After one item was deleted to improve 

reliability, two items measured target ability (e.g., “I thought this person was capable of 

giving me information about his/her consent”) with high reliability (Cronbach’s α = .85).  

Similarly, after one item was deleted, two items measured target efficacy - honesty (e.g., “I 

felt that this person would be completely honest about his/her interest or lack thereof”) with 

high reliability (Cronbach’s α = .88).  Since the four items coalesced as a single measure 

(Cronbach’s α = .92), a combined target efficacy scale was ultimately used.   

Communication efficacy was measured by three subscales: efficacy regarding direct 

communication, indirect communication, and passive communication.  Direct 

communication efficacy was measured by two items (e.g., “I felt that I had the ability to 

approach my partner to talk about this issue”) had high reliability (Cronbach’s α = .91).  

Indirect communication efficacy was measured by four items (e.g., “I felt like I had the 

ability to understand his/her consent by indirectly asking for it”) and had high reliability 

(Cronbach’s α = .92).  Using the items from the three subscales, the combined 
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communication efficacy scale had high reliability (Cronbach’s α = .90).  Two items assessed 

coping efficacy (e.g., “I felt like I could handle whatever I might find out about my partner’s 

consent”) but with low reliability of the scale (Cronbach’s α = .37) the researcher made the 

decision to delete one item (“I didn’t think I’d be able to handle what I might find out related 

to my partner’s consent”) and utilize one item for analyses (“Before this episode, I felt like I 

could handle whatever I might find out about my partner’s consent”).  

In the second part, participants were instructed to reflect on the communication that 

took place in the episode.  Information seeking was assessed in terms of direct information 

seeking, indirect information seeking, and avoidance behaviors.  A single item assessed the 

directness of information seeking (“Please rate how directly vs. indirectly you asked your 

partner about sexual consent”; 1: very indirectly – 7: very directly).  Additionally, one 

question asked, “Did you seek consent?” (yes/no).  Avoidance was measured by two items, 

but the reliability was unacceptable, Cronbach’s α = .65.  Analysis of the descriptives 

revealed that one item appeared to have a large number of missing data that appeared 

systematic; therefore, that item (“I went out of my way to avoid discussing consent with my 

partner”) was deleted and the other (“During the episode, I avoided talking about consent to 

my partner”) was used as a single-item indicator.  Indirect information seeking was measured 

by one item, “During the episode, I observed my partner’s nonverbal behavior to see if 

he/she consented to sex.”  Four items assessed perceptions of the actual outcome of the 

interaction (e.g., “Discussing consent with my partner had…” [1: a very negative effect on 

our relationship – 7: a very positive effect on our relationship]).  One item was deleted to 

improve internal consistency, resulting in high reliability, Cronbach’s α = .94.  Finally, to 
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assess their role as the information provider, they were asked to report on the extent to which 

they communicated their consent to their partner. 

Empathic accuracy confidence.  A scale to assess individuals’ confidence in their 

ability to understand their partner’s consent cues and accurately “read” their partner was 

created by the researcher.  Four items asked the participant to indicate his/her confidence in 

terms of a percentage, ranging from no confidence at all (0%) to complete certainty (100%).  

Items included: “In general, I can discern what specific sexual acts my partner consents to 

engage in”; “In the episode I reported on, I knew what specific acts my partner consented to 

engage in with me”; “I have the ability to accurately ‘read’ my partner”; “I know what my 

partner is thinking and feeling”.  Reliability of the scale was moderate, Cronbach’s α = .71.   

Consent and unwanted sexual activity.  Several items in the survey assessed 

participants’ perceptions about the consensual nature of the specific sexual episode (see 

Table 1, p. 140 for descriptive statistics on items related to consent).  These included two 

items that asked the participants to indicate, in the form of a percentage, “What percentage of 

all the sexual activities in this sexual episode were ones in which you were enthusiastic about 

participating?” and “What percentage of all the sexual activities in this sexual episode were 

ones in which you did not want to take part but took part in anyway?”  These items served as 

proxies for identifying unwanted sexual activity (non-consensual sex).  Four items asked 

participants to rate on a scale from 1: strongly disagree to 7 : strongly agree several 

statements regarding consent: “All sexual activities in this sexual episode were ones I was 

enthusiastic about participating”; “There were sexual activities during this episode in which I 

participated in despite my preference that I not do so” [reverse-coded]; “I provided either 

direct or indirect consent to all sexual activities in which I engaged in this episode”; and “I 
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was an active participant in all sexual activities in this sexual episode.”  Reliability of the 

scale was moderate (Cronbach’s α = .81).  In addition, one single item scale (1 : all the time, 

4 : sometimes, 7 : never) assessed perceptions of sexual activity in general in the relationship: 

“In general in your relationship with this person, to what extent do you only engage in sexual 

activity that is mutually agreed upon by an affirmative, unambiguous decision?”  One item 

asked plainly if they sought consent: “Did you seek consent to engage in the sex act you 

described in the episode?” (yes/no).  80.4% (N = 148) of participants answered “yes,” and 

19.6% (N = 36) answered “no” regarding seeking consent.  One item asked if they provided 

consent: “Did you communicate your consent to engage in the sex act you described in the 

episode?” 87.3% (N = 158) of participants reported communicating their consent, whereas 

12.7% (N = 23) said they did not communicate their consent. 

Affirmative consent difference.  Affirmative consent difference was created by 

taking the absolute values of a difference score of men’s and women’s perceptions of 

affirmative consent (i.e., “...to what extent do you feel that you both made an affirmative, 

unambiguous decision to engage in mutually agreed upon sexual activity?”).  The further that 

score is from zero, the greater the partners’ disagreement on whether the episode represented 

an “unambiguous decision” to take part in “mutually agreed upon sexually activity.”  

To further explore affirmative consent difference as a variable that could indicate 

misunderstanding, this variable was also created separately for men and women.  Men’s 

scores were subtracted from women’s scores to calculate female affirmative consent 

difference, and women’s scores were subtracted from men’s scores to calculate male 

affirmative consent difference.  This allowed for examination of the direction of the 

difference – from both the male and female perspectives.   



 

 59 

Several descriptive characteristics are worth noting.  First, 65% (N = 51) of dyads had 

an affirmative consent difference score of zero; that is, there was no discrepancy between 

their ratings on this item.  When pooling all the individuals who had affirmative consent 

difference scores that were in the negative direction (i.e., difference scores between -6 and -

1), 17% of women had negative scores and 17% of men also had negative scores.  To put this 

differently, individuals in these groups of men and women reported that the episode was 

characterized by less mutually consensual sexual activity than their partners reported.  Thus, 

those negative-difference-score individuals may have engaged in sexual activity that their 

partners presumed was mutually agreed upon but they did not perceive it in the same way. 

Attitudes related to rape culture.  To measure rape myth acceptance, participants 

rated 11 items assessing four underlying attitudes that contribute to rape myth acceptance, on 

a six-point scale: She asked for it (e.g., “When girls get raped, it’s often because the way they 

said ‘no’ was unclear”); He didn’t mean to (e.g., “It shouldn’t be considered rape if a guy is 

drunk and didn't realize what he was doing”); It wasn't really rape (e.g., “If a girl doesn’t 

physically resist sex—even if protesting verbally—it can’t be considered rape”); and She lied 

(e.g., “Rape accusations are often used as a way of getting back at guys”).  Reliability of this 

scale was high, Cronbach’s α = .87.  Examination of the descriptive statistics for rape myth 

acceptance revealed that although means were below the midpoint of the 6-point scale, scores 

ranged from 1 to 5.45.  A paired-samples t-test was conducted to compare mean scores on 

rape myth acceptance between men and women.  The test revealed that men’s scores (M = 

2.38, SD = .94) were significantly higher than women’s (M = 2.00, SD = .84); t(77) = -3.27, p 

< .01 (two-tailed). 
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Additional efficacy measures.  Three additional efficacy measures were included 

from Cecil and Pinkerton’s (1998) work on a self-efficacy instrument for protective sexual 

behaviors.  Refusal self-efficacy, or how sure that you would be able to say no to having 

sexual intercourse (scale of 1 - 5) was measured by five items (e.g., “On a normal day?”; 

“After you have been drinking alcohol?”) with high reliability, Cronbach’s α = .90.  The 

same items were asked in terms of perceptions of one’s partner being able to say no, 

measuring perceptions of partner refusal efficacy (Cronbach’s α = .92).  In addition, six items 

assessed discussion self-efficacy (how sure you are that you would be able to discuss the 

following with your current sexual partner) as it related to several topics: “Discuss 

preventing pregnancy?”, “Ask…if he/she has ever had a sexually transmitted disease?”, and 

so on.  Reliability of the scale was high, Cronbach’s α = .92. 

Relationship characteristics.  Closeness and global relational satisfaction was 

measured utilizing five items from Denes (2015) including “How emotionally connected do 

you feel to your partner?” on a scale from 1 - 5 (1 : not at all, 3 : somewhat, 5 : a great deal).  

Reliability of the scale was high, Cronbach’s α = .93.  Sexual satisfaction (Lawrance, Byers, 

& Cohen, 1998) was measured by one question (“How would you describe your sexual 

relationship with your partner?”) and five items with semantic differentials on a scale of 1 - 5 

(e.g., 1 : very good to 6 : very bad; 1: very valuable to 6: very worthless) with high reliability, 

Cronbach’s α = .93.  A shortened version of Catania’s (1998) dyadic sexual communication 

scale measured how participants perceived the discussion of sexual topics with their partners 

(e.g., “I have little difficulty in telling my partner what I do or don’t do sexually”).  The 6-

item short-form scale with items on a scale of 1 - 6 (1: strongly disagree to 6 : strongly 

agree) had high reliability, Cronbach’s α = .81).  Participants were also asked how many 
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times a week on average they engaged in penile/vaginal intercourse as well as other sexual 

activity with their partners, how long they had been sexually active with this partner, and 

how many other sexual partners they have besides the one in this study.   

Additional measures.  Demographic information was collected from participants 

including age, sex, sexual identity, ethnicity, length of relationship, relationship type (friends 

with benefits, dating partners, spouse, or other), and marital status. These measures provided 

descriptive information about the individuals and the relationship characteristics between the 

partners.  Mood over the past month was measured using five items adapted from the 

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (Watson, Clarke, & Tellegen, 1988) which asked 

participants to indicate, for example, “How much time, during the past month…” …were you 

a happy person? On a scale from 1 – 6 (1 : none of the time, 2 : a little bit of the time, 3 : 

some of the time, 4 : a good bit of the time, 5 : most of the time, 6 : all of the time).  The mood 

scale had good reliability, Cronbach’s α = .85. 

In addition to the above-described measured, participants completed a battery of other 

instruments to be examined as part of other interests. These measures included sexual health 

and satisfaction, post sexual activity, and power. 

Sexual health and satisfaction.  Comfort discussing sexual health was measured by 

seven items from Snell (2010) on a five-point scale from 1: I have not discussed this with my 

current sexual partner to 5: I have fully discussed this topic with my current sexual partner.  

Items included “My past sexual experiences”, “concerns that I have about sexually 

transmitted infections and diseases”, and “how I feel about pregnancy at this time.” 

Reliability of the scale was moderate, Cronbach’s α = .79.   
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Post sexual activity measures.  Four items from Muise, Giang, and Impett (2014) 

assessed affectionate behaviors following sexual activity, where participants were asked to 

indicate how long they engaged in certain behaviors (e.g., cuddling; intimate talk) after 

sexual activity, in minutes, as well as one item that asked how satisfied they were with these 

post sexual activity behaviors.  Nine items (1: strongly disagree to 7: strongly agree) 

measured communication following sexual activity, in terms of valence and risk-benefit 

assessment (Denes & Afifi, 2014).  Example items include, “I expressed some positive 

feelings for my partner to him/her” and “I saw some risks in telling my partner my feelings 

for him/her” (reverse-coded).  With one item deleted, reliability of the scale was high 

(Cronbach’s α = .87).   

Power.  Participants indicated whom they perceived held more power in the 

relationship through four items from Dunbar and Abra (2010) measure of dyadic power.  

