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Abstract
People often develop expectations prior to meeting someone for the first time. These pre-interaction expectations, which include
how much they will like the other and how much they will enjoy the interaction, have likely increased because of information
easily obtained about others through social media. What is not well understood is whether these expectations prior to a first
meeting are associated with interpersonal evaluations formed during the get-acquainted interaction. In this study, pre-interaction
expectations were collected from both members of 71 dyads. Then, after the dyads interacted through a structured self-disclosure
task conducted over Skype, their reactions were assessed again. Several findings of the study have implications for people
meeting for the first time, including over visual forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC). Findings included that
pre-interaction expectations were associated with reactions after the interaction, a visual greeting with another before learning
information about the other did not moderate the effect of that information on liking and other affiliative outcomes, and
participants underestimated how much they were liked after the interaction. The implications of the findings are important
because people are increasingly becoming acquainted through visual forms of CMC, which has been amplified during the
COVID-19 pandemic.
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“You can make more friends in two months by becom-
ing interested in other people than you can in two years
by trying to get other people interested in you” (Dale
Carnegie, 1936, p. 58)

As indicated by the above quote from a best-selling advice
book, the key to a person’s development of social bonds lies
within his or her own attitudes and behaviors. If a person
expects (prior to an initial interaction) to like the other, that
expectation likely influences the person’s behaviors directed
toward the other, interpretations of the other’s behaviors, and
reactions during the interaction – which in turn likely influ-
ence the other’s behaviors, interpretations, and reactions.

Although pre-interaction expectations of liking and other fore-
casts may be the critical factors that set into motion what
actually occurs in a get-acquainted interaction, pre-
interaction expectations have rarely been considered in re-
search. One reason is the methodological challenge of
obtaining data from both members of getting-acquainted pairs
of strangers, both before they have a first interaction and again
after the interaction. In the current research, however, data
from a social interaction study were analyzed to examine
how participants’ expectations of liking a stranger (about
whom they had limited information) were associated with
their post-interaction liking and other judgments of the inter-
action. In addition, the study examines how two manipulated
variables (whether the dyad received bogus similarity or dis-
similarity information prior to the interaction and whether the
dyad had a visual greeting prior to receiving this information)
affected the pre-interaction expectations.

Understanding the development of social bonds is exceed-
ingly important. The role of friends and intimate relationships
for people’s health and well-being has been firmly established
(Holt-Lunstad, 2018). People’s daily lives, however, also
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include interactions with many non-close others, including
strangers being met for the first (and possibly only) time.
Some of these first interactions may develop into acquain-
tanceships or relationships. However, even if there is no fur-
ther contact, such interactions can help meet people’s need for
belongingness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Hirsch & Clark,
2019; Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014). Furthermore, feeling affec-
tion, closeness, and a sense of rapport with others in such brief
interactions can enhance well-being more than having uncom-
fortable, awkward, and negative interactions (Vittengl & Holt,
2000).

Because communication technologies have increased in the
past decade, opportunities for interactions between strangers
and the development of peripheral ties are unprecedented
(Bayer, Triệu, & Ellison, 2020; Ellison & Vitak, 2015). In
addition, opportunities for pre-interaction expectations have
increased because of information that can be easily obtained
through social media, communication technologies, and on-
line dating profiles (Bayer et al., 2020; LeFebvre, 2018;
Sharabi, 2020). Therefore, it is important to extend knowledge
of how pre-interaction expectations contribute to positive (or
negative) outcomes in initial interactions including those that
occur over computer mediated communication (CMC). There
are various topics in the literature on the social psychology of
attraction that provide insight about the influence of pre-
interaction expectations developed at the zero-acquaintance
stage on later outcomes after the initial interaction. These
topics are summarized next.

The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy of Expecting
to Be Liked

Although the primary focus of this study is on people’s ex-
pectations of their own liking for a stranger whom they are
about to meet, a related expectation is how much people ex-
pect to be liked by the other. The self-fulfilling prophecy of
liking (also called the acceptance prophecy) refers to how
anticipatory acceptance (liking) from another can create the
anticipated reaction – acceptance from the other. For example,
a person who expects to be liked by a stranger will likely
engage in certain behaviors (e.g., smiling, self-disclosure) that
then elicit liking from the other (Montoya, Kershaw, &
Prosser, 2018; Snyder, Tanke, & Berscheid, 1977; Stinson,
Cameron, Wood, Gaucher, & Holmes, 2009). The other side
of this phenomenon is the self-fulling prophecy of rejection –
if a person believes that they will be disliked by another, they
likely behave in ways that elicit such a negative reaction. The
finding that the expectation of being liked (or disliked) by
another leads to corresponding reactions has been supported
in research. For example, in an often-cited experimental study,
Curtis and Miller (1986) arranged for participants to believe
that they were either liked or disliked by an interaction partner.

Those who believed they were liked engaged in more positive
behaviors (e.g., more self-disclosure) and expressed more lik-
ing for the other than those who believed they were disliked.

The Reciprocity of Liking Effect

One of the reasons that the self-fulfilling prophecy of liking
operates is due to the reciprocity of liking principle, which
was first discussed in the context of a norm of reciprocity
(Gouldner, 1960) and has been identified as a major predictor
of attraction (e.g., Berscheid & Reis, 1998; Eastwick &
Finkel, 2009; Montoya & Horton, 2012). If people believe
that they are liked by another – or even just expect prior to
an interaction that they will be liked – they tend to like in
return. For example, in experimental studies, people who learn
that they are liked by another person (usually through bogus
information) express more liking and other affiliative behav-
iors toward the other than those who learn they are disliked or
those who have no information on how the other evaluates
them (Aronson & Worchel, 1966; Montoya & Insko, 2008;
Zimmermann, Schindler, Klaus, & Leising, 2018). In addi-
tion, survey research that has asked participants why they
became attracted to a friend or romantic partner has shown
that a reason frequently offered is the other’s liking (Aron,
Dutton, Aron, & Iverson, 1989; Sprecher, 1998). The belief
that another likes us is gratifying and rewarding because it
validates that we are desirable and have likeable qualities
(Eastwick & Finkel, 2009). This belief is also associated with
the perception that the other is trustworthy and will act benev-
olently towards us (Montoya & Insko, 2008).

