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The Myth of the Good Encoder:  
Encoding as a Multifaceted Ability

Alyssa Raymond, MA; Frank Bernieri, PhD; Jill Brown, PhD

Introduction
The ability to encode accurately, that is, for one’s 
intentions to be “judgeable” to others, has received 
little attention from researchers in comparison to the 
extant literature for decoding skill. Greater encoding 
skill is related to better psychological adjustment and 
higher social status1, though it is unclear whether 
encoding is a unidimensional or multidimensional 
ability. This study utilizes the methods developed by 
Noller2 to examine encoding ability among 
acquainted and unacquainted undergraduates in three 
emotional valences. We hypothesize that encoding 
skill varies with both intended emotional valence 
and for whom the message is intended. 

Methods
Condition 1: Acquaintances -Live
• 12 groups of 7 participants (N = 84). Group 

members had been acquainted for 3 weeks
• Encoders: In a round-robin fashion, each 

participant delivered 9 scripted statements: 3 in a 
positive, 3 in a neutral, and 3 in a negatively 
valenced manner
• By standardizing the verbal content of 

statements, emotional information must be 
conveyed through nonverbal channels

• Statements and valences were randomized and 
completely counterbalanced

• Decoders: Each participant judged which of three 
emotional valences were being conveyed by the 
encoders within their groups (totaling 6 judgments 
for each encoded statement)

Results

 

Table 5. Encoding score correlations among viewing conditions and emotional intent 

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12.  

1. Acquaintances – live (total)  1 

2.    A-L positive    .72*** 1       * < .05, ** < .01, *** < .001 

3.    A-L neutral    .63***  .16 1 

4.    A-L negative    .39*** -.09 -.01 1 

5. Acquaintances – video (total)   .79***  .67***  .49***  .31** 1 

6.    A-V positive    .68***  .74***  .29**  .01**  .82*** 1 

7.    A-V neutral    .40***  .28**  .60*** -.19  .55***  .25* 1 

8.    A-V negative    .37***  .14  .01  .66**  .46***  .16 -.21 1 

9. Strangers – video (total)   .73**  .65***  .37***  .33**  .81***  .71***  .29**  .49*** 1 

10.    S-V positive    .60***  .70***  .17  .18  .69***  .82***  .16  .26*  .84*** 1 

11.    S-V neutral     .47***  .38***  .52*** -.08  .53***  .34**  .68*** -.03  .52***  .28** 1 

12.    S-V negative    .30**  .07  .09  .51***  .27*  .06 -.22*  .75***  .49***  .13 -.17 1 
 

Table 3. Mixed ANOVA on Encoding Accuracy for Valence by Viewing Condition by Sex of 
Encoder 
      

Df         SS     MS     F       p       η2 
Between-Subjects Effects 
 Encoder Sex (ES)  1     5441.88 5441.88   5.84     .018      .07 
 Error    81   75534.44   932.52  
Within-Subjects Effects 
 Valence   2   65155.12 32577.56 51.85   <.001      .39 
 Valence * ES   2     4677.71   2338.85   3.72     .026      .04 
 Error (Valence)  162 101778.18     628.26 
 Viewing        2     3190.30   1595.15 18.24   <.001      .18 
 Viewing * ES       2         79.82       39.91     .46     .634      .01 
 Error (Viewing)  162   14168.88       87.46 
 Valence * Viewing  3.6       674.68     187.61   1.51     .206      .02 
 Valence * Viewing * ES 3.6       288.12       80.12     .64     .62      .01 
 Error (Intent * TS)  291.3   36292.49     124.59 
 
	Table 4. Factor loadings based on a principal components analysis  
with varimax rotation for factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 
 
	 	 Factor	1	 Factor	2	 Factor	3	
Positive	Messages	 	 	 	
	 Acquaintances	–	Live	 .86	 .23	 .03	
	 Acquaintances	–	Video	 .91	 .19	 .08	
	 Strangers	-	Video	 .91	 .07	 .14	
Neutral	Messages	 	 	 	
	 Acquaintances	–	Live	 .09	 .84	 .12	
	 Acquaintances	–	Video	 .12	 .87	 -.22	
	 Strangers	-	Video	 .26	 .80	 -.10	
Negative	Messages	 	 	 	
	 Acquaintances	–	Live	 .09	 -.07	 .80	
	 Acquaintances	–	Video	 .13	 -.04	 .91	
	 Strangers	-	Video	 .01	 -.04	 .88	
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Figure	and	 Table	2.	Average†Encoding	 Scores 	in	%	for	All	Intents 	 and	
Viewing	Conditions