Sample items included  “Who has more power overall?” and “Who can more easily persuade 

the other?” with ratings ranging from  1 (my partner) to 7 (me), with the scale midpoint 

representing  “both of us equally.”  After one item was deleted to improve reliability of the 

scale, internal consistency was moderate (Cronbach’s α = .73).  Correlations among the 

predictor and outcome variables used in the analysis are presented in Table 2 (p. 141). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

RESULTS 

Data Analysis Plan 

Dyadic data.  Dyadic data present a number of unique challenges for researchers. As 

such, when studying dyads, one of the most fundamental aspects of data analysis is 

nonindependence, or the idea that members of a dyad share commonalities and are not 

simply two independent individuals (Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006).  More formally, 

nonindependence exists when the two scores from two members of a dyad are more similar 

(or dissimilar) to one another than two scores from two people outside the dyad.  In social 

interaction, individuals are both actors who produce behavior, and partners who act as 

stimuli for others’ behavior (Malloy & Albright, 2001).  In other words, each individual 

exerts some degree of influence on their partner, which often results in the scores on a given 

variable being more similar within a particular dyad than across dyads.   

There are a number of sources of nonindependence that should be a relevant concern 

for researchers, including the compositional effect, the partner effect, mutual influence, and 

common fate (Kenny, 1996).  The compositional effect refers to the notion that dyad 

members are often similar on various traits before they were paired.  Even if individuals are 

not similar in traits before entering the partnership, the partner effect is concerned with the 

fact that one’s social partner serves as a stimuli for that person’s behavior.  For example, the 

expressivity of one partner should affect the empathic accuracy of the other partner.  Mutual 

influence refers to the reciprocity that occurs within the dyad through the process of 

feedback, such as the way liking or commitment between relational partners might be 

communicated and reciprocated.  Finally, the idea of common fate suggests that dyad 
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members exposed to the same environmental factors, such as living in the same house, will 

influence some outcome. An alternative to combining the scores of dyad measures as a way 

to manage nonindependent observations was born when researchers began to retain the 

individual unit measures but treat them as being nested within the dyad (Cook & Kenny, 

2005). 

The problems associated with violations of nonindependence include inaccurate 

degrees of freedom and test statistic (t or F) as well as the statistical significance (the p-

value) being biased (Kenny et al., 2006).  Several steps are necessary to assess 

nonindependence.  First, it is important to determine whether dyad members can be 

distinguished by some meaningful variable or not, or what is referred to as distinguishability 

(Kenny et al., 2006).  Appropriate data-analytic tools depend on whether dyads are 

distinguishable or not.  For example, heterosexual dating or married   can be distinguished by 

gender, siblings can be distinguished by birth order, and parents can be distinguished from 

children.  In the present study, participants can be distinguished by gender. 

Once distinguishability has been established, nonindependence is assessed 

statistically.  The intraclass correlation (ICC) is used to measure nonindependence for 

indistinguishable dyad members, and the Pearson product-moment correlation is used to 

measure nonindependence for dyads with distinguishable members (Cook & Kenny, 2005).  

However, it is difficult to detect nonindependence with either the product-moment 

correlation or the ICC, so with an alpha level of .20 and less than 35 dyads researchers 

should assume nonindependence even if the statistical test does not confirm this (Kenny, 

Kashy, & Bolger, 1998).  One can model the ICC as a linear mixed model, as a multilevel 

model, or as a SEM.  
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APIM.  The actor-partner independence model (APIM) is a data-analysis strategy 

that is especially well suited for non-independent data. It preserves the individual unit 

measures but allows them to be nested within the dyad; this enables estimating both 

individual and dyadic factors (Cook & Kenny, 2005).  In the APIM, the dyad is treated as the 

unit of analysis and participants’ scores on independent variables are used to predict their 

own (actor effects) and their partners’ (partner effects) scores on the dependent variable, after 

accounting for the dyad’s interdependence on the independent variable.  The actor effects are 

at the individual level of analysis and the partner effects are at the dyadic level.  As such, the 

partner effects estimate a form of interdependence.  Actor and partner effects are estimated 

controlling for the other.  The analysis of APIM can be done with three statistical techniques: 

regression, structural equation modeling (SEM), and multilevel modeling (MLM).  The 

present study utilizes the APIM paradigm within SEM. 

Structural equation modeling.  SEM is a collection of statistical techniques that 

allows for estimating models of linear relationships among variables (MacCallum & Austin, 

2000).  These relationships can be between one or more independent variables (continuous or 

discrete) and one or more dependent variables (continuous or discrete).  More specifically, 

SEM examines construct measurement and structural paths (regressions) between latent 

variables in order to test a series of causal paths simultaneously (Kline, 2011).  SEM enables 

the researcher to test relationships between variables as well as assess overall model fit using 

indices of fit.  In contrast to exploratory factor analysis, SEM is a confirmatory technique; 

therefore, it is important that the relationships among the variables are strongly theoretically 

grounded (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  SEM combines factor analysis, canonical 

correlation, and multiple regression.  Because it combines these approaches, SEM allows for 
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testing direct relationships among variables while accounting for measurement error 

simultaneously.  

SEM allows for the modeling of both measured (or observed) variables and latent 

variables (those that cannot be directly measured).  Latent variables or factors represent 

constructs that are meant to represent a continuum on that is not directly observable (Kline, 

2011).  Examples of latent variables include intelligence, satisfaction, and attachment – 

constructs in which there is no single, indisputable measure.  Typically, a construct is 

represented by multiple measured variables, also known as manifest variables or indicators, 

of the construct.  These variables are directly measured such as age or relationship length.  

Latent variables are specified by regressing these variables onto multiple indicators.  

Whereas standard statistical techniques, such as analysis of variance (ANOVA) and multiple 

regression (MR), can only analyze observed variables, the advantage of SEM is that it 

enables the researcher to analyze both observed and latent variables (Kline, 2011).  

The model itself represents hypothesized patterns of directional and nondirectional 

linear relationships among a set of factors (latent variables) and indicators (manifest 

variables).  Predictor and outcome variables are also differentiated in SEM models.  

Variables that predict other variables in the model but are not predicted by any other 

variables are called exogenous variables, whereas those predicted by other variables 

(regardless of whether they predict other variables) in the model are called endogenous 

variables (Schreiber et al., 2006).  The nondirectional relationships are correlational, whereas 

the directional relationships indicate directional influence of one variable on another.  

Constructing the full SEM model requires specifying two parts of the model: a 

measurement model and a structural model.  The relationships between the indicators and the 
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factors form the measurement model.  This is the part of SEM that draws on confirmatory 

factor analysis in order to ensure that the constructs have been properly measured before the 

structural paths can be tested (Kline, 2011).  After the measurement model has been 

specified, the hypothesized paths between the latent variables are tested in a structural model 

(Kline, 2011). The process of utilizing SEM involves several stages: (a) initial model 

conceptualization, (b) parameter identification and estimation, (c) data-model fit assessment, 

and (d) model modifications if needed (Mueller & Hancock, 2008).  

Overview of data analysis.  Thus, SEM utilizing the APIM paradigm (see Figure 3, 

p. 144) was utilized to analyze hypotheses one, two, three, and five, which predicted 

relationships among TMIM variables in the context of sexual consent communication: 

uncertainty discrepancy regarding a partner’s sexual consent is positively associated with 

anxiety (H1); anxiety is negatively associated with outcome expectancies (H2a) and 

perceptions of efficacy (H2b); outcome expectancies are positively associated with efficacy 

(H3), and perceptions of efficacy are related to more direct information seeking (H5).  The 

data utilized for these hypotheses were separated by gender to produce two identical SEM 

models with paths that model the interdependence (actor-partner effects) within a dyad.  The 

reason these analyses were conducted using SEM is that it allowed for multiple paths to be 

tested simultaneously, as well as for the examination of both the direct and indirect effects of 

uncertainty discrepancy and anxiety on information seeking.  Additionally, it enabled dyadic 

analysis, which models interdependence.  Subsequent hypotheses were tested using 

regression, as they examined specific relationships between variables but did not require 

multiple paths to be tested simultaneously. 
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Hypothesis four predicted that those with moderate levels of uncertainty discrepancy 

(largest gap between what they know and what they want to know about their partner’s 

consent) would be the most likely to seek information from their partners, followed by those 

with low and high levels of uncertainty discrepancy.  In other words, whereas the TMIM 

predicts a linear negative relationship between uncertainty discrepancy and information 

seeking (albeit mediated through perceptions of outcome expectancies and efficacy), the 

current study predicted that  a quadratic relationship better fit the data.  Thus, quadratic 

regression equations were conducted utilizing the entire sample, as well as separately for men 

and women.  Regressions were also conducted using Rape Myth Acceptance, or beliefs that 

serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression, as a theoretically-relevant covariate.   

Hypothesis six predicted that the process of motivated inaccuracy leads to increased 

chances of unwanted sexual activity (i.e., quadrant III in Figure 1, p. 142).  More specifically, 

the likelihood that the sexual encounter involved some amount of unwanted sexual activity 

by one of the dyadic members is argued to be associated with misperception such that the 

target does not want to engage in a particular sexual activity (direct perspective of partner 1) 

but the perceiver believes that they do (inaccurate meta-perspective of partner 2).  Several 

regressions tested the conditions necessary for this prediction.  To answer this question, one 

partner’s perceptions about outcome expectancies and their own coping efficacy were used as 

predictors of the other partner’s reports of unwanted sexual activity in regressions.  The logic 

is that those with negative outcome expectancies and low coping efficacy should be the most 

likely to be motivated to be inaccurate about their partners.  Greater inaccuracy should be 

associated with higher reports of their partner’s unwanted sexual activity.    
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The remaining hypotheses specified direct relationships: that directness of 

information seeking is positively associated with empathic accuracy (H7), and that empathic 

accuracy is negatively associated with nonconsensual sex (H8).  One research question 

(RQ1) asked how confident individuals are regarding their ability to discern whether they 

have obtained sexual consent from their partner.  This research question was addressed by 

assessing means of empathic accuracy confidence.  Paired samples t-tests were also 

performed to compare the confidence levels of men and women in the sample.  

Four hypotheses included empathic accuracy as one of the variables in the 

predictions.  However, empathic accuracy scores could not be calculated in the way 

envisioned at the onset of the data collection.  To be clear, the methodology for obtaining 

empathic accuracy scores was not a replication of previously successful studies; it 

represented a novel hybrid approach to capturing (mis)understanding in a difficult-to-study 

context: sexual activity.  The problems with the qualitative data collected for the empathic 

accuracy calculations are outlined below, along with the strategy applied to allow an 

assessment of empathic accuracy that most closely reflected the construct, as intended.  

A preliminary review of the qualitative data revealed several limitations that 

ultimately led to a conclusion that these data were unusable for their originally intended 

purpose (the assessment of empathic accuracy).  The most significant weakness in the data 

was lack of detail in the participants’ descriptions of their own and their partners’ thoughts 

and feelings.  Frequently, participants gave one-word responses (e.g., “excited”) rather than a 

detailed description from which coders could assign scores.  The lack of detail in 

participants’ responses provided little basis to establish variability across the data points; this 

prevented empathic accuracy from being scored at all.  Likely, this problem could have been 
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due to an inability to actually retrieve these thoughts and feelings from memory, a lack of 

motivation to report on them, or a combination thereof.  Additionally, the survey instrument 

was lengthy, and college students tend to participate in many surveys.  Previous work has 

revealed problems associated with participant fatigue in surveying college students (see 

Porter, Whitcomb, & Weitzer, 2004 for overview of survey fatigue).   

While this failure prevented the researcher from having access to a coded empathic 

accuracy score that reflected traditional strategies for operationalization of that construct, 

other measures offered insights into the agreement and (mis)understanding between partners 

in this context (i.e., empathic accuracy).  More specifically, the following measures were 

utilized in these analyses as proxies for the traditional assessment of empathic accuracy: (1) 

similarity in perceptions of affirmative consent, (2) empathic accuracy confidence, and (3) 

perceptions of refusal self-efficacy and partner refusal self-efficacy.   

Similarity in perceptions of affirmative consent was calculated by subtracting the 

male and female ratings on the item assessing perceptions of affirmative consent (i.e., “...to 

what extent do you feel that you both made an affirmative, unambiguous decision to engage 

in mutually agreed upon sexual activity?”, then using the absolute values of that difference 

score to measure overall agreement.  Empathic accuracy confidence was a composite 

measure from the survey (a percentage; e.g., “I can discern what specific sexual acts my 

partner consents to engage in;” “I know what my partner is thinking and feeling”).  

Perceptions of refusal efficacy reflected beliefs about one’s ability to say ‘no’ doing a sexual 

encounter (direct perspectives) and perceptions about one’s partner’s ability to say no (meta-

perspectives).  
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Data Preparation 

In preparation for data analysis, reliabilities for the variables of interest were assessed 

and then composite variables were formed.  Correlation strength and direction among 

variables of interest were assessed to confirm the predicted relationships among the variables 

before proceeding with analyses.  Missing data for the dyadic variables of interest, 

specifically, the TMIM variables that were to be used in the SEMs, were replaced using the 

expectation maximization (EM) procedure of single imputation utilizing a module in SPSS.  