The reciprocity principle and the evidence supporting it
suggests that the cause-effect relationship is the perception
of being liked leads to liking the other. However, prior to or
co-occurring with this mutual and reciprocal liking is the ex-
pectation of liking the other. That is, one’s own pre-interaction
expectation of liking the other can contribute to the perception
of being liked by the other, i.e., reciprocal liking. Relatedly,
the expectation of liking the other can lead to the projection of
one’s own positive feelings to the other. This projection can
contribute to the other actually experiencing liking, as medi-
ated by one’s own warm behaviors (Lemay Jr &Wolf, 2016).
Interestingly, though, recent research has identified a liking
gap in which people underestimate how much they are liked
by a stranger (a conversation partner in a lab setting)
(Boothby, Cooney, Sandstrom, & Clark, 2018).

The Similarity Effect and Expectations
of Liking

Matching the reciprocity effect in being identified as a major
predictor of liking in initial interactions is the similarity effect
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(e.g., Finkel & Eastwick, 2015). Greater similarity – both
perceived and actual (i.e., the degree to which two people
are objectively similar, as assessed by standardized measures
or by bogus similarity information) and across several dimen-
sions (e.g., attitudes, traits, leisure interests) – is associated
with greater liking for the other (Byrne, 1971; Montoya,
Horton, & Kirchner, 2008). There are various explanations
for the similarity effect, and these explanations and the medi-
ating variables that represent these explanations, continue to
be debated today (Hampton, Fisher Boyd, & Sprecher, 2019;
Montoya et al., 2008; Montoya & Horton, 2012, 2013). Some
of the explanations for the similarity effect refer to expecta-
tions of liking the other as well as the perception of being liked
by the other (Aronson & Worchel, 1966; Condon & Crano,
1988). For example, if people acquire information about a
stranger that suggests that the stranger is similar to them, they
are likely to expect to like the other, to enjoy the interaction,
and to be liked in return.

More generally, learning that another is similar can lead to
the forecast of future rewards, which also contributes to the
expectation of liking the other. For example, according to two
theories on initial interactions – Social Penetration Theory
(Altman & Taylor, 1973) and Predicted Outcome Value
Theory (Sunnafrank, 1986) – information learned about an-
other (e.g., similarity) can lead to liking because of a rewards/
cost analysis in which the person forecasts or predicts what the
other will be like. If people expect a positive interaction when
they meet – based on initial information learned including
through CMC communication, social media, or online dating
profiles – their liking for the other will likely be enhanced.

Other Pre-Interaction Expectations

Attraction researchers have examined other types of expecta-
tions that can occur prior to a first interaction and that may
influence liking and other reactions to that first interaction. As
one example, research has shown that the expectation of hav-
ing a future interaction with a stranger enhances the expecta-
tion of liking the other (Berscheid, Graziano, Monson, &
Dermer, 1976; Darley & Berscheid, 1967; Tyler & Sears,
1977), including when the interaction is expected to occur
over CMC (Ramirez Jr., 2007). It has been suggested that
the expectation of future interactions leads to perceived out-
come dependency and the perception of the self and other as a
unit, which can lead to greater attention and attraction to the
other (Berscheid et al., 1976; Darley & Berscheid, 1967).

Although the effect of pre-interaction expectations of liking
on post-interaction reactions has not been the focus of prior
research, there are a few other studies with relevant data. In the
creation of a closeness-generating procedure, Aron, Melinat,
Aron, Vallone, and Bator (1997) included in one of their stud-
ies a manipulation of expectation of mutual liking prior to the

stranger-stranger dyads having an interaction. Some of the
dyads were told: “We have taken great care in matching part-
ners. Based on our experience in previous research we expect
that you and your partner will like one another – that is, you
have been matched with someone we expect you will like and
who will like you.” (p. 367). The other dyads were given
alternative directions that did not include the expectation of
liking the other. No difference was found between the condi-
tions in either closeness or liking and Aron et al. speculated
that the closeness task was so engaging that it may have made
the initial expectation of liking less relevant.

On the other hand, a very recent study suggests that expec-
tations and reactions based on pre-interaction information re-
ceived can be associated with later outcomes after an interac-
tion. Sharabi (2020) conducted an experiment in which the
members of some cross-sex dyads who arrived for an exper-
imental session for a simulated first date first viewed an online
dating profile created by the other dyad member, whereas
other dyads did not have this pre-interaction viewing. A pre-
date assessment of eagerness to communicate with the other
was associated positively with the degree to which they were
satisfied with the communication and desired to have future
interaction assessed later after the brief unstructured
interaction.

A Negative Consequence of Exceptionally
High Pre-Interaction Expectations

Although pre-interaction expectations of liking and other pos-
itive outcomes (e.g., enjoying the interaction) should create
self-fulfilling prophecies and be associated with positive
post-interaction outcomes, there can also be negative conse-
quences of high pre-interaction expectations. For example,
according to the hyperpersonal theory (Walther, 1992,
1996), idealized partner expectations can form initially in
CMC, but high expectations may not be met once there is a
subsequent face-to-face (FtF) interaction, and as a result dis-
appointment can occur (e.g., Antheunis, Schouten,
Valkenburg, & Peter, 2012). Although the hyperpersonal the-
ory was developed to apply specifically to expectations that
develop over text-based CMC, such idealized expectations
can occur based on other pre-interaction information, includ-
ing what is gained through a brief video-CMC greeting or
information about the degree to which the other is similar
(such as what might be gleaned from a dating profile or a post
in social media). Sharabi and Caughlin (2017) conducted a
unique longitudinal study of online daters and found a de-
crease in their attraction from before to after their first FtF
meeting. The researchers argued that a disillusionment model
that is traditionally applied to the newlywed period (e.g.,
Huston, Caughlin, Houts, Smith, & George, 2001) can also
apply to transitions such as moving from a pre-interaction
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judgment period to the first FtF encounter. When expectations
are too high, they cannot be sustained when one encounters
reality, and thus there can be a decrease in attraction.

