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Mobile phone use has been shown to influence a range of interpersonal processes, 

including feelings of connectedness (Pettigrew, 2009), negative impression formation (Abeele, 

Antheunis, & Schouten, 2016), and intimacy (Abeele, Hendrickson, Pollman, & Ling, 2019). 

Furthermore, the mere presence of a mobile phone has been shown to be associated with reduced 

conversation quality (Misra, Cheng, Genevie, & Yuan, 2016) and enjoyment of face-to-face 

interactions (Dwyer, Kushlev, & Dunn, 2018). One underlying theme in this prior research is 

distraction; mobile phones are a main source of distraction (Nasar, Hecht, & Wener, 2008; 

Bergvik, 2004; Tindell & Bohlander, 2012), which may contribute to negative interpersonal 

interactions (Roberts & David, 2016; Dwyer, Kushlev, & Dunn, 2018). In addition, this lack of 

attention may contribute to less accurate impression formation (Funder, 1995), which may have 

consequences in relationships (Human, Sandstrom, Biesanz, & Dunn, 2013; Human, Carlson, 

Geukes, Nestler, & Back, 2018). Of particular interest in the current study is how the mere 

presence of a mobile phone influences the accuracy of impression formation amongst romantic 

couples and how this accuracy may, in turn, influence perceptions of the relationship. 

Specifically, we examined the mediating role of empathic accuracy in the relationship between 

the presence of a mobile phone and positive relationship perceptions. 

 To examine this, 193 couples (386 participants) came into the lab and were assigned to 

one of two mobile phone conditions: 1) present, whereby participants were allowed to keep their 

phones with them throughout the study or 2) absent, whereby participants’ phones were removed 

before the study began. They then engaged in three discussions with one another: 1) an 

unstructured discussion whereby participants could discuss what they wanted, 2) a conflict 

discussion whereby participants discussed a recurring conflict in their relationship, and 3) a 

positive discussion whereby participants discussed a positive aspect of their relationship. After 

each discussion, participants completed ratings of what their own emotions were during the 

discussion as well as perceptions of what they thought their partner’s emotions were using the 

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Participants also 

completed ratings of relationship perceptions, including relationship closeness, satisfaction, and 

positivity, which were combined to form a single “relationship positivity” item. We focused on 

two types of empathic accuracy using the Social Accuracy Model (Biesanz, 2010): 1) distinctive 

empathic accuracy, defined as seeing someone in line with his or her own unique affective 

profile and 2) normative empathic accuracy, defined as seeing someone in line with the average, 

socially desirable affective profile.  

 We found that the presence of a mobile phone was significantly associated with greater 

normative empathic accuracy, but not with distinctive empathic accuracy. That is, those who had 

their phones with them during the interactions saw their partners more in line with the average 

affective profile, compared to those whose phones were removed during the interactions. While 

the presence of a cell phone did not significantly influence the positivity of relationship 

perceptions, there was a significant positive association between normative empathic accuracy 

and positive relationship perceptions and a significant negative association between distinctive 

empathic accuracy and positive relationship perceptions. In other words, greater normative 

empathic accuracy was associated with having more positive relationship perceptions whereas 



greater distinctive empathic accuracy was associated with having less positive relationship 

perceptions. Finally, normative empathic accuracy significantly mediated the relationship 

between cell phone presence and positive relationship perceptions, whereas distinctive empathic 

accuracy did not significantly mediate this association. 

 In sum, the presence of a mobile phone significantly increases normative empathic 

accuracy which, in turn, is associated with more positive relationship perceptions. However, 

distinctive empathic accuracy does not play a significant role in the association between cell 

phone presence and relationship positivity. This study helps to shed light on one important 

mechanism explaining how cell phones relate to interpersonal processes. Specifically, having 

one’s phone present during interactions with one’s romantic partner may actually enhance how 

positively their partner is viewed, which in turn may enhance feelings of relationship satisfaction 

and closeness. Contrary to past research, then, the presence of a mobile phone appeared to have 

positive, rather than negative, social implications, albeit indirectly. We are currently in the 

process of replicating these effects using trait-level and daily ratings of phone use, empathic 

accuracy, and relationship positivity. 