In this approach, observed relationships among all the variables are used with an injection of 

random error to impute maximum likelihood values (Acock, 2005).  The “automatic” option 

available in SPSS’s MVA (Missing Value Analysis) module was selected, where an 

imputation method is automatically chosen based on a scan of the data.  This was done in 

part to avoid listwise deletion, which would reduce sample size and thus, statistical power in 

an already small sample.  Imputation methods have been shown to be superior to alternative 

traditional methods of data replacement (e.g., pairwise deletion, indicator/dummy variable 

adjustment, and mean substitution) which are only appropriate under specialized 

circumstances (Acock, 2005).  Single imputation incorporates a random disturbance term for 

each imputed value to account for the uncertainty associated with the imputation (Acock, 

2005).  This procedure assumes that missing data are “missing completely at random” (Little 

& Rubin, 1989-1990, p. 297).  The resulting imputed values are then treated as real data 

points.   

After grouping individuals into dyads and matching sexual episodes, there were 96 

dyads in the dataset.  However, additional dyads were removed from some analyses.  Two 

data files were maintained, and the removal of these additional cases was only done on one 
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of the files.  Cases were excluded from the dyadic file when the number of variables with 

missing data was too high to allow for accurate imputation of the TMIM variables (7 dyads, 

N = 14).  Additionally, 11 same-sex dyads who self identified as LGBTQ (N = 22) were 

removed from the dyadic dataset since the analytic procedure required distinguishing 

members of a dyad in a systematic fashion (in this case, by sex).  This decision was also 

theoretically- based because examining sex differences was important in the rationale for this 

study.  Following the data cleaning procedures, a sample of 78 dyads (N = 156) remained for 

the dyadic analyses.  However, all 96 dyads (N = 192) were included in analyses in which the 

unit of analysis was the individual.   

Preliminary Analyses 

Confirmatory factor analysis.  Prior to specifying a structural model, confirmatory 

factory analysis (CFA) was conducted (using AMOS 24) in order to investigate the three 

types of efficacy outlined in TMIM (communication, target, and coping) and whether they 

formed a single latent efficacy construct.  Previous tests of TMIM have also conducted factor 

analysis due to inconsistency regarding whether the items measuring different types of 

efficacy from a single latent construct or multiple constructs (e.g., Fowler, Gasiorek, & Afifi, 

2016).  Some studies have used the different types of efficacy separately in analyses, or have 

focused on one or more of the types of efficacy, due to poor fit for a single latent efficacy 

construct (see W. A. Afifi & Afifi, 2009).  In the current study, six items were specified as 

indicators of communication efficacy, four items were specified as indicators of target 

efficacy, and two items were specified as indicators of coping efficacy.  The original model 

fit was not acceptable, χ2 (51) =709.18, p < .001, RMSEA = .19, CFI = .81.  Examination of 

the paths and modification indices showed that the best fitting model was constituted by 
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removing the latent factors for target efficacy and coping efficacy, retaining only the items 

for communication efficacy.  Additionally, two items from communication efficacy were 

also removed that measured direct communication efficacy; the items that remained all 

measured indirect communication efficacy.  As a result of this analysis, a decision was made 

to retain four communication efficacy items only as the strongest indicators of the latent 

efficacy construct.  The resulting model fit the data well, χ2 (1) = .05, p < .001, RMSEA = 

.00, CFI = 1.0, and was deemed acceptable enough to utilize as the latent factor for indirect 

communication efficacy in the structural equation models.   

Retaining only items that were indicators of communication efficacy was a decision 

driven not only by the data (i.e., because communication efficacy was found to be the 

strongest factor), but it was also theoretical.  Historically, support for the different types of 

efficacy outlined in TMIM has been inconsistent; however, communication efficacy has been 

the strongest predictor of information-seeking across studies (see Afifi & Robbins, 2015).  

Due to the nature of common obstacles to initiating conversations in this context, including 

the adoption of sexual scripts and the tendency to utilize indirect communication, it makes 

logical sense that communication efficacy would play the most meaningful role in 

information seeking about consent.  Therefore, all SEM analyses involving TMIM only 

included communication efficacy. 

Hypothesis One, Two, Three, and Five: TMIM Applied to Consent Interactions 

Hypotheses one, two, three, and five made the following predictions, in line with 

TMIM: an uncertainty discrepancy regarding a partner’s sexual consent is positively 

associated with anxiety (H1); anxiety is negatively associated with outcome expectancies 

(H2a) and perceptions of efficacy (H2b); outcome expectancies are positively associated 
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with efficacy (H3), and perceptions of efficacy are related to information seeking (H5).  Fit 

guidelines for indices were determined a priori and were used to assess the empirical model’s 

fit with the theoretical model: models should exceed .95 for the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 

and be lower than .08 for the root mean squared error of approximation (RMSEA) (see 

Holbert & Stephenson, 2002).  Chi-square was also reported.  Maximum likelihood 

estimation was used to estimate the models.  Models were run separately for the measure of 

information seeking of interest: indirect information seeking.  

Model testing. Using the APIM paradigm, dyadic structural equation model was 

conducted (using AMOS 24) to test these predictions applied to the context of sexual 

consent.  A hybrid model was constructed, in which both measurement and structural 

parameters are modeled (Stephenson & Holbert, 2003).  In order to reduce the number of 

paths, especially given the dyadic approach to SEM, a decision was made to utilize, in part, 

the latent composite model type.  In this type of model, composite measures of variables may 

be used, but the technique allows for the researcher to take advantage of latent modeling, 

which accounts for both random and systematic error (Stephenson & Holbert, 2003).  This 

approach is seen as appropriate for global representations of constructs, and is a technique 

that Stephenson and Holbert (2003) argue is underutilized in the communication discipline, 

where much research relies upon observed variable models.  As such, in the current study 

composite variables were created as single-item latent composite indicators for anxiety, 

efficacy, as well as avoidance (one of the measures for information seeking).  Per the latent 

composite variable technique, the error variance for each of the composite observed variables 

(treated as single-item indicators regressed onto the latent factors) was fixed to a score 

computed by multiplying (1 - α) by the variance of the indicator (Bollen, 1989; Stephenson 
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& Holbert, 2003).  This technique controls for measurement error.  Single-item indicators 

measured uncertainty discrepancy, outcome expectancies, information seeking directness, 

and indirect information seeking; thus, those indicators were treated as observed variables in 

the models.   

The hypothesized model: Indirect information seeking.  The hypothesized model 

(see Figure 3, p. 144) included the TMIM relationships modeled separately for men and 

women as well as the between-sex dyadic paths suggested by the Actor-Partner 

Interdependence Model.  Before any modifications, the hypothesized model fit the data: χ2(N 

= 78; df = 20) = 13.07, p > .05, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = .00. 

Tests of mediation: Efficacy as a partial mediator.  TMIM predicts that efficacy 

partly mediates the influence of outcome expectancy’s impact on information seeking.  To 

establish efficacy as a partial mediator, zero-order correlations between the variables of 

interest must be significant, and then it must be established that the mediator accounts for 

some influence of the predictor on the outcome (Baron & Kenny, 1986).  Finally, the 

relationship between the independent variable and the outcome should dampen with the path 

added between the mediator and the outcome.  If these three conditions are met, a Sobel test 

(Sobel, 1982) should provide support for a statistical mediation.   

Therefore, to establish efficacy’s role as a partial mediator, each of the three paths 

(independent variable to mediator, independent variable to outcome, and mediator to 

outcome) were first investigated.  In the first step in the test of mediation, the association 

between outcome expectancy (the independent variable) and efficacy (the mediator) was 

significant for women, β = .50, p < .001, but not men, β = .18, n.s.  Outcome expectancy’s 

path to indirect information seeking (the outcome) was significant for women, β = .40, p < 
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.001 but not men, β = .17, n.s.  The path between efficacy and information seeking was 

significant for both women, β = .31, p < .01 and men, β = .46, p < .001.  The addition of the 

efficacy path decreased the outcome expectancy-to-information seeking association for 

women, β = .32, p < .05.  It was insignificant for men, β = .09, n.s.  Given the evidence of a 

partial mediation for women, a Sobel test was conducted and confirmed efficacy’s role as a 

partial mediator of outcome expectancy’s association with information seeking (Sobel = 

2.94, p < .01). 

The final model: Indirect information seeking.  After nonsignificant paths had 

been removed and modification indices considered, the final model (with indirect 

information seeking as the outcome; see Figure 4, p. 145) proved to be a better fit to the data, 

meeting the a priori criteria of fit, χ2(N = 78; df = 47) = 39.31, p > .05, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA 

= .00.  Parameter estimates indicated that relationships between the variables were all in the 

expected directions.  Ratios of chi square values to df that are less than two are also 

indicative of data showing strong fit to models (Tabachnik & Fidell, 2000).  The ratio of this 

final model was .84, indicating a strong fit to the model. 

This model indicated partial support of H1; uncertainty discrepancy did significantly 

elevate anxiety for women but not men in the sample.  Similarly, anxiety was significantly 

negatively associated with outcome expectancies for women but not men (H2a).  Anxiety 

was significantly negatively associated with perceptions of communication efficacy (H2b) 

for both men and women, although the association was stronger for women.  There was some 

support for the hypothesis that outcome expectancies are positively associated with efficacy 

(H3), as this was true for women but not men.  Finally, efficacy is a significant predictor of 

indirect information seeking (H5) for men, but not women.  In terms of the paths modeled 
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from the APIM, female anxiety was a significant predictor of male efficacy, so it was the 

only dyadic (across-sex) path that was retained in the final model.  As a covariate, Rape 

Myth Acceptance was a significant positive predictor of uncertainty discrepancy for women 

and a significant negative predictor of indirect information seeking for both women and men.   

Hypothesis Four: Uncertainty Discrepancy and Information Seeking 

Hypothesis four considered whether the relationship from uncertainty discrepancy to 

information seeking, in the context of sexual consent, would be better explained by a 

nonlinear (quadratic) relationship than a linear relationship (as TMIM predicts).  Stepwise 

regression was used to build the models, which allowed for examination of the successive 

influence of adding or removing variables.  This was deemed an appropriate procedure 

because the predictive influence of the quadratic term for uncertainty discrepancy variable 

could be compared to the linear influence of uncertainty discrepancy, as well as examining 

the influence of the covariate.  In order to reduce collinearity among the predictors, the raw 

scores for uncertainty were mean-centered, and the quadratic term for uncertainty was 

squared after centering (see Dalal & Zickar, 2012 for discussion of centering).  Centering the 

variables in this way results in terms that are pure versions of the orthogonal components 

they are intended to represent.    

Rape myth acceptance (i.e., the covariate) was entered into the first block, (mean-

centered) uncertainty discrepancy was entered into the second block, and the (mean- 

centered) quadratic term for uncertainty discrepancy was entered into the third block, with 

information seeking as the dependent variable.  Three forms of information seeking (i.e., 

directness, indirect information seeking, and avoidance) were tested as dependent variables.  

In each regression analysis, any predictors that did not explain a significant amount of 
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variance on the outcome were removed; the retained variables were used for the final 

regression.  Tests were performed on the whole sample, as well as separately for males and 

females.   

First, regressions were conducted using uncertainty discrepancy as the predictor of 

information seeking directness.  On the whole sample, the final regression model did not 

include the covariate and revealed a nonsignificant relationship between uncertainty 

discrepancy and information seeking directness, F(2, 143) = 1.12, n.s., R2 = .02.  Neither the 

quadratic term (β = .21, t(143) = .43, n.s.) nor the linear term (β = .08, t(143) = .18, n.s.) were 

significant predictors.   

Using indirect information seeking as the dependent variable, the final regression 

model included rape myth acceptance as a covariate and revealed a significant relationship 

between uncertainty discrepancy and indirect information seeking, F(3, 170) = 5.63, p < .01, 

R2 = .09.  Rape myth acceptance (β = -.18, t(170) = -2.42, p < .05), the linear term for 

uncertainty discrepancy (β = .27, t(170) = 2.35, p < .05), and the quadratic term for 

uncertainty discrepancy (β = .33, t(170) = 2.95, p < .01) were all significant predictors of 

indirect information seeking.  The quadratic term predicted indirect information seeking 

significantly over and above the influence of the linear term (R2  change = .05).  Thus, a 

quadratic relationship better explained uncertainty discrepancy’s effect on indirect 

information seeking than a linear relationship.  