Purposes to this Study

In sum, pre-interaction expectations have not been systemati-
cally studied for their implications for affiliative outcomes
experienced after an initial interaction. However, people gain
information about others before there is interaction, and espe-
cially through the affordances provided by social media and
other communication technologies. Pre-interaction informa-
tion is likely to influence expectations of liking for the other
which in turn should influence post-interaction assessments.
Past research that has examined initial expectations has often
not involved an actual follow-up interaction or data collected
after the interaction (Eastwick, Finkel, & Simpson, 2019).

In this study, data were analyzed from a social interaction
study that involved pre-interaction measures of expectations
of liking (and of enjoying the interaction) and then subsequent
measures of reactions after the CMC-visual interaction. Two
contextual variables prior to interaction were manipulated: (1)
whether the members of the dyad had an initial video-
mediated greeting (before receiving any additional informa-
tion); and (2) whether the information received about the other
before the interaction was (bogus) similarity or dissimilarity
information. These manipulations have implications for rela-
tionship and friendship formation that often occurs over the
Internet. People often learn about the traits and interests of a
potential friend or romantic partner through social media or
online profiles, which can lead to inferences about the simi-
larity of the other. In addition, some people may have a visual
greeting before learning any significant information about
each other, and this greeting can impact the effect of the in-
formation learned prior to the interaction.

Thus, the first purpose of this study was to examine the
effects of information learned about another on expectations
formed prior to the interaction. A research question is posed
about the effects of an initial prior greeting (due to the lack of
prior research on this topic), and a research hypothesis is
posed about the effects of similarity.

RQ1:Will the pairs who have a video-mediated greeting
expect to enjoy the interaction and like each other more
than do those who do not have such a greeting?
H1: Those who receive (bogus) similarity information
will expect to enjoy the interaction and like the other
more than those who receive (bogus) dissimilarity
information.

The second and primary purpose of the study was to ex-
amine how pre-interaction expectations influence later

reactions after there is interaction. That is, will expectations
of enjoying the interaction and liking the other prior to the
interaction create a reality of affectionate interaction, as sug-
gested by the quote from Dale Carnegie (1936)? In consider-
ing post-interaction reactions, it will be first examined wheth-
er the pre-interaction manipulations considered in this study
have effects on post-interaction reactions. Then, the major
hypothesis is a prediction of associations between pre-
interaction expectations and post-interaction reactions.

RQ2: Will the pre-interaction manipulations (e.g., simi-
larity information) have effects on post-interaction liking
and other reactions?
H2: Pre-interaction expectations for liking will be asso-
ciated positively with: (a) own liking (and the other af-
fective reactions) experienced for the other after the inter-
action; and (b) actual liking expressed by the partner after
the interaction.

Method

Participants

The participants were 142 undergraduate students1 from a
U.S. Midwestern University. (This sample was after eliminat-
ing one pair because they reported being acquainted.) Most of
the students were from a psychology participant pool, al-
though a smaller proportion were volunteers from a sociology
class who elected to use this research opportunity as a way to
earn extra credit (among other options). Pairs of participants
were scheduled at the same time, based on their availability
and that of the student experimenters. If both participants did
not arrive during their scheduled time, the one who did arrive
was assigned another research activity. Data collection oc-
curred over three semesters in order to obtain what was deter-
mined to be an adequate sample size.

Due to the gender imbalance of the participant pool (and
the larger university), a large majority (n = 109; 76.9%) were
women. The mean age of the participants was 19.82 (SD =
2.88). A majority (68.3%) of the participants identified them-
selves as White; 9.9% were Black, 10.6% were Hispanic/
Latino, and 4.2% were Asian (a few did not provide their race
or indicated mixed race). Of the 71 dyads, 39 were female-
female, 28 were male-female, one was male-male, and 3 had
an unknown sex composition because one member had not
responded to the gender question.

1 In three dyads, one member was not able to complete the post-interaction
survey (e.g., the session started late, and the student needed to go to class).
They will be included in the analyses only for the pre-interaction rating data,
but not for post-interaction rating data.
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The Pre-Interaction Procedure

Participants who signed up for the study were scheduled in
pairs (based on availability) for the experimental session. The
participants in each pair arrived to different rooms in a univer-
sity building and were greeted by their own experimenter,
who provided directions to the study. Then, the experimenters
arranged for some of the dyads, randomly determined, to greet
each other over Skype (video). All participants then responded
to a rating form that included several dichotomous items
requesting self-descriptive information such as traits, prefer-
ences, and interests (this information was used for the manip-
ulation of similarity). After responding to the form, the partic-
ipants completed an online survey that included background
questions (gender, age, race, etc.) and two questions that
assessed their expectations for the upcoming interaction.
Then, the participants received the rating sheet ostensibly
completed by their interaction partner (located in another
room) but, in fact, was filled in by the experimenter (for a
similar method, see Sprecher, 2019). After viewing the bogus
rating sheet (whichwas manipulated to be similar or dissimilar
to their own answers), the participants completed a brief on-
line survey that asked their expectations for the interaction
(including a question on expectations for liking).

