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"Guilt never feels good. The way to avoid guilt and be nice without being too nice is to practice 

compassion." (Vanzant, 1999, p. 146) 

 

In his book 'On the basis of morality', philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer 

argued that compassion forms the root of human morality (Schopenhauer, 1840). He 

was not the only one to feel this way. Writers as diverse as Confucius (Goetz, Keltner, 

& Simon-Thomas, 2010), Adam Smith and David Hume (Haidt, 2003) have all agreed 

that compassion is central to morality. In psychology, compassion is similarly 

considered to be an important moral emotion (Haidt, 2003). It has been shown to be 

of influence in a wide range of domains. For instance, in research on interpersonal 

behaviour, evoking compassion has been shown to increase the willingness to alleviate 

the suffering of others and the willingness to volunteer to help (Batson, O'Quin, 

Fultz, Vanderplas, & Isen, 1983; Batson, Early, & Salvarini, 1997). More recent 

research has even shown that people are more willing to act pro-environmentally 

when compassion for suffering others (Pfattheicher, Sassenrath, & Schindler, 2016) or 

the environment itself (Berenguer, 2007) is triggered.  

In the intergroup domain, compassion has been associated with such diverse 

outcomes as a more positive attitude towards an outgroup (Batson et al., 1997), a 

decrease in the amount of perceived differences between ingroup and outgroup 

attitudes (Finlay & Stephan, 2000), and increased support for equal opportunity 

policies (Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2003). Although some authors have argued that 

compassion may not be the strongest predictor of action towards social change 

(Thomas, McGarty, & Mavor, 2009), the general pattern that emerges from the 

existing literature is clear: compassion triggers a desire to help others and has either 

profoundly positive, or at worst neutral, effects on the perceptions of and behaviour 

towards other people and groups. In this thesis, however, we argue that under some 

circumstances, compassion can also have an opposite effect. Specifically, we propose 

that in a situation where people belong to a group that has harmed another group, or 

where they have harmed another individual themselves, compassion may reduce self-
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critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and the willingness to (support efforts to) 

repair the harm. Below, we will explain the rationale underlying this prediction, before 

providing an overview of the chapters in this thesis. 

 
Compassion 

 

Above, we mentioned a number of outcomes that compassion has been 

associated with, across various domains. But what exactly is compassion? Although 

different definitions are used in the literature, most authors conceptualize compassion 

as a discrete emotion that entails recognizing the suffering of another person or group 

and feeling a desire to help (Lazarus, 1991). It is often used interchangeably with 

'sympathy'.1 People can feel compassion as an individual, but also as a member of a 

group. At the group level, compassion is likely to arise when the suffering of another 

group is perceived as unfair, illegitimate and beyond the control of the (out)group in 

question (Leach, Snider, & Iyer, 2002).   

Compassion is characterized by its strong other-focus, to which many of its 

positive effects on prosocial behaviour have been attributed. By focusing on the other, 

their suffering becomes salient, while self-related feelings and potential concerns 

about the costs associated with helping fade into the background (Batson et al., 1988; 

Leach et al., 2002; Thomas et al., 2009). As a result, there are no barriers that stand in 

the way of helping. 

 

Identity concerns 
 

But what happens when the suffering that the other group is undergoing, is 

caused by our group? Being confronted with the fact that our group is responsible for 

the suffering of another group may constitute a threat to the self-concept, because we 

                                                   
1  We use the term 'compassion' throughout the remainder of this thesis. 
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strive to maintain a positive view of the groups we belong to (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

How people react to these situations has been shown to depend on the degree to 

which they identify with their group. For low identifiers, the group is not very 

important. Because they are less attached to the group, they are more likely to be open 

to feeling self-critical emotions and will likely react with relatively little defensiveness 

(Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002). A strong other-focus, such as the one inherent to 

compassion, should therefore not really lead to very different effects than in a 

situation where a third party was responsible for the suffering. Compassion should 

thus have neutral or, more likely, positive (meaning increasing) effects on the degree 

to which low identifiers experience self-critical emotions, as well as perceptions of 

responsibility and the willingness to support reparation efforts.  

For high identifiers, the group forms an important part of their self-concept. 

They are thus strongly motivated to affirm the positive value of the group and want to 

avoid the unpleasant feelings that self-critical emotions such as guilt, shame, and 

ingroup-focused anger produce (Ellemers et al., 2002). High identifiers can use 

different strategies to achieve this. For instance, they may downplay the severity of the 

harm that was done, deny responsibility for it, or blame the outgroup for it (McGarty 

et al., 2005). But these strategies may not always be realistic. What happens when high 

identifiers do, undeniably, perceive the suffering of the outgroup to be illegitimate, 

unfair, and beyond their control - in other words, when the conditions that give rise to 

compassion are met? 