Acquain tan ces	 - Live Acquain tan ces	 - Vid eo Strangers	 - Vid eo

Encoding	
Ability

Positive	
Valence

Towards	
Strangers

Towards	
Acquaintances

Neutral	
Valence

Towards	
Strangers

Towards	
Acquaintances

Negative
Valence

Towards	
Strangers

Towards	
Acquaintances

	 Total	 Positive	 Neutral	 Negative	
Acquaintance	(live)	 68.6	 60.4	 63.2	 82.2	
Acquaintance	(video)	 69.3	 65.0	 60.4	 82.4	
Stranger	(video)	 64.5	 58.9	 56.8	 77.7	

	

†	means	were	created	by	averaging	scores	from	males	and	scores	from	females		
 

Discussion
• Encoding ability varies with valence of 

intended emotional message
• There is a high degree of correlation between 

the encoded messages of each condition 
within the same emotional valence. Between 
valences, there is little overlap in ability. 

• Though knowledge of partner affects 
communicative accuracy, it is not a major 
emerging factor of encoding skill

It is tempting to conceive of encoding ability as a 
unidimensional skill – either someone is a good 
communicator or they aren’t – however there appear 
to be multiple skills involved. Rather than the 
proposed six dimensions, results indicate a 
tridimensional ability based on evaluative valence. 
Live or through video, to strangers or acquaintances, 
an encoder’s competence is variable depending on 
the the particular emotional valence being conveyed.
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Figure 1. Physical Layout of Live Task for One Group and Example Statement Score 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. Each decoder (B-G) made a judgment of the encoder’s (A) intent (12 groups of 7 
participants). Each decoder was either correct (1) or incorrect (0); here, the positive statement (+) 
scored 3 out of 6 possible correct, yielding participant A an encoding score for this statement of 
50%. Statement scores were used to create scores for valence deliveries (3 statements each for 
positive, negative, and neutral).   
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Table 1. Example Communication Task Items 
 

Scene 

You’re sitting in class 
with a friend waiting 
for the instructor to 
arrive. 

Statement 

"So, what do you 
think of this 
teacher?" 

Intent 

a. You really like the teacher and 
believe your friend does, too.  

b. You dislike the teacher and want to 
complain about him to your friend.  

c. You and your friend were just sitting 
there in silence and you are just trying 
to start a conversation. 

You are at a party 
mingling when 
someone you know 
comes up to you. 

"What are you 
doing here?" 

a. You are very happy to see this 
person at this party.  

b. You are irritated because you were 
hoping this person wouldn't come.  

c. You thought this person was out of 
town and didn't think they would be 
there. 

 

 

Condition 2: Acquaintances –Video
• 12 groups of 7 participants. Group members had been 

acquainted for 8 weeks
• Encoders: Videos taken during the live task were 

shown within groups in a randomized order
• Decoders: Each participant judged the emotional 

valence being conveyed by the encoders within their 
groups (totaling 6 judgments for each encoded 
statement). These were the same decoders who had 
judged the live encoding in condition 1. 

Condition 3: Strangers - Video
• Encoders and decoders were unacquainted
• Encoders: Videos taken during the live task were 

shown in a randomized order
• Decoders: Each participant judged the intended 

messages of 14 non-group members (totaling 14 
judgments for each encoded statement)

Calculation of Scores
Encoding scores comprised the percentage of trials a 
decoder correctly judged the emotional intent of the 
encoder. Scores were calculated for positive, neutral, and 
negative intents. Group scores were calculated by 
averaging the scores from males and from females rather 
than averaging across all participants.

What makes a good communicator? Is it a singular ability or multidimensional?

Correlations involving similar emotions are circled by the 
same color.  Correlations within triangles involve different 
emotions