The Interaction Procedure

After the above preliminary steps, the pairs engaged in a 15-
min getting-acquainted interaction. The dyad members were
in two different rooms, and the interaction occurred over
video-mediated communication (Skype). They engaged in a
structured self-disclosure task, which consisted of a combina-
tion of items from Aron et al.’s (1997) Closeness-Generating
Inventory and Sedikides, Campbell, Reeder, and Elliot’s
(1999) Relationship Closeness Induction Task. The questions
in the self-disclosure task were presented in three sets (of
5 min each), with each set increasing in intimacy. The ques-
tion list was presented to each member of the pair, and the
dyadmembers were directed to take turns being the first to ask
a question. More specifically, they were told that one of them
would ask a question, the other would disclose, and then the
other would ask the same question of the first. The experi-
menters entered the rooms to indicate when their participants
should go on to the next set of questions. When the session
ended, the experimenters had their participant complete a final
online reaction.

The Self-Descriptive Rating Form and the
Similarity/Dissimilarity Manipulation

The self-descriptive form included 17 items that asked the
participants to describe themselves, followed with dichoto-
mous responses. Some of the items began with “Which do

you prefer?” (e.g., reality show vs. sitcom; coffee vs. tea; big
party vs. romantic dinner for 2). Other items began, “Which
best describes you?” (e.g., introvert vs. extrovert; sloppy vs.
neat freak). After the participant completed the form, the ex-
perimenter picked it up and explained that they would return
with the other participant’s completed form. The two experi-
menters met in the hallway and fabricated a new form for each
of the dyad members. Depending on the condition to which
their participant was randomly assigned, the experimenters
prepared each bogus version so that the pair had 3 of the 17
items similar or dissimilar. Which items were selected for the
similar responses (in the dissimilarity condition) and for the
dissimilar responses (in the similarity condition) were ran-
domly determined.

Measures of Dependent Variables

Expectations Prior to Receiving Bogus Information (and Also
Prior to the Interaction)

At the end of the initial online survey, two items asked the
participants about their expectations for the upcoming inter-
action. One question asked how eager they were to interact
with the other and the other question asked about expectations
for enjoying the interaction. Each question was followed by a
1 (not at all) to 7 (a great deal) response scale.

Expectations after Receiving Bogus Information (but Prior
to the Interaction)

Participants completed a second (brief) online survey after
they received the bogus information about the other. The par-
ticipants were asked a second time how eager they were to
interact with the other and the degree to which they thought
they would enjoy the interaction. They were also asked how
much they expected that they would like the other (“How
much do you think you will like the other person?”). Each
question was followed by a 1 (not at all) to 7 (a great deal)
response scale. Participants were also asked two questions
about their perception of similarity with the other person:
“How much do you think you have in common with the other
person?” (1 = nothing or almost nothing, 7 = a great deal) and
“How similar do you think you and the Other are likely to
be?” (1 = not at all, 7 = a great deal). A composite was created
based on the mean of the two similarity items, which had a
Cronbach’s alpha of .88.

Liking and Other Affiliative Outcomes after the Interaction

After the interaction, the participants completed an online sur-
vey that included several measures of reactions to the partner
and to the interaction.
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Liking Liking was assessed with three items. One item was:
“Howmuch did you like the other?” (1 = not at all, 7 = a great
deal). The other two items were adapted from Byrne’s (1971)
Interpersonal Judgment Scale. The first Byrne item asked
about general feelings (1 = I feel that I would probably like
this person very much; to 7 = I feel that I would probably
dislike this person very much). The second Byrne item asked
participants about their desire to work with the person again in
an experiment (1 = I believe that I would very much dislike
working with this person in an experiment, 7 = I believe that I
would very much enjoy working with this person in an
experiment). The composite score for liking was based on
the mean of the three liking items, after the first Byrne item
was recoded. Cronbach’s alpha for a composite score was .78.

Perceptions of being liked Participants were asked, “How
much do you think the Other liked you?” (1 =Not at all; to
7 = A great deal).

Closeness Closeness to the other was assessed with two items.
First, a general question on closeness was asked: “How close
do you feel toward the Other?” (1 =Not at all, 7 = A great
deal). In addition, participants responded to the Inclusion of
Other in the Self (IOS) Venn diagram (Aron, Aron, &
Smollan, 1992). This is a simple, validated, and commonly
usedmeasure to assess closeness, and required the participants
to select the pair of circles (which overlapped to almost no
degree to overlapping almost completely) that best represent-
ed their interaction (for examples of use, see Aron et al., 1992;
Fraley & Aron, 2004). Because the Cronbach’s alpha for the
2-item closeness index was low (.55) the two items are ana-
lyzed separately.

Enjoyment of interaction Enjoyment of interaction was
assessed with three items: (1) “How much did you enjoy the
interaction?” (2) “How much did you and the other laugh
during the interaction?;” and (3) “How much fun was the
interaction?” Each item was followed by a 7-point response
scale with the anchors, 1 = not at all, 4 = somewhat; to 7 = a
great deal. The composite score was represented by the mean
of the three items, and Cronbach’s alpha for the composite
score was .80.

Perceived responsiveness of the other Participants were pre-
sented with four items that assessed the degree to which they
perceived their partner to be responsive in the situation. Three
of the items were from Reis, Maniaci, Caprariello, Eastwick,
and Finkel’s (2011) Responsiveness scale and were: “The
Other seemed to really listen to me,” “The Other seemed in-
terested in what I am thinking and feeling,” and “The Other
was “on the same wavelength” with me.” A fourth item was
written by the author and has been used in prior social inter-
action studies (Sprecher & Treger, 2015), and was the item,

“The other was responsive to my questions/answers.” Each
item was followed by a 7-point response scale, with options
anchored in the following ways: 1 =Not at all true in this
situation; 4 = Somewhat true in this situation; and 7 = Very
true in this situation. The mean of the items represented the
composite score of the four items, and Cronbach’s alpha was
.92.

Desire for further interaction Desire for more interaction was
assessed with two similarly worded questions (that appeared
in different sections of the post-interaction survey): “How
much do you wish you could have more interaction in the
future?” and “How much would you like to spend time with
the Other again in the future?” The response options ranged
from 1 = not at all; to 7 = a great deal. The mean of the two
items represented a total composite score and had a
Cronbach’s alpha of .86.

