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themselves in relations to others (i.e., women or those scored high on interdependent
self-construal measure) showed a stronger association between daily felt understanding
and daily life satisfaction or physical symptoms. These findings demonstrate that daily
social experiences, such as felt understanding, are associated with daily well-being, partic-
ularly for individuals with greater interdependent self-construal.

© 2008 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

A Swedish proverb says “shared joy is a double joy; shared sorrow is half a sorrow.” This folk wisdom succinctly explains
the hedonic benefits of interacting with others who understand our thoughts and feelings. Supporting the link between
being understood and feeling good, research shows that happy people tend to have high quality social relationships (Diener
and Seligman, 2002), and these relationships are sustained in part by being with others who understand and respond to one’s
needs and values (Reis, Clark & Holmes, 2004). The present research builds on these notions by asking (a) whether feeling
understood in daily social interactions directly relates to two aspects of daily well-being,! namely daily life satisfaction and
daily physical symptoms, and (b) whether this association is stronger for those who consider their social relationships a central
part of the self.

People enjoy social environments where they feel understood by others. According to self-verification theory, people pre-
fer to interact with others who confirm their self-views, even when those views are negative (see Swann, Rentfrow, & Guinn,
2003 for a review). People also feel more satisfied and stay in relationships longer when they and their partners have similar
affective responses to life events (Anderson, Keltner, & John, 2003; Oishi and Sullivan, 2006) or similar interpersonal goals
(Sanderson and Evans, 2001). These findings imply that people seek and enjoy social interactions with others who under-
stand their subjective thoughts and feelings. This collection of research also presents an emerging perspective that feeling
understood or misunderstood is an integral experience of our social lives.

Although research has successfully demonstrated the role of felt understanding in maintaining social relationships (Reis
et al., 2004), knowledge regarding its impact on other important outcomes such as daily well-being is limited. Research on
close relationships and social support predicates that people should feel happier and healthier when they are surrounded by
others who understand their needs and values. For example, people experience greater positive affect when they feel that
their partner understands them (Oishi, Koo, & Akimoto, 2008) and shares their joy for positive life events (Gable, Reis, Impett,
& Asher, 2004). Perceiving close others to be responsive and understanding of a stressful experience mitigates its negative
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impact on one’s health and subjective well-being (Sarason, Sarason, & Gurung, 1997). These findings suggest that people’s
sense of daily well-being may fluctuate as a function of how much they feel understood by others in their social interactions.

The experience of being understood or misunderstood may be most related to daily well-being among individuals who
consider their social relationships a central aspect of the self (Cross, Bacon, & Morris, 2000; Singelis, 1994). People who tend
to see themselves in terms of group affiliations and interpersonal relationships (interdependent self-construal) may feel par-
ticularly satisfied when they are understood by others, but they also risk feeling worse when they are misunderstood. Felt
understanding may indicate how well these individuals are relating to others, which determines their happiness. Previous
research showed that people who value social relationships feel happier when they have more satisfying social interactions
(Oishi, Diener, Suh, & Lucas, 1999), and feel more satisfied about an interaction when they perceive the interaction partner as
understanding and responsive (Cross et al., 2000). This evidence suggests that individual differences in interdependent self-
construal should moderate the extent to which daily experiences of felt understanding are tied to daily well-being. In con-
trast, those who see themselves as autonomous and independent individuals (independent self-construal) may be less sen-
sitive to being understood and misunderstood, and thus their daily well-being should be less susceptible to fluctuations in
these experiences.

In addition to individual differences, a considerable amount of research shows cultural and gender differences in inter-
dependent and independent self-construal (Cross & Madson, 1997; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). On average, Asians and wo-
men are more likely to have an interdependent self-construal than European Americans and men are, respectively. If
interdependent self-construal moderates the relationship between felt understanding and daily well-being, we may also find
this relationship to be stronger among Asians and women than among European Americans and men.

Using a daily diary methodology, the present research examined whether people’s daily well-being, indicated by daily life
satisfaction and daily physical symptoms, corresponds to their experience of being understood by others in social interactions.
We expected daily felt understanding to be positively associated with daily life satisfaction and negatively associated with daily
physical symptoms. Moreover, this association may be particularly stronger among individuals who tend to see themselves in
relation to others. Finally, we also hypothesized that the positive benefit of felt understanding may extend to the following day.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

One hundred and twenty-eight undergraduates (92 female, 36 male) at the University of Virginia participated in the study
to receive partial course credit. Ninety participants identified themselves as White/Caucasian (70.3%) and 38 identified
themselves as Asian. Participants’ demographic information was collected at the beginning of the semester, when they reg-
istered into the department-wide participant pool system.