With avoidance as the dependent variable, the final regression model did not include 

rape myth acceptance as a covariate and revealed a significant relationship between 

uncertainty discrepancy and avoidance, F(2, 175) = 5.75, p < .01.  Both the linear term (β = -

1.01, t(175) = -2.24, p < .05) and the quadratic term (β = -1.15, t(175) = -2.96, p < .01) for 



 

 79 

uncertainty discrepancy were significant predictors of avoidance.  The quadratic term 

predicted avoidance significantly over and above the influence of the linear term (R2  change 

= .04). 

In sum, there was some support for the hypothesis; uncertainty discrepancy’s 

relationship to indirect information seeking and avoidance is better explained by a quadratic 

relationship than a linear one.  This was not true for information seeking directness, where 

uncertainty discrepancy was not a significant linear or quadratic predictor.  

Hypothesis Six: Motivated Inaccuracy and Unwanted Sexual Activity 

Hypothesis six predicted that the process of motivated inaccuracy leads to increased 

likelihood of unwanted sexual activity (i.e., quadrant III in Figure 1, p. 142).  In normal, 

everyday interactions where no threat exists, individuals should be highly motivated to 

accurately infer their relational partner’s thoughts and feelings (Ickes & Simpson, 1997, 

2001).  Put simply, there is no reason not to want to understand what is in their partner’s 

head.  And in general, perceivers’ motivation is positively related to accuracy (Ickes, Gesn, 

Grahm, 2000).  However, in certain situations, accuracy can put individuals in difficult 

situations in which they would rather avoid having to cope.  Theoretically speaking, when an 

individual believes that a target has thoughts that are “relationship-threatening,” he or she has 

a reason to inaccurately perceive that person – in order to avoid knowing those relationship-

threatening-thoughts with certainty and dealing with the consequences (Ickes et al., 2003).  A 

situation of impending sexual activity is precisely one type of situation that is hypothesized 

to elicit motivated inaccuracy.  

 Due to weaknesses in the originally-intended measure of accuracy, the rationale 

underlying the hypothesis was used to select an independent variable that closely captured 
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the intent reflected in the prediction.  Specifically, the notion is that individuals who have an 

inclination that their partner is not sexually interested may be motivated to discount that 

perception (motivation to be inaccurate) in pursuit of their sexual or relational goals.  If that 

is the case, then participants who recalled negative expectancies related to their partner’s 

interest in/consent to sexual activity leading up to the identified sexual episode would be 

more likely to have partners who reported that the sexual activity included non-consensual 

sexual acts, possible reflecting a process whereby the actor ignored those expectations as part 

of a drive toward motivated inaccuracy. 

Due to concerns with nonindependence of data, separate regressions were conducted 

for the male and female samples to investigate whether negative outcome expectancies 

predicted unwanted sexual activity.  Regressions were conducted with outcome expectancies 

regarding how an interaction of consent would go with their partner (e.g., “My expectations 

about how a conversation about consent with my partner would go were…” very positive : 

very negative) as the predictor and unwanted sexual activity (reported by the other partner).  

Unwanted sexual activity was measured through the item: “What percentage of all the sexual 

activities in this sexual episode were ones in which you did not want to take part but that you 

took part in anyway?”  Rape myth acceptance was included in the first step of each 

regression, and was removed if nonsignificant; final models are reported.  

The final model for the female sample did not include the covariate showed a 

nonsignificant association between their outcome expectancies and men’s report of unwanted 

sexual activity during the episode in question, β = -.11, t(75) = -.94, n.s., and the model did 

not explain significant variance, F(1, 75) = .89, n.s., R2 = .01.  In contrast, the analysis for the 

male sample, which also did not include the covariate, was consistent with the prediction, 
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such that negative outcome expectancies were associated with a higher degree of unwanted 

sexual activity in the episode, as reported by their female partners, β = -.38, t(75) = -3.54, p < 

.01.  This model explained 14% of the variance on unwanted sexual activity, F(1, 75) = 

12.52, p < .01, R2 = .14 

Additionally, coping efficacy replaced outcome expectancies (i.e., “I felt like I could 

handle whatever I might find about my partner's consent”) as the predictor of unwanted 

sexual activity.  The logic is that individuals who perceived themselves as having difficulty 

coping with potential sexual refusal from their partner may be motivated by their sexual 

goals to look past or ignore resistance cues, reflecting motivated inaccuracy and increasing 

the chances that their partners report the occurrence of unwanted sexual activity in the 

episode.  

Regressions were again conducted for male and female samples separately.  Rape 

myth acceptance entered in the first step as a covariate of interest, but was removed from the 

final models because it was nonsignificant for both the male and female sample.  Similar to 

outcome expectancies, results indicated that women’s perceptions of coping efficacy were 

not related to men’s unwanted sexual activity, β = .02, t(75) = .14, n.s., F(1, 75) = .02, n.s., 

R2 = .00, but men’s perceptions of coping efficacy approached significance as a negative 

predictor of women’s unwanted sexual activity, β = -.22, t(74) = -1.95, p = .06.  The model 

for the male sample explained 5% of the variance on unwanted sexual activity, F(1, 74) = 

3.78, p = .06, R2 = .05.   

Finally, tests were conducted to examine the combined effects of outcome 

expectancies and coping efficacy on unwanted sexual activity.  Results revealed a significant 

combined effect of men’s outcome expectancies and coping efficacy on women’s reports of 
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unwanted sexual activity, F(2, 73) = 6.30, p < .01, R2 = .15, explaining 15% of the variance; 

outcome expectancies was a significant predictor (β = -.35, t(73) = -2.90, p < .01) while 

coping efficacy was not (β = -.07, t(73) = -.57, n.s.).  Results revealed a nonsignificant 

combined effect of women’s outcome expectancies and coping efficacy on men’s reports of 

unwanted sexual activity, F(2, 74) = .56, n.s., R2 = .02.  Both coping efficacy (β = .06, t(74) = 

.51, n.s.) and outcome expectancies were nonsignificant predictors (β = -.13, t(74) = -

1.05, n.s.  The covariate was tested in both initial models, but was removed in the final 

models due to nonsignificance.  

In summary, there was some support for the conditions purported to be necessary for 

motivated inaccuracy to occur, and these conditions were associated with measures of 

unwanted sexual activity.  When men had negative outcome expectancies about 

conversations about consent, it was associated with higher reports of unwanted sexual 

activity by their female partners.  Additionally, when men reported less ability to cope with a 

conversation about consent, their partners reported greater occurrence of unwanted sexual 

activity, although this association was not statistically significant.  

Hypothesis Seven: Directness of Information Seeking and Empathic Accuracy 

Hypothesis seven predicted that directness of information seeking is positively 

associated with empathic accuracy.  Again, affirmative consent difference was used as the 

proxy for empathic accuracy.  The more positive the score, the greater the partners’ 

disagreement on whether the episode represented an “unambiguous decision” to take part in 

“mutually agreed upon sexually activity,” thereby representing empathic accuracy.    

Regression analyses were conducted separately for men and women using 

information seeking directness as the predictor and affirmative consent difference score as 
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the dependent variable.  Rape myth acceptance was included in the first step of the original 

models as a covariate and was removed if insignificant. 

Women’s information seeking directness did not significantly predict affirmative 

consent difference, β = .10, t(76) = .76, n.s., F(1, 76) = .59, n.s, R2 = .01.  However, men’s 

information seeking directness was a significant negative predictor of affirmative consent 

difference, β = -.26, t(76) = -2.18, p < .05, and explained 6% of the variance F(1, 76) = 5.05, 

p < .05, R2 = .06.  Rape myth acceptance was nonsignificant and thus not included in these 

final models. 

The smaller the score on the dependent variable, the smaller the difference between 

men and women’s scores on perceptions of affirmative consent – or greater accuracy about 

(overlap with) their partner’s perception.  So although the relationship is in the negative 

direction, this is in the expected direction given that the dependent variable is a difference 

score (where zero equals perfect overlap or agreement of perceptions).  Put differently, men 

who were more direct in seeking information about their partner’s consent were closer to 

matching their partner’s (self-reported) perception of the extent to which the interaction was 

mutually consensual.  Therefore, hypothesis seven was supported. 

Hypothesis Eight: Empathic Accuracy and Non-consensual Sex 

Hypothesis eight predicted that empathic accuracy was negatively associated with 

non-consensual sex.  In other words, those with more accurate inferences about their partners 

are expected to engage in a greater percentage of non-consensual sexual activity.  Two 

indicators of non-consensual activity were used as predictors of non-consensual sex in 

separate regression analyses: reluctant participation (“There were sexual activities during 

this sexual episode in which I participated despite my preference that I not do so.”) and 
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percentage of non-consensual sexual activity (“What percentage of all the sexual activities in 

this episode were ones in which you did not want to take part but took part in anyway?”).  

Rape myth acceptance was included as a covariate in in the models as the first step, and was 

removed from the models if nonsignificant. 

The final model for men did not include rape myth acceptance and revealed that 

affirmative consent difference was a significant predictor of men’s reluctant participation (β 

= .43, t(74) = 2.45, p < .05), and the model explained 10% of the variance on the outcome, 

F(1, 74) = 8.54, p < .01, R2 = .10.  The final model for women retaining rape myth 

acceptance as a covariate approached significance for women F(2, 75) = 2.82, p =.07, R2 = 

.07.  Rape myth acceptance was a significant predictor of women’s reluctant participation (β 

= .25, t(75) = 2.21, p < .05), but with rape myth acceptance held constant, affirmative consent 

difference was not a significant predictor (β = -.08, t(75) = .70, n.s.).   

To further investigate this relationship, the analysis was restricted to those who had a 

difference score on affirmative consent greater than zero, which included 26 dyads.  In other 

words, this group included dyads who had different scores from one another (disagreed) on 

that item, excluding those who had the same scores as one another.  When testing this group 

separately, affirmative consent difference was a significant predictor of reluctant 

participation for men (β = .43, t(24) = 2.35, p < .05), and the model explained 19% of the 

variance on the outcome, F(1, 24) = 5.51, p < .01, R2 = .19.  However, affirmative consent 

difference as a predictor of reluctant participation was not significant for women, (β = -

.32, t(25) = -1.69, n.s, and the model did not explain a significant amount of variance, F(1, 

25) = .2.86, n.s., R2 = .10.  Rape myth acceptance was nonsignificant as a predictor in these 

restricted samples, and thus was not included in the final models.   
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Affirmative consent difference, excluding rape myth acceptance, was not a significant 

predictor of percentage of nonconsensual sexual activity for men (β = -.02, t(75) = -.17, n.s.), 

and the model did not explain variance on the outcome, F(1, 75) = .03, n.s., R2 = .00.  The 

same was true for women, (β = .09, t(75) = .79, n.s.), and the model did not explain variance 

on the outcome, F(1, 75) = .63, n.s., R2 = .01.  Restricting the difference score did not make 

the regressions significant.  In sum, hypothesis eight was somewhat supported, particularly 

for men, using one of the substitute variable for empathic accuracy.   

Research Question One: Confidence in Empathic Accuracy Abilities 

The only research question asked how confident individuals are regarding their ability 

to discern whether they have obtained sexual consent from their partner.  This research 

question was addressed by assessing means of empathic accuracy confidence, the composite 

measure from the survey (a percentage; e.g., “I can discern what specific sexual acts my 

partner consents to engage in;” “I know what my partner is thinking and feeling”).  The mean 

scores for men and women were both above 90%, indicating that as a whole, participants in 

this study were highly confident in their ability to know the thoughts and feelings of their 

partners in this context. Additionally, a paired-samples t-test was used to investigate whether 

men’s and women’s self-reported empathic accuracy confidence significantly differed from 

one another.  Results showed no significant difference between women’s levels of perceived 

confidence (M = 93.48%, SD = 8.37) and men’s (M = 91.97%, SD = 8.17); t(77) = 1.41, n.s. 

Supplemental Analyses 

Refusal efficacy perceptions.  In order to better understand individuals’ perceptual 

accuracy regarding their partner’s skills at refusing sexual behaviors in which they do not 

want to engage, analyses were conducted in order to examine direct perceptions with 
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partners’ meta-perceptions about refusal efficacy (i.e., one’s own ability to say ‘no’ during a 

sexual encounter and beliefs about one’s partner’s ability to do so).  Lack of significant 

differences would signify complete accuracy about a partner’s perceptions of efficacy in this 

context.  Paired samples t-tests were conducted to compare ratings of refusal efficacy 

between men and women – men’s perception of women’s refusal efficacy was compared to 

women’s actual (self-reported) efficacy, and women’s perception of men’s refusal efficacy 

was compared to men’s actual efficacy. 