Perceived similarity Perceived similarity was assessed with
the same two items used in the pre-interaction survey. The
mean of the items represented the total composite, and
Cronbach’s alpha was .91.

Results

Overview to the Analyses

First, intraclass correlations were calculated for the dyad
members’ scores on the expectation measures. The correla-
tions were non-significant for all of the expectation measures,
and ranged from −.13 to .05. Not surprising, however, the
intraclass correlation was significant for the manipulation
check of perceived similarity (.76, p = .001), as both members
of the dyads had received the same bogus information (either
similarity or dissimilarity). Because the intraclass correlations
were nonsignificant for the measures of expectations, the anal-
yses were conducted at the individual level. The dyadic non-
independence in similarity was handled by controlling for the
similarity manipulation in the analyses that examined the as-
sociations of participants’ own expectations with their part-
ner’s reactions.

Pre-Interaction Expectations before Receipt of the
Bogus Similarity/Dissimilarity Information

Participants scored in the moderate range on the two expecta-
tions questions that appeared at the end of the preliminary
online survey that was administered before the bogus similar-
ity information was shared. On average, participants were
somewhat eager to interact with the stranger (M = 3.90,
SD = 1.24) and also believed they would enjoy the interaction
a moderate amount (M = 4.26, SD = 1.06).
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To address RQ1, participants who had a skype greeting
with their interaction partner (n = 56) were compared with
the participants who did not have a skype greeting (n = 86),
on the two expectation items. The second group consisted of
both participants who were randomly assigned to the no-
Skype greeting group (n = 74) and participants who were
assigned to the Skype greeting but the technology did not
work (n = 12). Participants who engaged in the Skype greeting
reported being more eager to interact (M = 4.16, SD = 1.24)
than participants who did not have the Skype greeting (M =
3.73, SD = 1.21; t [138] = 2.05, p = .04; d = .35). However,
there was not a significant difference in expectations of
enjoying the interaction as a function of having a Skype greet-
ing (M = 4.44, SD = .92) versus not having one (M = 4.14,
SD = 1.13), t[138] = 1.63, p = .106, d = .29).

Pre-Interaction Expectations after Receipt of the
Bogus Similarity/Dissimilarity Information

As noted earlier, after the participants received the information
ostensibly completed by their interaction partner (who was
presented to be similar or dissimilar to them), they completed
a second online survey. This online survey asked them once
again how eager they were to interact with the other and how
much they thought they would enjoy the interaction. It also
asked how much they thought they would like the other per-
son, how similar they thought they would be to the other, and
how much they believed they had in common (as noted earli-
er, the last two items were combined into a similarity index).
As shown in the first column of Table 1, the participants
scored at the midpoint or higher on the expectation items
and perceived similarity.

To examine whether participants’ expectations depended
on whether the bogus information they received presented
the other to be similar or dissimilar and whether there was

an initial video greeting, a 2 (similarity vs. dissimilarity infor-
mation) × 2 (skype greeting vs. no skype greeting) ANOVA
was conducted on the pre-interaction reactions. As the results
show in Table 1, the main effect for the similarity manipula-
tion was significant for most of the pre-interaction expectation
variables. Participants in the similarity condition, relative to
the participants in the dissimilarity condition, expected to like
the other more, expected to enjoy the interactionmore, and not
surprisingly, perceived greater similarity, in support of H1. In
addition, there was a near-significant difference in eagerness
to interact (greater in the similarity condition than in the dis-
similarity condition).

However, the skype greeting manipulation (which oc-
curred prior to receiving the bogus similarity/dissimilarity in-
formation) did not have an effect on the reactions assessed
after receiving the bogus information. In addition, the similar-
ity x skype greeting interaction was not significant for any of
the variables, which indicates that the effect of the similarity
information on pre-interaction expectations did not vary as a
function of whether the two had “met” each other briefly over
Skype before receiving the similarity/dissimilarity
information.

Post-Interaction Ratings as a Function of the Initial
Skype Greeting and the Bogus Information on
Similarity/Dissimilarity

RQ2 asked whether there continued to be any effects of the
pre-interaction manipulations on reactions experienced after
the interaction. These results are presented in Table 2.

The pre-interaction similarity manipulation continued to
have a strong effect on perceived similarity after the interac-
tion. Relative to the dyads who received pre-interaction bogus
dissimilarity information, the dyads who received pre-
interaction bogus similarity information perceived greater

Table 1 Pre-Interaction Expectations After Receiving Bogus Information as a Function of the Similarity Condition and Skype Greeting

Total
Sample (N=
142)M (SD)

Similarity
condition (n=
66) M (SD)

Dissimilarity
condition (n=
76) M (SD)

Main effect for
similarity
information F (&
ηp

2)

Initial Greet
Over Skype (n=
56) M (SD)

No Greet over
Skype (n=86)
M (SD)

Main effect for
Skype greeting
F (& ηp

2)

Interaction
F (& ηp2)

How eager to
interact

4.22 (1.27) 4.45 (1.29) 4.01 (1.22) 3.77 (.027) 4.25 (1.13) 4.20 (1.36) .39 (.003) .47 (.003)

Expectations
for liking

4.54 (.98) 4.86 (.99) 4.24 (.87) 14.72***(.098) 4.52 (.85) 4.55 (1.06) .59 (.004) .01 (.000)

Expect to
enjoy the
interaction

4.34 (1.10) 4.71 (1.15) 4.00 (.94) 15.87***(.104) 4.32 (.94) 4.35 (1.20) .76 (.006) .00 (.000)

Perceived
similarity

3.90 (1.65) 5.39 (.79) 2.57 (.91) 320.04***(.702) 3.49 (1.47) 4.17 (1.71) .02 (.000) 2.53 (.018)

† p = .054, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

ηp
2 = Partial eta squared
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similarity after the interaction. This occurred even though the
15-min self-disclosure interaction allowed new information
about each other to be shared. Otherwise, the pre-interaction
similarity manipulation did not have a significant effect on
liking and the other affiliative outcomes assessed after the
interaction.

