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A Brief Review of Interpersonal Sensitivity:
Measuring Accuracy in Perceiving Others

Marianne Schmid Mast, University of Fribourg, Nora A. Murphy,
Brandeis University, and Judith A. Hall, Northeastern University

In many everyday situations we instantly form impressions of others that guide our
behaviour. Certainly you have experienced a situation similar to the following:
Choosing which of several long lines in the supermarket to stand in depends not
only on how full the shopping carts are in front of you but also on how efficient and
friendly you judge the cashier to be. You might choose your line according to a per-
son assessment of whether the cashier will give you the discount on the strawberries,
even though you forgot your rewards card, or whether he or she will be patient when
your two-year-old won't hand over his box of biscuits.

Such impression formation of strangers is intriguing because we seem to do it con-
stantly, despite minimal information available. Within a brief window of time we
draw inferences abouta person based on behaviour, both verbal and nonverbal, and
on appearance. And although we make mistakes, we are quite good (and oftentimes
at better than chance level) at decoding other people’s states and traits (e.g.,
Ambady, Hallahan, & Rosenthal, 1995; Bernieri, Gillis, Davis, & Grahe, 1996;
Borkenau & Liebler. 1995; Carney, Colvin, & Hall, 2006; Costanzo & Archer, 1989;
Murphy, Hall, & Colvin, 2003; Nowicki & Duke, 1994; Rosenthal, Hall, DiMatteo,
Rogers, & Archer, 1979; Schmid Mast & Hall, 2004; Schmid Mast, Hall, Murphy. &
Colvin, 2003; Zebrowitz, Hall, Murphy, & Rhodes, 2002).

In the present chapter we give an overview of the research on interpersonal sensi-
tivity, with an emphasis on existing findings (What do we know about accuracy in
judging others?) and an outlook on open and unexplored questions (What do we
still want to find out about accuracy in judging others?).

Why Is It Important to Study Accuracy in Judging Others?

Perceiving, judging and understanding others in their social environment are cen-
wral aspects of our lives as social agents. It is important to understand the mecha-
nisms responsible for interpersonal judgement, because we are constantly forming
impressions of other people or social situations, Research on interpersonal sensitiv-
ity provides insight into the mechanisms that — sometimes implicitly - organize our
sacial perception. To be functional, our making sense of the world needs to corre-
spond to some extent to reality. This correspondence is what we call accuracy. Being
accurale about assessing others has adaptive value. Correctly concluding that a
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