Results indicate that men’s perception of women’s refusal ability (M = 3.83, SD = 

1.23) is significantly lower than women’s self-reported refusal ability (M = 4.21, SD = .92); 

t(77) = 2.78, p < .05 (two-tailed).  In addition, women’s perception of men’s self-efficacy 

was compared to men’s actual (self-reported) self-efficacy, whereby the reverse pattern 

emerged: women’s perception of men’s refusal ability (M = 4.26, SD = .97) is significantly 

higher than men’s self-reported refusal ability (M = 3.73, SD = 1.18); t(77) = 3.94, p < .001 

(two-tailed).  In other words, men underestimate women’s (perceptions of their) ability to say 

no, and women overestimate men’s (perceptions of their) ability to say no. 

Unwanted sexual activity.  To further explore the prevalence of unwanted sexual 

activity in this sample, frequencies were analyzed within-couple for the item that measured 

the percentage of unwanted sexual activity present in the episode.  The goal was to determine 

how many sexual interactions had at least one person reporting some kind of unwanted 

sexual activity.  It was found that 32% of dyads (N = 25) of 78 total had at least one 

individual in the dyad reporting a percentage greater than zero – indicating that some portion 

of the sexual activity in the episode had been undesired.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION 

Interaction prior to sexual activity is messy, and anything but straightforward.  Sexual 

partners face the difficult task of interpreting each other’s nonverbal behavior, anticipating 

each other’s physical and emotional needs, managing face concerns, communicating 

affection, considering their own desires and limits, and deciding whether to initiate a verbal 

discussion (about consent, birth control, and so on) – all while in a state of physical arousal.  

An unfortunate result stemming from these difficulties (with the acknowledgment that many 

other factors such as personality are also influential) is that unwanted sexual activity is a 

common occurrence, especially for college students (see Fedina, Holmes, & Backes, 2016 for 

meta-analysis of prevalence).  The current study was broadly aimed at unveiling the ways in 

which interpersonal perceptions and communication influence decision making in this 

context and to identify conditions that put communicators at risk for engaging in unwanted 

sexual activity with their partners.  Unwanted sexual activity may result due to: ignoring 

resistance cues (a perception problem) or failing to seek consent (a communication problem).  

Ultimately, information gleaned from this study could be used to inform interventions 

designed to promote consensual sexual activity and prevent the occurrence of unwanted 

sexual activity.  The study found initial evidence of barriers to seeking information about a 

partner’s consent, that misunderstandings between sexual partners do exist in this context, 

and that these misunderstandings are associated with unwanted sexual behavior. 

The rationale for this study argued that unwanted sexual activity may be, in part, both 

a communication problem and a problem of inaccurate empathic inferences.  The tendencies 

for individuals to communicate indirectly prior to sexual activity, avoid information searches 
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from their partners about consent, and fall prey to cognitive biases that lead to errors in 

judgment all may contribute to the occurrence of unwanted sexual activity.  This 

investigation was grounded in the theoretical positions of the Empathic Accuracy Model 

(Ickes & Simpson, 1997) and the Theory of Motivated Information Management (Afifi & 

Weiner, 2004).  One unifying thread between these perspectives, addressed by both theories, 

is the idea that perceived threat (real or imagined) can thwart individuals’ intentions – to seek 

information to reduce uncertainty, or to understand one another (i.e., achieve empathic 

accuracy).   

An additional challenge for men and women understanding one another in this 

context is that a cognitive bias with evolutionary roots (i.e., Error Management Theory) can 

lead to errors in judgment, such that men overinterpret sexual intent in women’s 

communication.  Furthermore, socially-learned sexual scripts (LaFrance, 2010) may also 

influence behavior, which prescribe how a sexual encounter “should” unfold.  For 

heterosexuals, the script suggests that men should initiate sexual encounters, women should 

engage in token resistance behaviors, and men should disregard the resistance (Gagnon, 

1999).  Taken together, these theoretical lenses underscore the difficulty of communicating 

and accurately understanding one another in the context of sexual consent interactions.  

These positions created the foundation for a dyadic empirical test of how consent 

conversations unfold (or fail to occur), as well as what conditions put partners at greater risk 

for engaging in nonconsensual sex.   

Empathic inference is the process that occurs on a daily basis when individuals try to 

infer other people’s thoughts and feelings; empathic accuracy is the extent to which those 

attempts are accurate (Ickes, 1997).  This study attempted to measure empathic accuracy in 
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the context of sexual consent, but the data proved insufficient (i.e., had low validity) for this 

purpose.  Failure of the empathic accuracy method forced the analyses to turn to other 

variables related to (mis)understanding in the context of sexual consent; namely, affirmative 

consent difference, which represented a gap in understanding between partners’ perceptions 

about the extent to which the episode was mutually consensual.  

 These data provided insights that contribute toward a body of knowledge aimed at 

preventing unwanted sexual activity.  The results contribute to knowledge about sexual 

consent in four primary ways: (1) lending initial evidence that misperception about the 

mutually consensual nature of a sexual interaction exist in a college sample, and these gaps in 

understanding are associated with unwanted sex; (2) revealing that beliefs about one’s own 

abilities (i.e., communication efficacy) and beliefs about one’s social role (i.e., sexual scripts, 

and gender roles associated with rape myths) meaningfully impact decision making in this 

context; (3) supporting the idea that an uncertainty management framework has utility in 

predicting information seeking about consent; and (4) applying a dyadic approach to a 

socially meaningful, difficult to reach context.  The results also suggest new questions and 

challenges for future research.  This study captured dyadic data about a difficult-to-study but 

practically relevant communication process, paving the way for future researchers innovate 

new ways to expand the findings and methods to applied research.  The following sections 

will discuss the implications of the findings in greater detail.  

Uncertainty Management and Information Seeking 

This study positioned information seeking as an uncertainty management strategy that 

affects one’s ability to understand one’s partner’s feelings about sexual consent, and tested 

TMIM as a theory to explain this process.  As a whole, the study revealed that TMIM does 



 

 90 

have utility in the context of sexual consent interactions (or lack thereof).  Structural equation 

modeling tested TMIM using indirect information seeking as the outcome, revealing some 

significant paths as well as some sex differences. Results provided evidence that sexual 

encounters are characterized by uncertainty, and provide evidence that evaluations made in 

the face of this uncertainty influence whether they will seek information from a partner about 

consent.  The tests were conducted using the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model, which 

allowed the models to account for interdependence of the data.  To the researcher’s 

knowledge, no prior tests of TMIM have applied a dyadic frame to its research design.  

Indirect information seeking model.  As a whole, the model (see Figure 3, p. 144) 

was a good fit to the data.  Uncertainty discrepancy, a gap between how much knowledge 

individuals have about their partner’s consent and how much knowledge they currently hold, 

significantly raised anxiety for women, but not men.  This anxiety in turn was significantly 

negatively associated with outcome expectancies for women, but not men.  It is worth noting 

that in uncertainty research, the dominant perspective positions uncertainty in terms of 

individuals possessing less knowledge than they want about a particular topic (e.g., Berger & 

Calabrese, 1975).  Thus, uncertainty is typically represented negatively (i.e., characterized by 

a lack of information).  However, as some scholars have noted, uncertainty is conceptualized 

in other ways besides an information deficit; for example, maintaining a certain level of 

uncertainty (and sometimes not seeking information) is a requirement for hope (e.g., 

Brashers, 2007).  The TMIM captures this idea with the notion of the uncertainty 

discrepancy, rather than treating uncertainty as an absolute negative or deficit.   

In addition to wanting less uncertainty than they have, individuals may be perfectly 

content with the amount of uncertainty they currently possess, or they be more certain than 



 

 91 

they wish to be.  It is worth noting that both are possibilities in the context of sexual consent.  

Based on the finding that uncertainty discrepancy did not predict anxiety for men, it also 

plausible that some individuals may have an uncertainty discrepancy (i.e., they have less 

knowledge about their partner’s consent than they wish they did) but this discrepancy does 

not make them feel anxious.  Perhaps this kind of uncertainty discrepancy represents an 

awareness of a lack of knowledge but not one in which emotional processes are engaged.  

This model suggests that men’s information seeking may not originate from feelings of 

anxiety, instead that other processes may drive their information seeking.  

In line with the theory, anxiety was found to be negatively associated with 

perceptions of efficacy for both men and women in the sample, although the association was 

stronger for women.  In other words, the more anxious individuals felt about their uncertainty 

discrepancy, the less efficacious they felt regarding their ability to indirectly communicate 

with their partner about consent.  More positive outcome expectancies were related to greater 

feelings of communication efficacy for women, but not men in the sample.  Communication 

efficacy was found to be a significant predictor of indirect information seeking for men, but 

not women.  However, efficacy was a significant partial mediator of outcome expectancy’s 

association to information seeking for women, but not men.  

Actor-partner effects.  The SEMs were conducted utilizing the APIM paradigm (using 

distinguishable dyads) in order to model dyadic dependence, or the fact that scores from 

individuals within particular dyads should be more correlated than scores from individuals in 

different dyads (Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998).  In traditional analyses, independence of 

individual scores is assumed; as a result, if dyadic data are analyzed using individual 

approaches, parameter estimates and standard errors may be biased (Peugh, DiLillo, & 
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Panuzio, 2013).  In the context of communication about sexual consent, perceptions of one 

another’s sexual interest, relationship characteristics, and uncertainty management strategies 

are inherently interdependent.  Therefore, in this analysis, the model was first tested 

including all actor paths and all partner paths (e.g., male uncertainty discrepancy predicting 

female anxiety).  However, analysis of the partner paths revealed that female anxiety as a 

(negative) predictor of male efficacy was the only significant path, and so it was the only 

path that was retained in the model.  Thus, higher anxiety on behalf of females was related to 

their male counterparts feeling less efficacious about their ability to communicate.  Indeed, 

managing uncertainty related to consent is a dynamic and dyadic process, and the expression 

of anxiety in a partner may signal additional relational challenges or uncertainties they may 

need to manage, which the data suggest may dampen their own feelings of efficacy.   

Uncertainty’s curvilinear relationship to information seeking.  This study applied 

an uncertainty lens in order to identify obstacles to individuals seeking consent.  In a 

departure from the predictions associated with TMIM specifically, a curvilinear relationship 

between uncertainty and information seeking was hypothesized.  Results provided some 

support for the idea that a curvilinear relationship may better explain the relationship 

between uncertainty discrepancy and information seeking.    

Practically speaking, this idea suggests that those who experience a moderate level of 

uncertainty (discrepancy) about a partner’s interest in a particular sexual act will be the most 

likely to seek information from their partners, and that those with low and high levels of 

uncertainty will be less likely to do so.  The findings revealed slightly different patterns for 

the three measures of information seeking (directness, indirect information seeking, and 

avoidance).  With information seeking directness as the outcome, uncertainty discrepancy 
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was not a significant linear or quadratic predictor.  When examining indirect information 

seeking as the outcome, the significant quadratic term emerged that predicted indirect 

information seeking over and above the influence of the linear term.  Similarly, a significant 

negative quadratic relationship was revealed with avoidance as the outcome, predicting 

indirect information seeking over and above the linear term. 

 As a whole, these data provide some support for the hypothesis and suggest 

interesting new avenues for future research.  TMIM suggests that those with the lowest levels 

of uncertainty discrepancy should be more likely to carry out information seeking efforts 

because they should feel more efficacious than their high-uncertainty-discrepancy 

counterparts, whose efficacy becomes depressed by the uncertainty-related anxiety they feel.  

Instead, this study hypothesized (and supported) the idea that those who have the lowest 

levels of uncertainty discrepancy are not the most likely group to seek information in the 

context of sexual consent.   

The rationale for this study suggested that it is not necessarily because they feel 

unable to engage in the conversation (i.e., low levels of efficacy), but rather because they can 

easily reduce uncertainty heuristically by relying on sexual scripts (La France, 2010) to “fill 

in” information about their partners’ internal states.  In doing so, they conveniently avoid the 

process-related costs of direct information seeking, which poses the risk of potentially 

unveiling new uncertainties or facework (Goffman, 1955) concerns they may have to cope 

with and manage.  Because of these barriers, individuals may choose to seek information in 

an indirect way, or avoid seeking altogether.  Indeed, seeking information directly from a 

relational partner is the most efficient way to manage uncertainty, but is typically considered 

the information seeking strategy that is least sensitive and appropriate (Berger & Kellerman, 
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1994).  The curvilinear relationship between uncertainty discrepancy and information 

seeking suggests that a moderate uncertainty discrepancy, relative to a small uncertainty 

discrepancy, might be needed to motivate communicators to engage in the costly and 

sensitive (in terms of face concerns) process of seeking information about consent – even 

though their efficacy to do so might be somewhat depressed.  Perhaps those experiencing a 

small uncertainty discrepancy can be “explain it away” by relying on sexual scripts or other 

heuristics to fill in gaps of information. 