The skype greeting manipulation that occurred before any
bogus information on similarity was shared (and before the
interaction) had a significant effect on two dependent vari-
ables measured post-interaction, but opposite to what one
might expect – a higher score was found in the group with
no Skype greeting for both the perception of being liked by the
partner and perceived responsiveness in conversational part-
ner. The interaction of the two manipulation variables was not
significant for any of the dependent variables (that is, whether
there was a Skype greeting did not moderate the effect of the
similarity manipulation on post-interaction ratings).

Associations of Participants’ Pre-Interaction
Expectations with their Own Post-Interaction Ratings

Table 3 presents the correlations of the participants’ pre-
interaction expectation variables with their post-
interaction reactions. As these results show, the more that
the participants expected (before the interaction) that they
would enjoy the interaction and like the other, the more
positive were their actual, later reactions (H2a). These
associations were found for both the expectations

measured before receiving the bogus information and the
expectations measured after the receipt of the bogus in-
formation. Thus, positive expectations (of liking the other
and enjoying the interaction) before entering an interac-
tion are associated with actually experiencing these out-
comes once there is interaction. In addition, the more that
the participants perceived similarity prior to the interac-
tion, the more they perceived similarity after the
interaction.

Associations of Participants’ Pre-Interaction
Expectations with their Partner’s Post-Interaction
Reactions

Next, it was considered whether the participants’ pre-
interaction expectations were associated with their partner’s
reactions to them after the interaction. In these analyses, the
similarity condition was controlled in order to consider non-
independence in the dyadic data (i.e., both members of a dyad
experienced the same bogus information condition).

As the results in Table 4 show, generally there were no
significant associations between participants’ pre-interaction
expectations and how their partner reacted to them after the
interaction (no support for H2b). The one exception was a
positive correlation between the participants’ expectations of
enjoying the interaction (measured prior to the receipt of the
bogus information) and their partner’s rating of enjoyment/fun
in the interaction.

Table 2 Post-Interaction Reactions as a Function of Pre-interaction Manipulations of Similarity Information and Skype Greeting

Total
Sample (N=
142) M
(SD)

Similarity
condition (n=
66) M (SD)

Dissimilarity
condition (n=
76) M (SD)

Main effect for
similarity
information F (&
ηp

2)

Initial Greet
Over Skype (n=
56) M (SD)

No Greet over
Skype (n=86)
M (SD)

Main effect for
Skype greeting
F (& ηp

2)

Interaction
F

Liking for the
Other

5.72 (.76) 5.84 (.74) 5.62 (.78) 1.99 (.015) 5.58 (.67) 5.83 (.81) 1.80 (.013) .85

Perception of
being Liked

4.74 (1.03) 4.92 (1.06) 4.57 (.99) 1.42 (.011) 4.43 (.99) 4.96 (1.01) 6.70* (.048) .03

Closeness
(IOS)

4.43 (1.48) 4.52 (1.49) 4.34 (1.47) .26 (.002) 4.30 (1.48) 4.51 (1.48) .36 (.003) .06

Closeness
(subjective)

3.79 (1.26) 3.82 (1.40) 3.77 (1.12) .16 (.001) 3.61 (1.17) 3.93 (1.31) 2.47 (.018) .98

Enjoyment of
Interaction

5.56 (.98) 5.66 (.91) 5.46 (1.03) .58 (.004) 5.44 (1.01) 5.63 (.95) .83 (.006) .33

Desire for
Future
Interaction

4.42 (1.26) 4.63 (1.23) 4.23 (1.26) 2.78 (.021) 4.26 (1.23) 4.54 (1.27) .50 (.004) .36

Perceived
Similarity

4.79 (1.21) 5.19 (1.19) 4.42 (1.12) 11.01**(.077) 4.50 (1.06) 5.00 (1.28) 2.00 (.015) .13

Perceived
Responsive-
ness

5.73 (1.07) 5.89 (1.00) 5.57 (1.10) .65 (.005) 5.45 (.97) 5.92 (1.07) 5.73* (.042) .85

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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Additional Results

The data collected could also address other issues about ex-
pectations of liking referred to in the literature review above.
Results for these issues are presented below.

The liking gap Do people underestimate how much they are
liked, as found by Boothby et al. (2018)? To examine this, the
participants’ responses to the question, “How much do you
think the other liked you?”were compared with their partner’s
responses to the question, “Howmuch did you like the other?”

Both items had a 7-point response scale that ranged from 1 =
not at all; to 7 = a great deal. Support was found for the liking
gap. Participants believed that they were liked less (M = 4.75,
SD = 1.05) than their conversational partner actually reported
liking them (M = 5.42, SD = 1.04), paired t [130] = 5.60,
p < .001.

Reciprocity in liking Both perceived and actual reciprocity in
liking could be examined with the data collected after the
interaction. First, there was evidence for actual reciprocity in
liking. Controlling for the similarity condition, one partner’s

Table 3 Associations of Participants’ Pre-Interaction Expectations with Their Own Post-Interaction Reactions

Participants’ Own Ratings after the Interaction

Liking the
other

Perception of
being liked

Closeness
(IOS)

Closeness
(Subjective)

Enjoyment/
Fun

Desire for future
interaction

Perceived
similarity

Other
responsiveness

Ratings Before Receiving Bogus Information and Before Interaction

How eager to interact .16 .13 .15 .25** .36*** .27** .20* .13

Expectation to enjoy
the interaction

.33*** .20* .21* .21* .41*** .33*** .30*** .26**

Ratings After Bogus Information and Before Interaction

How eager to interact .30*** .26** .24** .26** .41*** .38*** .31*** .26**

Expectation to enjoy
the interaction

.26** .25** .15 .23** .30*** .38*** .27** .16

Expectation of liking
for the other

.26** .34*** .14 .18* .20* .34*** .24** .16

Perceived similarity .20* .30** .18* .16 .22** .26** .41*** .22*

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

Table 4 Associations of Participants’ Pre-Interaction Expectations with Their Partner’s Post-Interaction Reactions (controlling for Dyad Condition for
Similarity)