2.2. Procedure and measures

Participants completed all questionnaires online. They were first directed to complete a one-time online questionnaire via
e-mail. After providing informed consent, participants completed a battery of personality measures that included the 24-
item independent and interdependent self-construal scale (Singelis, 1994). On a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree,
7 = strongly agree), participants responded to items such as “My happiness depends on the happiness of those around me”
and “It is important for me to maintain harmony within my group” that assessed interdependent self-construal (M = 4.77,
SD =0.75, Cronbach’s o =.77). They also responded to items such as “I enjoy being unique and different from others in many
respects” and “I am comfortable with being singled out for praise or rewards” that assessed independent self-construal
(M =4.60, SD = 0.74, Cronbach’s o = .74). The two subscales were correlated at .40, and the averages did not differ by gender
or ethnicity.

After completing this initial questionnaire, participants received another e-mail that directed them to the online daily
diary questionnaire. In the subsequent 13 days, participants received a reminder every evening asking them to complete
the same survey. Compliance was excellent. Five percent of the total entries were completed on the following day before
noon. On average, participants completed 13.81 daily surveys (SD = 1.07).

The daily survey included questions about participants’ life satisfaction and physical symptoms, as well as questions
about felt understanding/misunderstanding. Daily life satisfaction was assessed with two items (Oishi, 2002): “How was
today?” (1 = horrible, 7 = excellent) and “How satisfied are you with your life today?” (1 = extremely dissatisfied, 7 = extremely
satisfied). Because these items were correlated highly, r=.76, p <.001, they were averaged to create a single daily life satis-
faction score (M = 4.82, SD = 1.18). We also generated a lagged score to indicate life satisfaction of the following day, which
allows us to examine whether feelings of being understood or misunderstood predict next day life satisfaction.

Daily physical symptoms were assessed by the Emmons’ (1992) 14-item physical symptom checklist (e.g., headaches,
faintness/dizziness, and stomachache/pain). We created a daily physical symptom score by summing the number of symp-
toms participants checked, ranging from 0 to 14. Participants reported an average of 1.47 symptoms per day (SD = 1.68). Dai-
ly physical symptoms was negatively related to daily life satisfaction with an average correlation of —.23 (SD =.31). As with
daily life satisfaction, we also created a lagged physical symptom score.
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Toward the end of the survey, participants indicated the degree to which they felt understood and misunderstood by oth-
ers by responding to “During your interaction with others today, to what extent did you feel understood by others?”
(M =4.94, SD =1.23) followed by “And, to what extent did you feel misunderstood by others?” (M =2.68, SD =1.29) on a
7-point Likert scale (1 =not at all, 7 = a lot; adapted from Oishi et al., 2008). On average, these two items were correlated
at —.38 (SD =.37) across individuals over the 14 days.

3. Results

We examined whether felt understanding and misunderstanding in daily social interactions were associated with daily
well-being at the within-person level, and whether this within-person association was moderated by participants’ interde-
pendent and independent self-construal, ethnicity, and gender. We used HLM 6.04 (Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, & Congdon,
2004) to analyze our data, which consisted of two levels. In the Level 1 model, daily life satisfaction or daily physical symp-
toms was predicted by daily felt understanding and misunderstanding and an error term. Daily felt understanding and mis-
understanding were centered on an individual’s mean (i.e., group-centering). At Level 2, interdependent and independent
self-construal scores, ethnicity (White = 0, Asian = 1), and gender (Male = 0, Female = 1) were centered and entered simulta-
neously to predict the intercept and coefficients at Level 1 (see the HLM model below).2

Level 1 model:

Daily well-being = f, + 8, * (felt understood) + f, * (felt misunderstood) + ¢

Level 2 model:

Bo = Yoo + Vo1 * (interdependent) + y, * (independent) + y,; * (ethnicity) + y,, * (gender) + 7,
Bi =710 + V11 * (interdependent) + y,, = (independent) + y,5 = (ethnicity) + y,, * (gender) + 1,
By = V50 + V21 * (interdependent) + y,, * (independent) + 7y, * (ethnicity) + y,, * (gender) + 1,.