In terms of application, the curvilinear relationship also suggests that if the goal is to 

promote conversations about consent, having either too much or too little uncertainty about 

what a partner consents to will thwart the motivation to seek that information.  Participants in 

this study were highly confident of their ability to accurately understand their partners – with 

a mean score of over 90% on a scale where 0% indicated no confidence at all and 100% 

indicated complete certainty.  Specifically, participants were also highly confident that they 

know exactly what their partners consent to, yet there was also data suggesting that this 

overconfidence may not be warranted, given that some unwanted sexual activity is still 

occurring. 

Thus, intervention efforts should inform individuals of this tendency, which aligns 

with research that finds that individuals are overconfident in their abilities to understand their 

relational partners (Kenny & Acitelli, 2001; Sillars & Scott, 1983) and tend to lack meta-

awareness about this deficit (Ickes, 1993).  In response, the goal would be for individuals to 

re-calibrate their sense of how much they believe they know about their partner’s consent, 

which should in turn promote information seeking efforts.  Conversely, those who have too 

much uncertainty may also abandon an information search because it appears too costly.  Or, 
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as previous work suggests, they may opt to “bargain” for sexual interest in ambiguous and 

confusing ways that are strategically veiled (Farris et al., 2007).  Communicating indirectly 

allows them to gauge interest and anticipate whether their feelings will be reciprocated; they 

can then use this information to change their information seeking strategy if need be.   

Importantly, in the context of sexual consent, this negotiation to reduce uncertainty 

about what and if they consent to specific sexual activities may raise new uncertainties that 

the individual is then forced to manage – questions about previous sexual 

partners/experiences, STI status, the use of birth control, and so on.  Indeed, the idea that 

reducing uncertainty about one topic begets new uncertainties is a challenge – practical and 

theoretical – addressed by uncertainty researchers (see T. D. Afifi & Afifi, 2009).  As 

evidenced by these data, it is useful to think of information seeking in the context of sexual 

consent negotiations as an ongoing process with cascading challenges for communicators, 

rather than as a one-off information exchange.  

(Mis)understanding and Sexual Consent 

Motivated inaccuracy.  This research contributes to the body of knowledge about 

misunderstanding in the context of consent interactions in several ways.  First, it provided 

evidence that the cognitive process of motivated inaccuracy may be occurring in this context, 

and that it is linked to behavior.  In everyday interactions, individuals should be highly 

motivated to know the contents of their relational partner’s thoughts and feelings.  Work on 

empathic accuracy has found that in general, motivation to accurately infer the thoughts and 

feelings of one’s partner is positively associated with increased accuracy (Ickes et al., 2000).  

However, there are situations in which individuals may have reasons to not understand their 
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partners accurately – and the rationale for this study positioned the context of sexual consent 

as one such situation where this is a possibility.   

The Empathic Accuracy Model (Ickes & Simpson, 1997, 2001) suggests conditions 

under which a perceiver’s accuracy will be dampened: (a) when the thoughts and feelings are 

purported to be distressing, (b) when the cues that signal those thoughts and feelings are 

ambiguous, and (c) when the perceiver feels threatened by the consequences of these 

accurate inferences.  In these cases, the theory suggests that perceivers may shift to a 

“motivated inaccuracy” set, whereby they sabotage their own ability to be accurate.  This is 

similar to TMIM’s theoretical notion that those who are most uncertain about a topic, when 

considering negative expectations for how an interaction may unfold, abort the information 

search altogether.  In the present context, those who suspect their partners may not be 

sexually interested or may not provide their consent for the desired sex act may be motivated 

to do what they can to not know their partner’s perspective with certainty.  And if that is the 

case, those who fall prey to motivated inaccuracy should be more likely to engage in sexual 

activity that is unwanted by their partner, because they will not be vigilant for nonverbal cues 

or other communication that signals this to them.  Following the tenets of the theory, if 

accuracy should be diminished when the target’s thoughts are perceived to be distressing, 

those who report more negative outcome expectancies should be less accurate.  Furthermore, 

if accuracy should be diminished when the perceiver feels threatened by the consequences of 

knowing the thoughts, those who report lower levels of coping efficacy should be less 

accurate.  The consequence of lower accuracy should be the possibility of a false positive – 

assuming that the partner wants the sexual activity when in actuality, the sexual activity in 

question is unwanted. 
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These data were able to support the conditions outlined for motivated inaccuracy to 

occur, and these conditions were associated with reports of unwanted sexual activity.  

Regression revealed that men’s perceptions of outcome expectancies were a significant 

negative predictor of women’s reports of unwanted sexual activity.  Men’s perceptions of 

coping efficacy approached significance as a negative predictor of women’s unwanted sexual 

activity.  When these predictors were combined into a multiple regression, they explained 

15% of variance on the outcome.  In other words, the less men perceive themselves able to 

cope with conversations about consent, and the more negative their expectations about how a 

consent conversation may unfold, the more their female partners reported the occurrence of 

unwanted sexual activity.  In the regression that investigated the combined effect of men’s 

outcome expectancies and coping efficacy, the model explained 15% of the variance on 

women’s unwanted sexual activity.  Regressions using females’ outcome expectancies and 

coping efficacy as a predictors of males’ reports of unwanted sexual activity were found to 

be nonsignificant.  Thus, the study found evidence that the process of motivated inaccuracy 

may be occurring among men, but not women.   

Theoretically, the finding that men may be making this error aligns quite well with 

what one might predict through an evolutionary lens.  Error management theory (EMT) 

suggests that men are cognitively biased to overperceive sexual interest in women because 

the costs of a missed sexual opportunity outweigh the costs of a false alarm, but this should 

not be the case for women (Haselton & Buss, 2000).  In other words, a bias toward assuming 

sexual interest results in greater reproductive success for men.  In terms of motivated 

misunderstanding, men who are uncertain but suspect their partner may be uninterested in 

consenting to/engaging in sex (i.e., negative outcome expectancies) may still discount cues 
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that signal them of this and instead rely on a time-tested heuristic: assume her sexual interest, 

even if it is a “false alarm.”  As a result, they ensure that they will not miss a mating 

opportunity.  Relying on this bias is, in essence, enabling motivated misunderstanding to 

occur.  And as hypothesized, this is linked to women’s reports of unwanted sexual activity.  

To be clear, the premise of these findings are presented without actual empathic accuracy 

scores, but nonetheless, the logic still follows along the lines of what the Empathic Accuracy 

Model would predict.  While the causal order of these variables cannot be determined by this 

study, these data support the notion that beliefs about one’s own abilities (i.e., coping 

efficacy) and beliefs about the threat posed by knowing the contents of another’s mind (i.e., 

outcome expectancies) – as well as the potential influence of evolutionary pressures – can set 

up the conditions necessary for motivated inaccuracy to occur in the context of consent. 

Directness as a predictor of affirmative consent difference.  One prediction was 

that directness of information seeking (of the perceiver) would be positively associated with 

empathic accuracy in inferring the mental states of their partner.  This prediction was rooted 

in the idea that accuracy should be affected by the clarity or ambiguity of the cues that signal 

that partner’s thoughts and feelings (Ickes & Simpson, 1997, 2001).  In other words, the 

target can make him/herself an easy-to-understand target, or a more difficult one.  Because 

sexual consent negotiations can make people feel sensitive to social threats (i.e., rejection), it 

is reasonable to assume that some people will be strategically ambiguous about their inner 

states in this context, and thus, more difficult to “read.”  At the risk of stating the overly 

obvious, one way that the perceiver may affect the readability of his/her target is by 

communicating with the target in a way that elicits more direct expressions of those inner 

states, such as asking that person if and what he/she consents to do.  Conversely, those who 
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choose not to ask their partner about consent and prefer to observe their partner’s nonverbal 

behavior for cues to make those inferences potentially run a higher risk of inaccuracy.   

Affirmative consent difference was used as a proxy for empathic accuracy; this 

variable captured a difference in perception between sexual partners on the extent to which 

they believed the interaction was mutually consensual.  In a sense, this variable acted as a 

meta-perception of empathic accuracy, because it is truly a statement about how much 

understanding each member of the dyad assumes they have achieved in a consent 

negotiation.  This study found support for information seeking directness as a negative 

predictor of affirmative consent difference for men but not women.  What this means is that 

men who reported being more direct in their consent information seeking efforts tended to 

have perceptions that more closely aligned with their partner’s in terms of affirmative 

consent.  While this finding is encouraging for communication scholars because it 

underscores the importance of talking about consent in achieving understanding, this study 

cannot determine directionality of this effect.  It is also plausible that dyads who understand 

each other better in terms of their sexual preferences and limits tend to be more open and 

direct in the way they approach this topic.  That possibility is an empirical question.  

Affirmative consent difference as a predictor of non-consensual sex.  One 

hypothesis predicted that empathic accuracy was negatively associated with non-consensual 

sex.  In other words, those who infer the thoughts and feelings of their partners more 

accurately should be less likely to engage in non-consensual sexual activity.  Because 

empathic accuracy was not measured as planned, affirmative consent difference was utilized 

as the predictor.  This variable was created by calculating the absolute value of a difference 

score between men and women’s perspectives on the extent to which they had engaged in 
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mutually agreed upon sexual activity.  Thus, dyads who have a difference score greater than 

zero are dyads who do not agree on this item; at least one of the individuals reported that the 

sexual encounter was less than completely mutually consensual.   

Greater difference scores were found to predict reluctant participation, one of the 

indicators of non-consensual sex, for men, but not women.  In other words, men who were 

members of dyads with larger differences between their perceptions of affirmative consent 

were more likely to report engaging in sexual activity in which they were not totally 

comfortable.  When the analysis was restricted to only those who did have an affirmative 

consent difference score greater than zero (excluding those for whom a disagreement did not 

exist), this relationship was amplified.  In this model, affirmative consent difference 

explained 19% of the variance on reluctant participation.  When percentage of nonconsensual 

sexual activity was replaced as the outcome variable, this relationship was nonsignificant.  

The significant finding with respect to reluctant participation underscores the need for 

individuals to accurately understand one another in the context of sexual consent.  Previous 

work has found that understanding one another is associated with social competence and 

relationship quality (Hall et al., 2009), and generally promotes stability in relationships 

(Ickes, 2003).  

Understanding Sexual Consent Interactions 

Above all, this study illuminated the complex nature of sexual consent interactions; 

providing, obtaining, and accurately understanding consent is a complex social process that 

goes far beyond “yes” and “no.”  Findings from this research underscore the need for more 

nuanced approach to consent interactions – and consequently, to any future interventions.  It 

can be tempting to think of sexual activity as “wanted” versus “unwanted” – “consensual” 
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versus “non-consensual” – but these data point to grey areas and mismatched perceptions 

within a given dyad.  It was found that individuals may not label an entire episode as 

unwanted, and may not even feel any intense negative feelings toward their partner.  But 

evidence from this study suggests that there are elements of a given sexual interaction that a 

large percentage of individuals feel uncomfortable with, and this is in a happy, satisfied 

sample.   

Jozkowski et al.’s (2014) study revealed that while college students define consent in 

the abstract as explicitly communicated agreement, they also admitted to sending unclear or 

ambiguous messages about their own consent, as well as relying on nonverbal cues to infer 

their partner’s consent.  In a similar apparent hypocrisy, a large majority of this sample 

reported that they did provide information about their consent to all sexual activities (M = 

6.49, see table X), and that they were highly confident knowing what specific acts their 

partner consented to (M = 96.53%), but yet there were still differences in perceptions of 

affirmative mutual consent and some evidence that unwanted sexual activity was still present 

in this sample.  It appears, then, that people’s confidence in this context is somewhat 

unwarranted.  

 Analyses of refusal efficacy comparisons revealed intriguing sex differences.  

Participants in the study were asked to rate their perceptions of their own ability to say ‘no’ 

(i.e., refusal efficacy) during a sexual encounter in different scenarios (e.g., ...when your 

partner is pushing you, ...after you have been drinking alcohol, ...when you don’t feel like it).  