Partner’s reactions after the interaction:

Liking the
other

Perception of
being liked

Closeness
(IOS)

Closeness
(Subjective)

Enjoyment/
Fun

Desire for future
interaction

Perceived
similarity

Other
responsiveness

Participant’s expectation scores pre-interaction:

Ratings Before Receiving Bogus Information and Before Interaction

How eager to interact .03 .06 −.01 .05 .11 .03 .02 .06

Expectation to enjoy
the interaction

.13 .10 .05 .14 .18* .16 .13 .10

Ratings After Bogus Information and Before Interaction

How eager to interact .01 .12 −.02 .08 .09 .01 .08 .06

Expectation to enjoy
the interaction

.01 .13 −.03 .03 .04 −.04 .10 .02

Expectation of liking
for the other

.12 −.01 .10 .14 .07 .07 .13 .14

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
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index of liking was positively associated with their partner’s
index of liking (rpartial = .20, p < .05). Second, perceived rec-
iprocity in liking was even higher. Controlling for similarity
condition, the more that participants liked their partner, the
more they believed that their partner liked them in return (r-
partial = .58, p < .001). However, participants were generally
not accurate in estimating how much they were liked.
Controlling for similarity condition, one participant’s liking
for their conversational partner was not associated with their
partner’s estimation of being liked (rpartial = .13, p = .148). In
sum, there was both actual and perceived reciprocity in liking,
but the participants were not good judges of how much they
were liked.

Do high pre-interaction expectations have negative ef-
fects on post-interaction liking? Above, it was reported that
participants’ pre-interaction expectations were associated pos-
itively with their post-interaction reactions. Here, it is consid-
ered whether there may be a nonlinear association as well. To
examine this, an index of pre-interaction expectations was
created from the five items that assessed expectations (two
from the preliminary survey and three from the brief survey
completed after the receipt of bogus information; α = .90).
When degree of post-interaction liking was regressed on this
index of expectations, both a linear (R2 = .094, F = 13.45,
p < .001) and a quadratic effect (R2 = .118, F = 8.65,
p < .001) were found. The quadratic effect was such that, as
speculated, a higher degree of expectations was associated
with a slight downturn in post-interaction liking for the other
(see Figure in Supplementary File).

Discussion

In the study of first impressions and initial liking, much more
research has been conducted that involves participants
responding to a static photo or description of another (who
often is bogus) than involves actual first interactions and data
collected from both members (Eastwick et al., 2019). This is
due in part to the logistical and methodological challenges of
conducting such studies. Nonetheless, such social interaction
or “getting-acquainted” studies have been conducted, particu-
larly since the creation of fast-friends procedures (Aron et al.,
1997; Sedikides et al., 1999) that were designed to develop
temporary closeness in the laboratory. The major purpose of
this study was to examine how pre-interaction expectations of
members of zero-history dyads are associated with their later
reactions after a structured get-acquainted interaction. Two
items on expectations (about enjoying the interaction and
looking forward to it) were included in an initial online survey
that the participants completed after the first manipulation of
the study (the presence or absence of an initial Skype greet-
ing). Expectation items were then asked again (including the
item on expectations about liking the other) in an online

survey administered after the second manipulation (bogus in-
formation on similarity vs. dissimilarity information).

The findings on the effects of the pre-interaction manipu-
lation of similarity links this study to a long-standing line of
research on the role of similarity in early attraction. Prior re-
search (e.g., Byrne, 1971), including by this author (Sprecher,
2019), has examined how bogus information about a target’s
bogus similarity affects (expectations for) liking and other
affiliative outcomes. In most of the original studies that exam-
ined the effects of similarity in an experimental context, the
“other” did not exist (i.e., was phantom) and, furthermore, in
most cases, the participants were not even falsely given the
expectation that they would meet the other person. Similar to
those early studies, this study found that that receiving (bogus)
similarity information about a target person led to greater (ex-
pectations of) liking the other than receiving dissimilarity in-
formation about the other.

A unique contribution of this study for the literature on the
effects of similarity on attraction was the examination of
whether having a visual greeting prior to receiving the bogus
information reduced the effect of the bogus information on
liking and the other affiliative outcomes. It could be speculat-
ed that the presence of the other (through the initial Skype
greeting) would make the similarity (or dissimilarity) informa-
tion less salient. However, this was not found to be the case.
The results of this study indicated that the effect of the
similarity-dissimilarity information on expectations was not
moderated by the whether the dyad had a greeting before
receiving the information. Furthermore, the main effect of
the Skype greeting was also not significant for initial
expectations.

Another way that this study extended prior research using
the typical phantom-other design is that it examined whether
the pre-interaction (bogus) similarity information continued to
have an effect on reactions after interaction. Many years ago,
communication scholars were instrumental in examining the
role of actual communication as a moderator of the effect of
similarity on attraction. In a seminal study, Sunnafrank and
Miller (1981) used the bogus stranger method within a com-
munication context. They first asked participants to respond to
a stranger based on ostensible responses to a survey. Similar to
prior bogus-similarity studies (Byrne, 1971), they found a
positive effect of the manipulation of similarity on initial at-
traction. Some of the dyads were then randomly assigned to
interact for 5 min to become acquainted. The researchers
found no difference in attraction (assessed after the interac-
tion) as a function of the pre-interaction manipulation of sim-
ilarity. According to Sunnafrank (1983), initial conversations
are likely to lead to “increased impressions of stability, pre-
dictability, and controllability in the case of dissimilar
strangers” (p. 277) and thus there should be equal degrees of
attraction to a stranger after a first interaction regardless of pre-
interaction information on similarity. That is, new information
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acquired about the other should override any prior dissimilar-
ity information (see also, Sunnafrank, 1984, 1985, 1992).
Extending the research by Sunnafrank and others, the current
study also found that the pre-interaction manipulation of sim-
ilarity did not affect post-interaction liking for the other or
other affiliative outcomes (closeness, enjoyment of interac-
tion, and perception of being liked). However, the dyad mem-
bers continued to perceive greater similarity (post-interaction)
in the similarity condition than in the dissimilarity condition.