3.3. Daily life satisfaction

Consistent with our prediction, people had greater life satisfaction on days when they felt more understood, y;¢ = .40,
t(123)=12.99, p <.001, and less misunderstood by others, y,9 = —.10, t(123) = —4.19, p <.001. Moreover, daily felt misunder-
standing was more strongly associated with daily life satisfaction among women thanmen, y,4 = —.19, £(123) = —3.48,p =.0013
(see Table 1). For every 1-point increase in daily felt misunderstanding, a female participant’s life satisfaction score decreased by
0.29-point from her average life satisfaction score. In contrast, the daily life satisfaction of a male participant decreased only by
0.10-point. There was no direct relationship between interdependent self-construal and average daily life satisfaction, yo; = .14,
t(123)=1.58, p=.12. Independent self-construal was positively associated daily life satisfaction, o> =.31, t(123)=3.06,
p =.001, but this measure did not moderate the relationship between daily felt understanding and daily life satisfaction.

3.4. Daily physical symptoms

We conducted the same HLM analysis with daily physical symptoms as the outcome variable. Similar to daily life satis-
faction, participants who felt more understood in their social interactions reported fewer daily physical symptoms,
Y10 = —.14, t(123) = —3.46, p = .001. Although women and those with higher interdependent self-construal reported some-
what more daily physical symptoms on average, yo4 = .44, t(123) = 1.91, p =.058 and o7 = .25, £(123) = 1.68, p = .096, respec-
tively, there was no moderating effect of gender, ethnicity or self-construal on the relationship between daily felt
understanding/misunderstanding and daily physical symptoms (see Table 1). Feelings of being misunderstood were not re-
lated to daily physical symptoms, 59 =.06, £(123)=1.32, p=.189.4

3.5. Life satisfaction on the following day

Next, we conducted a series of time-lag analyses to examine the spill-over effect of felt understanding and misunder-
standing on daily life satisfaction. First, we replaced the outcome variable with the lagged score and we did not find any rela-
tionships among variables. Then, we repeated the analysis controlling for life satisfaction on the previous day at Level 1 such
that Day t + 1 life satisfaction was predicted from Day t life satisfaction, Day t felt understanding, and Day t felt misunder-

2 The error variance of each outcome variable is estimated. Approximately 33% of the variability of daily life satisfaction and 45% of the variability of health
symptoms is due to inter-individual differences (Level 2). The proportion of variance across the two levels was similar for the lagged scores (33% at Level 2 for
one-day lagged life satisfaction, 49% at Level 2 for one-day lagged health symptoms).

3 Effect size was estimated based on error variance explained by the variables at each level. For same day life satisfaction, felt understanding measures
reduced 24% of error variance (¢) in the Level 1 model. Gender, race, and self-construal measures reduced 18% of the intercept error variance (1) and 63% of the
misunderstanding slope error variance (1),).

4 The felt understanding measures at Level 1 explained 5% of error variance (&) of health symptoms.
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Table 1
Estimations of daily life satisfaction and health symptoms as a function of felt understanding, self-construal, ethnicity and gender
Life satisfaction Health symptoms
Same day Next day Same day Next day
Intercept (Yo00) 4.81 4.82 1.46 1.38
Interdependence (yo;) 14 13 25 25
Independence (7oz) 317 327 —12 —.08
Ethnicity (yo3) -25 —24 -.32 -.36
Gender (yo4) —.02 .03 44 41
Felt understanding (710) 40" .03 14" —-.10"
Interdependence (y11) .01 —-.05 —.08 —13"
Independence (y12) .05 .04 -.04 -.04
Ethnicity (713) —-.04 .02 —.02 .01
Gender (y14) —.11 —.02 .02 .05
Felt misunderstanding (720) -.10" —.00 .06 .02
Interdependence (y21) .04 —-.07 —.05 —.09
Independence (y,3) —-.03 .04 —.00 —.02
Ethnicity (723) -.01 .02 —.05 —-.10
Gender (},4) -19" .09 .02 .03
" p<.05.
" p<.oL
1.8 A
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g
=)
I

—
)
I

Number of health symptoms (Next Day)
-

Low (-1 Std Dev) Average High (+ 1 Std Dev)

Interdependent self-construal

Fig. 1. Number of health symptoms in the following day by feelings of being understood and interdependent self-construal.

standing. Participants who were satisfied on Day t continued to be more satisfied on the next day, y;o=.12, t(123) = 3.80,
p <.001. There were no other reliable effects.