When their direct perspectives were compared to meta-perspectives, men underestimated 

women’s (self-reported) ability to say no, and women overestimated men’s (self-reported) 

ability to say no.  In other words, men were less sure that their partners had the ability to say 
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no to sex than women felt about their own abilities.  Conversely, women were more sure that 

men would be able to say no if they were not interested in sex than men actually felt about 

their own abilities.  This might be interpreted in a few ways.  

First, previous research has consistently documented men’s tendency to attribute 

greater sexual meaning to behavior than women intend; explanations for this span social 

learning to gendered scripts to evolutionary pressure toward bias (Farris et al., 2007).  

Therefore, one explanation for men being unsure if women have the ability to say no is that 

they may interpret neutral nonverbal behavior as requesting, suggesting, or consenting to sex; 

thus, men may be inaccurate about how often their partners are actually interested in sex.  

This may in turn affect perceptions of their partner’s ability to refuse.  Furthermore, 

endorsing beliefs about rape myths, or false beliefs about rape rooted in sexism (Burt, 1980), 

may also contribute to this discrepancy in perspectives.  An example of this type of belief 

would be that the way a women dresses or behaves is indicative that she asked for it (i.e., to 

be raped).  Although the mean scores were low for both men and women, men did endorse 

beliefs accepting rape myths to a significantly greater extent than women.  In line with 

beliefs about sexual scripts, women may believe that men have greater efficacy than they do 

because at some level, they may assume that men are “in control” of the sexual encounter.  

As such, women assuming a more passive role in line with sexual scripts may represent a 

kind of accommodation, whereby individuals adjust their communication in response to 

another’s group membership (see Giles, 2016).  It is even possible that both men and women 

may accommodate toward the social roles embedded in sexual scripts in an attempt to be 

evaluated positively by each other.  
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An alternative possible explanation for men underestimating women’s ability to say 

no is that it is a bias born out of self-protection – protection from being accused of 

perpetrating sexual assault.  At first glance, this may seem like an extreme stance.  But it is 

reasonable to imagine that a modern-day bias toward being cautious when proceeding 

sexually (because of a belief that women have a hard time saying no) could be beneficial for 

men who fear making an inferential error.  Interestingly, this appears to contrast with what 

one might predict based on Error Management Theory (Haselton & Buss, 2000).  Again, on 

the basis of evolutionary processes, EMT states that a bias toward sexual overperception for 

men developed because it minimizes the cost of making reproductively costly errors.  In 

other words, it maximizes the chance that men will be able to spread their genes by 

reproducing by ensuring they do not “miss” a chance at a mating opportunity.  

As a final thought, it is noteworthy that rape myth acceptance, even if subtle (see 

McMahon & Farmer, 2011), is affecting the thought processes of contemporary college 

students in meaningful ways tied to their communication and sexual behaviors.  Present-day 

sexism is likely not overt, but even in its subtle form, can powerfully guide expectations 

about how a sexual encounter should unfold – including the communication or lack thereof.   

Limitations and Future Directions 

Empathic accuracy method.  The method for measuring empathic accuracy was a 

limitation in this particular study, but the potential reasons why this failure occurred 

illuminates areas for future research.  First, this study attempted to measure social cognitive 

processes in a difficult, intimate context which practically speaking, cannot be recreated in a 

laboratory setting.  This attempt to apply a new research design may challenge future 

researchers to consider new ways to measure empathic accuracy in more naturalistic settings.  
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The variables that were used to approximate misunderstanding were variables that 

participants appeared to have more “access” to relative to their specific thoughts and feelings 

during an event that requires many physical and emotional resources.  Of course, the items 

that were used in place of the original measure were also closed-ended, rather than open-

ended, items – which may have just been easier to answer. 

The failure of the empathic accuracy method underscores several things already 

known in research on interpersonal perceptions and highlights a few new challenges.  First, it 

suggests that individuals may lack certain meta-knowledge about their own thought 

processes, with this being amplified in certain contexts.  However, people are quite confident 

in their ability to accurately infer the thoughts of others, as evidenced by the very high 

accuracy confidence scores.  Additionally, it is possible that participants do have some 

awareness of their thought processes as they negotiate (or choose not to negotiate) sexual 

consent – but chose not to report it.  Clearly, the information being requested of them was 

quite personal in nature, and some may have simply felt uncomfortable disclosing it.  The 

survey, which was quite long, may have been too cumbersome for participants to focus on 

the empathic inference items in detail.  A third possibility is that even if these processes are 

truly occurring, they are occurring below one’s level of awareness.  

One methodological shift that may help overcome some of these obstacles is to 

measure empathic inferences via talking about the sexual episode, rather than writing about 

the experience.  Because these experiences are anything but straightforward and linear and 

are instead characterized by many layers (i.e., indirect communication, physiological arousal, 

continually reassessed inferences about one another, and shifting goals), it may simply be 

easier to “tell the story” of what happened.  For example, researchers could potentially 
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provide participants with a prompt of questions to answer that guide them in retelling the 

story of the experience, and have them record audio of themselves talking about it.  The 

prompt could also include questions that ask them to comment on their own thoughts and 

perceptions of their partner’s thought processes.  The recording could then be returned to the 

researcher for analysis.  This would be similar to video-assisted recall procedures that have 

been successful in other studies of empathic accuracy, such as work on parent-adolescent 

conflict (see McLaren and Pederson (2014) and Sillars, Koerner, and Fitzpatrick (2005) for 

examples).  The major methodological difference in the context of sexual consent is that the 

interaction itself cannot occur in the laboratory.  However, a shift to audio recordings that 

more closely approximate the video-assistant recall method may still improve the success of 

the modified empathic accuracy method.  

Another limitation to the study was the lack of power in some of the analyses.  In 

part, this may be due to the small sample size for the study, which was restricted in order to 

obtain dyadic data in which the participants reported on the same sexual episode.  While 

successfully recruiting this (albeit small) sample was a strength of the study, it is imperative 

to highlight the nature of this sample as it has implications for interpreting the findings.  

Although unwanted sexual activity was an important variable in the current study, 

participants were not recruited on this premise; the study recruited individuals who were 

sexually active with someone, comfortable discussing it, and whom could recruit their 

partners to also participate in a survey.  The dyadic nature of the study naturally biased the 

sample toward people who were comfortable enough with their partners to ask them to take a 

survey about their sex life.  This also made it less likely that individuals will report on one-
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night-stands, or first time sexual encounters with new relationship partners; indeed, only 8% 

of this sample reported on a first-time sexual encounter.   

Thus, participants in this sample are mostly satisfied in their relationship with their 

sexual partner, and reported on sexual activity that they were comfortable with.  Ratings on 

the item: “Everything that happened in this episode was something I wanted to happen” on a 

scale of 1 - 7, were high (M = 6.30, SD = 1.19).  Due to the qualities of this particular sample, 

the fact that misunderstanding, unwanted sexual activity, and barriers to seeking consent 

were meaningful variables suggests that these struggles are likely much more common in the 

population (even if projecting to college students only).  As such, the findings are noteworthy 

given that the sample was relatively happy, and reported on mostly wanted and consensual 

sexual activity. 

Presumably, those who struggle more with unwanted sexual activity and 

misunderstanding in negotiations of consent are less comfortable reporting on these events in 

a survey, and less comfortable convincing their partners to do the same.  Expanding this 

work to a larger and more diverse sample may amplify some of the results.  This study has 

provided initial evidence to encourage researchers to test these associations in a sample with 

greater variation in difficulty communicating and understanding consent.  For example, 

studying individuals who have just engaged in their very first sexual encounter would be a 

fruitful endeavor.  In a different vein, this study focused primarily on heterosexual dyads due 

to the dyadic data analytic strategy; clearly, future work should include LGBTQ dyads in 

work on consent interactions. 

It is also important to acknowledge that this sample was young, college-educated, and 

American.  Thus, the findings may or may not apply to other cultures, older individuals, and 
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those not in a college environment.  Attitudes about sex and sexuality are deeply culturally-

embedded (Ford & Beach, 1951), so it is likely that attitudes about consent and 

communicating around sex might be different if tested in other countries, across different 

generations, or even in different subcultures within the United States.  While evidence of 

gender roles can be found across the world, some cultures are less open in terms of sexual 

freedom, and thus attitudes about sexuality reflect more traditional gender roles and values, 

as seen in Higgins, Zheng, Liu and Sun’s (2002) comparison of attitudes in China (more 

traditional) and the United Kingdom (more liberal).  Other work suggests that differences in 

attitudes about sexuality are more multifaceted than a simple permissive-nonpermissive 

dichotomy; Widmer, Treas, and Newcomb’s (1998) large study across twenty-four countries 

found that attitudes about nonmarital sex differed by country in terms of beliefs about the 

wrongness of sex before marriage, sex before age 16, extramarital sex, and homosexual sex.  

Thus, the existence of diverse moral compasses and expectations for sexual activity suggest 

that this study’s findings may be different if conducted cross-culturally. 

Certain subcultures may also practice certain norms and hold culturally- bound 

attitudes. For example, recent work found that the bondage and discipline/dominance and 

submission/sadism and masochism (BDSM) community has higher norms of affirmative 

consent and lower rape-supportive beliefs (including rape myth acceptance) than those who 

do not identify with being members of this community (Klement, Sagarin, & Lee, 2016).  

Therefore, examining intergroup differences in these attitudes, communication, and sexual 

practices would be a fruitful avenue for future research, as intervention strategies may require 

unique approaches per group membership.  The important point is that these attitudes and 

behaviors are not fixed, and may differ widely depending upon culture.  
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Future researchers should also consider embedding items measuring aspects of 

consent interactions into surveys about a broader range of topics, in order to avoid drawing 

too much attention to the topic of consent.  One issue that may have inhibited this study may 

have been priming, whereby once participants became aware of the study’s overarching 

focus on sexual consent, they may have been motivated by the pressures of social desirability 

or by identity concerns to report that they did seek and obtain consent from their partners, 

even if this was not the case.  It is also reasonable to assume they anticipated a conversation 

with their sexual partner about the survey after both of them had completed the study.  

Anticipation of this future (uncertain) event may have led them to report events in a more 

desirable way for their self-identity, or in a way that would prevent them from lying to their 

partners about their recorded responses (e.g., if a female reported a large percentage of 

unwanted sexual activity but would not want to disclose this to her partner).  Ironically, 

participation in the survey could have uncovered new uncertainties for participants to manage 

relationally. 

However, the study itself prompting a conversation about consent interactions within 

the dyads who participated – a sort of meta-discussion about consent negotiations – is an 

intriguing possibility.  Could it be that those who participated in this study subsequently 

realize that they lack clarity from their partner in terms of understanding exactly what they 

consent to, and what type(s) of sexual activity are desired/unwanted – and then change their 

sexual communication with that partner as a result?   

Follow-up study.  In anticipation of this possibility, a follow-up study was designed 

and conducted in which participants of this study were contacted to see if they were 

interested in participating in a short follow-up individual survey; their partner’s participation 
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was not required.  In essence, the study served to answer the open research question of 

whether exposure to questions about the details of their consent interactions in this study 

acted as a prime with positive effects on participants’ future sexual communication.  To act 

as a control group in the study, another group of students was recruited to also participate 

who had not participated in the first study.   

In the survey, participants were asked about whether they discussed the content of the 

survey and if they had talked specifically about sexual consent with their partners (who had 

participated in the prior study); information about the qualities of their relationship; and 

reports of their sexual communication satisfaction.  They were also asked open-ended 

questions about how they would define sexual consent (e.g., “We’d always ask each other 

and receive a verbal yes or smile or nod”; “A reciprocation of touching and kissing”; “We 

have a secret wink that we pretty much use when either of us is turned on and ready to go for 

action”), what communication indicate non-consent from their partner (e.g., “Tension, 

resistance and hesitance”; “Verbal use of the word no, or lackluster body language”; “Verbal 

no or just generally withdrawn behavior”), how they would ask for it, and how they would 

communicate consent (e.g., “I would clearly state I was comfortable with it”; “I’d slowly go 

for it”) and how they would communicate non-consent (e.g., “Push hand away or turn away;” 

“I would tell them I wasn’t in the mood;” “I would say no”).  Additionally, they were asked 

what they would look for in their partner to indicate consent and non-consent.  In addition to 

analyzing the content of these responses, the questions were also designed to investigate 

whether there is any difference or discrepancy between what individuals report 

communicating to their partners versus what they look for in their partners’ communication. 
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An initial overview of follow-up data reveals some findings that are encouraging, and 

others that are alarming.  When asked if and how participation in the study affected the way 

they communicated with their partner about sex, one participant said, “We started 

communicating more.”  Another said “We were much more open and mature about the 

subject matter.”  Of course, some participants said it did not affect their communication, but 

this may be a matter of lack of meta-awareness.  As such, there is some evidence that the 

study may have altered communication patterns among participants.  In a different vein, 

when asked if they have ever found themselves in a situation where they engaged in sexual 

behaviors they were not completely comfortable with (similar to what was measured in Study 

1), 47% of participants (N = 53) indicated yes, while 53% indicated no (N = 60).  If they 

answered yes, they were asked to elaborate on what happened if they were comfortable.  