Although the participants’ pre-interaction assessments
reflected on average that they expected to have a positive
interaction (to enjoy the interaction and to like the other), there
was variation in their expectations. A unique contribution of
this study was the focus on how these pre-interaction expec-
tations were associated with post-interaction reactions. It was
found that people who expected to like the other (and enjoy
the interaction) actually did like the other and enjoy the inter-
action to a greater degree than did those who had lower pre-
interaction expectations. It is perhaps not surprising that pre-
interaction expectations were associated positively with later
actual reactions. The type of person who would have positive
expectations before an interaction are likely to be optimistic
and warm in the interaction. Although the correlations be-
tween the participants’ own expectations and their later reac-
tions were positive (and significant), the correlations were
more in the magnitude of weak to moderate (rather than in
the strong range). In addition, in ancillary analyses, it was
determined that not only was a linear association found be-
tween pre-interaction expectations and later liking for the oth-
er, but there was also evidence for a nonlinear (quadratic)
association, whereby there was a downturn in post-
interaction liking when pre-interaction expectations were ex-
tremely high.

Although one’s own expectations prior to an interaction are
associated with one’s own reactions after the interaction, the
participants’ pre-interaction expectations were generally not
found to be related to their partner’s reactions. Thus, while
there may be a self-fulfilling prophecy in response to one’s
own expectations for feelings, they do not affect the partner’s
reactions over the course of a 15-min getting-acquainted
interaction.

Strengths and Limitations of the Study

While there have been many studies that have examined how
people react to descriptions of a bogus person without having
any interaction with that person, much less common are stud-
ies that involve getting-acquainted dyads actually interacting
and providing responses to measures both pre- and post-inter-
action. The design of such a study allows for examination of
issues that would otherwise not be possible. This study fo-
cused on how pre-interaction expectations were associated
with later reactions, not only obtained from the participants

themselves, but also from their partner. This study also had the
strength of extending prior literature on the role of pre-
interaction similarity (vs. dissimilarity) information on initial
attraction by examining: (a) whether the effect was moderated
by an initial visual greeting (no prior study has done this); and
(b) adding to the small literature on whether the effects of pre-
interaction similarity information on initial reactions extend to
affect post-interaction outcomes.

One limitation of this study – in its focus on the role of pre-
interaction expectations in the get-acquainted process – is that
expectations cannot be manipulated (although for an
exception, see Aron et al., 1997, referred to earlier). Thus,
while this study found that participants’ pre-interaction asso-
ciations were associated positively with their own reactions to
the interaction, expectations cannot be disentangled from in-
dividual difference variables, such as general optimism, extro-
version, and rejection sensitivity, which may affect both ex-
pectations and reactions after the interaction. Another limita-
tion is that the interaction lasted only 15 min and was in one
session. It would be interesting to examine how initial expec-
tations change over time with new information. The study also
had the limitation that it consisted of a majority of female-
female dyads, and did not focus on romantic attraction in
getting-acquainted dyads. Furthermore, future research could
consider how individual difference variables (including gen-
der and race/ethnicity) – as well as how the dyad members
may differ on these characteristics – influence the expectations
formed as well as the outcomes of those expectations.

Implications, Applications, and Conclusions

Often people today have first interactions through more than
one modality, and also acquire digital information about each
other during the early stage of first impressions. For example,
people may meet briefly for the first time in a public setting
and have a very brief interaction not too different from the
Skype greeting in this study. Then they may learn more infor-
mation about each other through the Internet such as through
social media or even profile information provided at Internet
dating sites – not too different from the bogus information that
was provided to the participants in this study. Furthermore,
and amplified during the COVID pandemic of 2020, people
are often having their first meaningful and disclosive interac-
tions through video-mediated communication (e.g., Skype or
Zoom), as indicated by anecdotal evidence (Basu, 2020;
Williams, 2020). Therefore, the findings of this study have
implications for how people are developing new relationships
and friendships.

More specifically, one important implication is that an ini-
tial (brief) visual greeting – although likely making the other
person salient – may not reduce the effects of any digital
information acquired that could lead to inferences about
similarity/dissimilarity on expectations formed. People expect
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to like the other and enjoy the interaction more when they
learn they have similar (vs. dissimilar) interests, traits, and
preferences with the other, regardless of whether they had an
initial video-mediated greeting. On the other hand, a second
important implication is that if people get to the stage of a
meaningful first interaction, any preliminary information ob-
tained digitally (such as the degree to which they are similar)
may not affect reactions after the interaction. A third implica-
tion of the results is that if people enter a getting-acquainted
interaction with optimistic expectations – and as long as these
expectations are not too extraordinarily high – they are likely
to have positive reactions in the interaction. And, finally, an-
other implication of the results is that it is possible to have an
intimate, meaningful getting-acquainted interaction over
visual-mediated communication (e.g., Skype) leading to pos-
itive outcomes.

These findings also contribute to the small but growing
literature on the relationship functioning and well-being dur-
ing the COVID pandemic (e.g., Nabity-Grover, Cheung, &
Thatcher, 2020; Riva, Mantovani, & Wiederhold, 2020;
Tanhan & Strack, 2020). In addition, the findings can have
practical implications for counselors of adolescents and young
adults, who may need advice on the importance of their own
expectations to facilitate the formation of relationships.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary
material available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01466-4.
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