3.6. Physical symptoms on the following day

With respect to the number of physical symptoms participants reported on the following day, participants who felt more
understood on a particular day reported fewer physical symptoms the following day, y10=—.10, t(123) = —2.67, p =.009.
More importantly, interdependent self-construal moderated the link between felt understanding and physical symptoms
on the following day, y11 = —.13, t(123) = —2.48, p =.015. Specifically, people higher in interdependent self-construal re-
ported fewer physical symptoms when they felt more understood the day before (see Fig. 1). Unlike feelings of being under-
stood, feelings of being misunderstood neither directly related to the number of physical symptoms on the subsequent day,
y20=.02, t< 1, p>.50, nor did interdependent self-construal, gender and ethnicity moderate the association between felt
misunderstanding and physical symptoms on the following day.®

5 Felt understanding measures at Level 1 explained 4% of error variance (&) of following day health symptoms. Level 2 variables explained 9% of the intercept
error variance (7o) and 68% of the understanding slope error variance (#;).
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Finally, we repeated the analysis controlling for the number of physical symptoms on the previous day. Not surprisingly,
participants who had more physical symptoms the day before also had more symptoms the following day, y30=.21,
t(123)=6.73, p <.001 and the main effect of felt understanding decreased to —.06, t(123) = —1.72, p =.088. However, inter-
dependent self-construal remained as a moderator of the relationship between felt understanding and physical symptoms,
Y21 = —.12, t(123) = —2.40, p =.018.

4. Discussion

Over two weeks, participants reported their daily life satisfaction, daily physical symptoms and daily experience of being
understood and misunderstood. People reported higher life satisfaction and fewer physical symptoms on days when they felt
more understood by others. Moreover, two additional findings provide support that daily felt understanding and daily well-
being are more closely related among individuals who consider social relationships an important aspect of the self. First, wo-
men’s daily life satisfaction decreased more sharply than men’s did when they felt misunderstood. Because women tend to
have a more relational-interdependent self-construal (Cross et al., 2000), this is consistent with our prediction that felt mis-
understanding can be more detrimental to life satisfaction for those who place a greater emphasis on social relationships in
their self-concepts. Second, individuals with greater interdependent self-construal reported fewer physical symptoms after
they reported being more understood in their previous day social interactions. These findings converge to suggest that fluc-
tuations in daily well-being correspond to daily experiences of felt (mis)understanding, particularly for those who value so-
cial relationships as an important part of who they are.

It is somewhat puzzling that we found different effects with different indicators of interdependence. In particular, we
found that gender moderated the relationship between daily felt misunderstanding and daily life satisfaction but interde-
pendent self-construal moderated the relationship between daily felt understanding and daily physical symptoms. Although
both findings are consistent with our hypothesis, it is not obvious why one factor relates to felt understanding while another
relates to felt misunderstanding. We suspect that this difference may be due to conceptual differences in interdependence as
relational or collectivistic. Previous research suggests that the interdependence of women tends to be more relational than
men (Gabriel & Gardner, 1999). Therefore, for women, interpersonal understanding may be seen as the default state of any
relationship, whereas misunderstanding may be more of an anomaly. As such, women'’s daily well-being may be more af-
fected by misunderstanding than understanding.

In contrast, the measure of interdependent self-construal may capture more of a collectivistic rather than relational view
of the self (Kashima, Yamaguchi, Kim, Choi, Gelfand, & Yuki, 1995). People who tend to see themselves in a collectivistic way
may be more attuned to being understood because it facilitates group cohesiveness and the achievement of group goals.
Hence, interdependent self-construal is more likely to moderate the relationship between felt understanding and daily
well-being. Furthermore, we expected Asians, whose self-construal has been shown to be more collectivistic than that of
European Americans’ (e.g., Markus and Kitayama, 1991), to show a stronger association between felt understanding and
well-being, but this was not what we found. The data did not show any difference in interdependent and independent
self-construals between the two ethnic groups. This lack of difference might account for the null findings with respect to
ethnicity.

It is worth noting that the correlational nature of the present study allows another interpretation; that is, greater daily life
satisfaction and fewer physical symptoms lead to greater felt understanding. Our reliance on similarly scaled self-report
measures does not help to clarify the bi-directional nature of these variables. However, one can imagine that different pro-
cesses may be involved in the different interpretations, and future research can help elucidate the interrelation of these vari-
ables by examining these processes. For example, felt understanding may contribute to life satisfaction because it increases
self-esteem, or life satisfaction may increase sociability, which in turn increases the likelihood of feeling understood. Finally,
future research should consider obtaining a more representative sample when examining the questions above.

While folk wisdom and scientific knowledge concur that having satisfying relationships is important for health and hap-
piness, we have only a rudimentary understanding of the processes by which successful social interactions promote well-
being. The present research suggests that felt understanding or the lack thereof may be an important factor in understanding
how happy relationships influence happiness and health, particularly for those with greater interdependent self-construal.
Future research is encouraged to expand this line of work because of its important implications for refining our understand-
ing of how healthy social relationships are translated into well-being for different individuals.
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