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Highlights

e  The study successfully developed and validated 10 standardized Persian-language video stimuli,
ranging from two to five minutes, centered on marital intimacy and conflict.

e  The final video clips were systematically categorized into two dimensions based on difficulty (easy
vs. hard) and intensity (mild vs. severe) to capture nuanced individual differences in empathic
accuracy.

e This research provides the first validated, culturally tailored tool for objectively measuring empathic
accuracy in Iranian couples, moving beyond the limitations of self-report questionnaires.

Extended Abstract

Introduction: Empathic accuracy, the cognitive ability to accurately infer the specific thoughts and
feelings of another person during a real-time social interaction, is a foundational component of healthy
and satisfying romantic relationships. This skill enables partners to recognize each other’s unspoken
needs, offer responsive support, navigate conflicts constructively, and ultimately maintain emotional
connection over time. Historically, research on empathy in close relationships has relied heavily on
self-report questionnaires. While these instruments are easy to administer, they are vulnerable to
significant limitations including social desirability bias, poor introspective awareness of one’s own
empathic abilities, and an inability to capture the dynamic, moment-to-moment nature of empathy as
it naturally unfolds during couple interactions. Furthermore, self-report measures typically assess
trait-level empathy (a general tendency) rather than situational empathic accuracy (performance in a
specific context). To overcome these challenges, researchers such as Ickes developed experimental
paradigms that directly measure empathic accuracy, often using video recordings of couple
interactions. A particularly powerful methodological innovation is the standardized stimulus
paradigm, in which all participants view the same pre-recorded video clips and infer the emotions of
the actors. This approach allows for objective comparison of individual differences in empathic
accuracy, eliminating the confounding variability introduced when each participant’s own partner
serves as the target. Despite its advantages, no such culturally adapted standardized stimulus battery
existed for the Persian-speaking population, where cultural norms regarding emotional expression,
marital intimacy, and conflict are distinct. Therefore, the primary aim of this study was to develop and
rigorously validate the Persian version of a standardized video stimulus set for measuring empathic
accuracy specifically between Iranian couples.

Methodology: This cross-sectional, descriptive study followed a systematic four-phase process based
closely on the well-established standard stimulus paradigm. In the first phase, a team of film experts
compiled a comprehensive list of Iranian movies and television series produced between 1991 and
2020, focusing on authentic portrayals of marital themes. From over 200 films, 50 short video clips,
each lasting between two and five minutes, were initially selected as candidate stimuli. These clips
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were balanced to represent both marital intimacy and marital conflict. In the second phase, a
large-scale online screening was conducted with 1046 participants recruited via convenience sampling
through social media platforms. The mean age of participants was 24.7 years, and 69.7% were female.
Each participant viewed the clips and rated them on three critical dimensions using a 10-point Likert
scale: relevance to marital intimacy/conflict, emotional intensity of the scene, and difficulty of
inferring the actors’ thoughts and feelings. Based on these ratings, 30 clips with the highest relevance
scores were retained. These were then systematically sorted by intensity (high vs. low) and, within
each intensity category, by difficulty (high vs. low). Ultimately, 12 clips were selected to represent
the full factorial combination of content (intimacy/conflict), intensity (mild/severe), and difficulty
(easy/hard). In the third phase, eight expert couple therapists (all holding doctoral degrees in clinical
psychology with a minimum of five years of clinical experience) independently analyzed the 12 clips.
For each actor in every clip, they extracted and listed the specific emotions and feelings being
portrayed. After group discussion and quality appraisal, two clips deemed inferior in technical or
emotional clarity were removed, leaving 10 final clips. In the fourth validation phase, a new
independent sample of 644 participants (mean age 22.9 years; 62.3% female) was recruited online.
After viewing each of the 10 clips, participants selected which emotions each actor had experienced
from a provided list and then rated the intensity of each selected emotion on a 10-point scale. This
process allowed the researchers to establish a normative criterion key based on the most frequently
endorsed emotions and their average intensity ratings.

Findings: The study successfully produced a validated set of 10 standardized Persian-language video
stimuli. The final clips, ranging from two to five minutes in duration, were derived from well-known
Iranian films and series including A Separation, Nabat, Under the Smoky Roof, Shahrzad, and The
Possibility of Mina. The clips were evenly divided across two core relational themes: five clips
depicting marital intimacy and five depicting marital conflict. Critically, based on the screening data
from 1046 participants, the clips were successfully stratified by both intensity (severe vs. mild) and
difficulty (hard vs. easy), providing a diverse and challenging tool capable of capturing subtle
individual differences in empathic accuracy. The expert couple therapists generated detailed,
actor-specific lists of target emotions. For example, in a conflict clip from the film Nabat, the female
actor (Nazanin Farahani) was identified as experiencing confusion, sadness, feeling unheard,
desperation, and helplessness. The male actor (Shahab Hosseini) was identified as feeling anger, being
unloved, hurt, sadness, and feeling unseen or rejected. The final validation phase with 644 participants
empirically confirmed these expert-derived emotions. For the female actor in Nabat, "confusion" was
selected by 71.3% of participants with a mean intensity of 7.58/10; "sadness" by 70.1% (mean
intensity 7.38/10); and "feeling unheard" by 64.1% (mean intensity 7.40/10). For the male actor,
"anger" was selected by 78.4% (mean intensity 7.70/10); "feeling unloved" by 71.3% (mean intensity
8.27/10); and "hurt" by 65.9% (mean intensity 7.97/10). These results provided a robust empirical
scoring key for each of the 20 actors across the 10 clips, against which any future participant’s
empathic accuracy can be objectively compared.

Conclusion: This study represents a groundbreaking effort in developing a culturally tailored,
performance-based tool for assessing empathic accuracy within Iranian couples. The resulting 10
standardized video clips are the first validated Persian-language stimuli of their kind, directly
addressing the absence of objective, experimental measures in this cultural context. By moving beyond
the inherent biases of self-report questionnaires, this battery offers a more implicit and ecologically
valid method for capturing the cognitive dimension of empathy during emotionally charged,
relationship-relevant interactions ranging from tender intimate moments to heated marital conflicts.
The inclusion of clips varying systematically in difficulty and intensity allows researchers to pinpoint
specific empathic deficits: for example, whether a couple struggles with inferring emotions primarily
in high-intensity conflict, in low-intensity intimacy, or across both domains. The authors provide a
clear scoring protocol: a participant’s emotion selections and intensity ratings are compared to the
normative criterion key, generating separate scores for emotion identification accuracy and emotion
intensity accuracy. Limitations include the use of convenience sampling, which may affect
generalizability, and online data collection, which may reduce attentional control. Nevertheless, this
validated tool opens new research avenues, enabling future studies on the structure of empathy, the
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influence of cultural factors such as dependency culture, and the development of targeted clinical
interventions for couple distress in Iran. Ultimately, this work provides a foundational instrument for
researchers and clinicians to objectively measure a critical skill for relationship health, advancing both
scientific understanding and practical assessment in Persian-speaking populations.
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