Unwanted sex described in the qualitative responses often included mentions of alcohol (e.g., 

“I was drunk at a party and this guy started making out with me and touching me and I 

couldn’t move away”) as well as specific sexual acts that individuals were uncomfortable 

partaking in (e.g., “The first time I had anal sex it was with a guy I didn’t want to have sex 

with, but he kind of forced me to it”).  The detailed results of this study are the focus of a 

separate manuscript but suggest important avenues for additional investigation and 

intervention. 

The large percentage of individuals who reported engaging in unwanted sexual 

activity – in the dissertation as well as in the follow-up study – brings to light a critical 

distinction that needs to be better explicated in future work: wanted/unwanted sex versus 

consensual/non-consensual sex.  While it is tempting to equate unwanted sex with non-

consensual sex and wanted sex with consensual sex, these data as well as extant literature 
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suggest a more nuanced approach would capture more variability in experiences.  To more 

closely align with the real-life experiences of sexual partners, one possibility is to position 

wanted/unwanted and consensual/non-consensual as two separate, orthogonal dimensions, 

with four quadrants of different experiences (i.e., wanted and consensual, wanted and non-

consensual, unwanted and consensual, and unwanted and non-consensual).  And to point out 

a simple but meaningful distinction, sex that is consensual is not the same thing as sex that is 

wanted. 

For example, consider that a sexual episode may be consensual between partners, but 

may contain sexual acts, or may be in its entirety, unwanted by one partner.  Why might 

individuals consent to engage in sex that is unwanted?  One reason may be simply to please 

their partner.  Scholars have noted the expression of deceptive affection (see Horan & Booth-

Butterfield, 2013) is common in romantic relationships, whereby participants lie about how 

they feel about a situation or about their partner in order to achieve certain goals – face-

saving, conflict management, and emotion management.  Feelings of affection and the 

expression of affection may not always align.  More specifically, relational partners often 

engage in sexual compliance, whereby they feign sexual desire, in order to enhance the 

relationship or to avoid conflict (Katz & Tirone, 2008).  For example, a wife complies with 

her husband’s bids for sexual attention even though she is exhausted and uninterested.  Is this 

non-consensual? No, certainly not.  But it is not necessarily wanted.  These kinds of 

relational maintenance behaviors may be common – deceptive affectionate messages 

occurred on average three times per week in Horan and Booth-Butterfield’s (2013) diary 

study.  Some of the data in the present study suggest that this kind of situation may have been 

occurring, although it was not measured as such.  
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Consent can range from active to passive; sexual activity can range from being 

completely wanted to completely unwanted.  These dimensions are also fluid, and may even 

(and probably often) shift within a particular sexual episode.  In other words, a bid for sexual 

attention may begin with resistance from a partner who does not want to initiate, but a 

partner’s communication may change her/his mind toward sexual interest – at which point 

the initially unwanted sexual activity becomes wanted.  However, more problematic 

situations also occur, such as when sexual activity is at first wanted, but then becomes 

unwanted for whatever reason – after a certain amount of time, or progressing to a specific 

sexual act.  In either of these scenarios, the sexual activity may be consensual or 

nonconsensual, which may be communicated by one or both partners, or not.   

Future theoretical development needs to consider the many grey areas of consent and 

desire, and focus on multiple potential dimensions when measuring consent, communication, 

and the cognitive states of sexual partners.  Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, 

future work must carefully consider the practical implications of separating desire 

(wanted/unwanted) from consent (consensual/non-consensual) in defining and explaining 

unwanted sexual activity and rape – and how that might affect legal proceedings of sexual 

assault and rape accusations.  Bensussan (2009) critically analyzed the difficulties faced by 

judges and psychiatric experts in evaluating the plaintiff’s consent and refusal, as well as the 

defendant’s perception of consent or refusal, and concluded:  

It is essential that the lawyers, judges and experts working on such cases be very 

careful in not confusing absence of desire and absence of consent, as the most radical 

of feminists sometimes demand with vehemence (Mathieu, 1985).  Otherwise, given 

the number of times during a married life a couple has sexual relations endured 
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without either desire or pleasure, purely to alleviate tension or avoid bad moods, we 

had better start recruiting more judges. And building more prisons. (p. 185) 

This quote, and the misunderstanding between partners identified in the study, point to a need 

for greater precision in theoretical definitions and in practice.  Indeed, if the “ideal” sexual 

experience contains affirmative mutual consent being continually communicated during 

sexual activity, how much sexual activity could be – and should be – classified as 

unwanted/sexual assault/rape?  This is an additional challenge for researchers and 

practitioners who want to prevent (and accurately identify) unwanted sexual activity.  What 

is the difference between consent that is felt or understood between partners and consent that 

is explicitly communicated?  And what is the ideal way for desire and consent to be treated 

by the legal system (i.e., such as in rape cases)?  Throughout any future theoretical 

development, scholars should continually reassess the implications of their chosen approach 

for education (e.g., teaching individuals best practices of communicating and obtaining 

sexual consent and sexual assault prevention) as well as who would be labeled perpetrators 

by the chosen operationalization.  

 Applications of the study.  The study positions misunderstanding as one reason for 

the occurrence of mismatched perceptions of consent and consequently, unwanted sexual 

activity.  Importantly, this absolutely does not suggest that perpetrators of sexual assault are 

not at fault because sexual assault is simply “a misunderstanding” and thus blame cannot be 

assigned.  Misunderstanding is seen as one factor situated within a larger context of broad 

societal messages about sexual roles, the pressures of evolution, and other factors in which 

interactants do have some control – via the decisions they make about whether or not (and 

how) to communicate with their partners about sexual consent.  Indeed, because of this, 
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communication scholars are in a unique position to assist in designing interventions that are 

communication-focused, empowering individuals to equip themselves with the skillsets 

necessary to successfully negotiate consent.  Promoting awareness of common biases and 

tendencies toward overconfidence, as well as work to address barriers to information seeking 

efforts in this context, should help equip individuals with skills they need to interact with 

their sexual partners – and avoid unwittingly engaging in sexual activity that is unwanted by 

their partner.   

One intriguing future direction along this line would be to experimentally test 

whether interventions of awareness would improve understanding in this context, similar to 

interventions that have been conducted on the bystander effect (see Banyard, Plante, & 

Moynihan, 2004).  For example, an educational intervention could inform individuals of a 

summary of the study’s most noteworthy findings: (1) that individuals often misperceive that 

their sexual encounters are completely mutually consensual, and this misperception is 

associated with unwanted sexual activity; (2) that many people report that some aspect of 

their sexual interactions made them uncomfortable, juxtaposed with the majority of 

individuals reporting that they did ask for consent and did provide their own consent; (3) the 

tendency toward unwarranted overconfidence of achieving understanding of their partner; (4) 

that negative outcome expectancies and low communication efficacy are barriers to people 

seeking information about consent; (5) that rape myths, even if subtle, influence individuals’ 

thought processes and decisions around consent in meaningful ways; (6) relevant sex 

differences unveiled in the study (e.g., the idea that men underestimate women’s beliefs 

about their ability to say no, and that women overestimate men’s beliefs about their ability to 

say no).  An intervention could also focus on improving communication efficacy in this 
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context, which was identified as one barrier to seeking information about a partner’s consent.  

Clearly, sexual consent is an area of research ripe for socially meaningful applications, as 

well as a focus on understanding its theoretical underpinnings.  

Conclusion 

The current study challenges communication researchers to apply dyadic analysis to 

work addressing difficult conversations, and specifically to pre-sex communication, where 

communicators face the difficult task of negotiating sexual consent.  This research identified 

barriers to seeking sexual consent from a partner, as well as identified conditions under 

which unwanted sexual activity is more likely to occur.  The study supported the idea that 

unwanted sexual activity is more likely to result when sexual partners have misaligned 

perceptions – and there is some evidence that individuals are unaware that this 

misunderstanding is occurring.  In sum, difficulty negotiating sexual consent is the product of 

a problem of misunderstanding and a problem of communication.  Findings from this study 

can inform future interventions designed to promote consensual sexual activity and prevent 

unwanted sex.   
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Appendices 
 
Table 1 
 
Descriptive Statistics for Consent Items 
 

Item Variable M SD 
To what extent do you feel that you both made affirmative, unambiguous 
decision to engage in mutually-agreed upon sexual activity? (not what 
happened: exactly what happened) 

Affirmative Mutual Consent 
Perception 

6.22 1.51 

Everything that happened in this sexual episode was something I wanted to 
happen (not what happened: exactly what happened) 

Wanted Sexual Activity 6.51 .73 

Percentage of sexual activities enthusiastic about participating Wanted Sexual Activity 96.18 13.11 
Percentage of sexual activities unwanted but took part in anyway 
(percentage, 0-100%) 

Unwanted Sexual Activity 4.63 16.73 

There were sexual activities I participated in despite my preference not to 
(percentage, 0-100%) 

Unwanted Sexual Activity 1.95 1.63 

How directly asked partner for consent (very indirectly: very directly) Info-Seek Directness 4.68 2.10 
Went out of way to avoid discussing consent with my partner Avoidance 1.88 1.53 
Joked or hinted about partner’s consent to see what partner would say Indirect Info-Seek 5.73 1.60 
Observed partner’s nonverbal behavior to see if he/she consented to sex Indirect Info-Seek 5.89 1.54 
How directly communicated about sexual consent (very indirectly: very 
directly) 

Info-Provide Directness 4.69 2.10 

I provided either direct or indirect consent to all sexual activities Info-Provide Consent 6.49 .95 
I was an active participant in all sexual activities Active Participant 6.49 .97 
I felt this person was sober enough to answer questions about his/her 
consent 

Target Efficacy Ability 6.18 1.38 

I thought this person was capable of giving me information about his/her 
consent 

Target Efficacy Ability 6.17 1.39 

I felt like this person would be completely honest about his/her interest or 
lack thereof 

Target Efficacy Honesty 6.28 1.20 

I felt like this person would honestly tell me no if he/she wasn’t interested Target Efficacy Honesty 6.16 1.40 
In general, I can discern what specific sexual acts my partner consents to 
(percentage, 0-100%) 

Empathic Accuracy 
Confidence 

94.66 8.89 

In this episode, I knew what specific acts my partner consented to 
(percentage, 0-100%) 

Empathic Accuracy 
Confidence 

96.53 8.16 

I have the ability to accurately “read” my partner (percentage, 0-100%) Empathic Accuracy 
Confidence 90.66 11.59 

In general, I know what my partner is thinking and feeling (percentage, 0-
100%) 

Empathic Accuracy 
Confidence 87.65 14.97 
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Table 2  
 
 
 
Correlations and Descriptive Statistics for Predictor and Outcome Variables 
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Figure 1. Potential inaccurate perceptions and consequences 
  

 
 
 
 
 

Perceiver’s Meta-Perspective 
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Target’s Direct Perspective 
Yes 
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Perceiver’s Perception:  
Accurate 
 
Action:  
Potentially engage in wanted sex; 
mutually beneficial 

II 
Perceiver’s Perception:  
False negative (Type II error) 
 
Action:  
Likely not have sex; potential 
relational consequences (missed 
opportunity) 

 
 

No 

III 
Perceiver’s Perception:  
False positive (Type I error) 
 
Action:  
At risk to engage in unwanted sex 

IV 
Perceiver’s Perception:  
Accurate 
 
Action:  
Likely none 
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Figure 2. TMIM hypothesized relationships. 
 
Notes: The dashed path reflects a path that is partly mediated by efficacy.  The figure is 
intended as a visual simplification of the theoretical relationships without the inclusion of the 
dyadic paths.  
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Figure 3. Full hypothesized APIM TMIM model predicting indirect information seeking 
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Figure 4. Standardized estimates for final structural model predicting indirect information 
seeking with rape myth beliefs as a covariate. χ

2 
(47, N = 90) = 39.3, p = .78; comparative fit 

index = 1.00, root mean square error of approximation = .15, 90% CI [.13, .18].  * p < .05,  
** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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