 

The role of focus 
 

We propose that under these circumstances, compassion may actually come 

in handy for high identifiers. There are three related reasons why. Most importantly, 

we believe that the strong other-focus on the suffering of the outgroup, which is 

normally associated with compassion's positive effects on intergroup prosocial 

behaviour, may produce the opposite effect in this situation. This is because self-
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critical emotions like guilt, shame and to a lesser extent ingroup-focused anger are, as 

the name suggests, self-focused. By focusing on the suffering of the outgroup, 

compassion may allow high identifiers to focus exclusively on how sorry they feel for 

the outgroup, and thereby avoid the much more unpleasant feelings of guilt, shame 

and anger about their own group's behaviour in causing the suffering.  

This other-focus is also reinforced by the fact that compassion is marked by 

the maintenance of boundaries between the self and the other (Thomas et al., 2009). 

The self (ingroup) and the other (outgroup) remain seen as discrete groups, which 

means that focusing on the suffering of the other will entail a minimal focus on the 

self - including its associated self-critical emotions. Finally, compassion has been 

described in the literature as being unrelated to feelings of responsibility and blame 

(Thomas et al., 2009; Weiner, 1995; Leach et al., 2002). This is stark in contrast to self-

critical emotions. Guilt, for instance, has been very closely associated with perceptions 

of responsibility (Berndsen & Manstead, 2007; Frijda, 1993). In other words, high 

identifiers can experience compassion 'safely', as it is inherently not associated with 

the feeling that they are responsible for the suffering of the outgroup. 

In sum, we think that in a situation where one group has harmed another 

group, compassion will lead to different effects for people who identify strongly or 

weakly with the perpetrator group. When identity concerns are not an important 

factor, a strong focus on the other should motivate helping: seeing the other suffer 

may awaken the weakly identifying perpetrator group members to the severity of the 

situation. Given that there is no reason to react defensively, this may open the door to 

self-critical emotions such as guilt, shame and ingroup-focused anger, as well as 

perceptions of responsibility and a desire to compensate the harm that was done. But 

for high identifiers, who are trying to cope with the identity threat that a confrontation 

with negative behaviour of their group has caused, this same other-focus may function 

as a subtle way out.  

Some preliminary evidence for this effect stems from work by Zebel, Doosje, 

and Spears (2009). In their research on group-based guilt, they indeed found that 
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compassion was positively associated with feelings of guilt among low identifiers, but 

negatively among high identifiers. However, compassion was measured rather than 

manipulated in this study, and no evidence for an underlying mechanism was 

provided, as the primary focus of the study was guilt rather than compassion. The 

word ‘other’ in the title of this thesis thus refers to the fact that we investigate a 

counterintuitive, different and largely undocumented flip side to compassion, as well 

as the very mechanism that we propose lays at its core: compassion’s strong focus on 

the other. Below, we provide an overview of the three empirical chapters that make 

up this thesis.  

 

Chapter 2 
 

In Chapter 2, we aimed to achieve two goals. Firstly, we wanted to establish 

our basic effect: are the outcomes of compassion moderated by the degree to which 

members of a perpetrator group identify with their group? More specifically, we 

investigated whether a compassion manipulation would reduce the self-critical group 

emotions of guilt, shame and ingroup-focused anger, feelings of responsibility and 

support for reparation among high identifiers, compared to a control group. For low 

identifiers, we expected to find the 'traditional' compassion effect: namely, that 

compassion should increase self-critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and 

support for reparation. The second goal of Chapter 2 was to investigate the proposed 

underlying mechanism, the role of focus. Specifically, we wanted to see whether 

directly manipulating focus would produce the same (if not stronger) effects that our 

compassion manipulation did.  

Regarding the first goal, concerning the basic effect of compassion, we report 

the results of five studies that we analyzed in the form of a meta-analysis. In all these 

studies, we measured the national identification of our participants at the start of the 

study, after which all participants got to read about harmful behaviour of their ingroup 

towards an outgroup. Following this, we manipulated compassion: half of our 
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participants were asked to briefly think about the suffering of the outgroup before 

filling out the questionnaire, the other half were not given any instructions (control 

condition). The participants in these studies were Dutch and the article they got to 

read concerned the Dutch colonial history in Indonesia. This context was not chosen 

because we are especially interested in self-critical emotions regarding past events 

(which is just one example of a situation in which compassion may play a role), but for 

two specific reasons. Firstly, and most importantly, this exact context has been used in 

previous research and was shown to evoke moderate levels of group-based guilt 

(Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998; Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & 

Manstead, 2006). This is important, because in order to test whether compassion has 

any effects on guilt and other self-critical emotions, these emotions of course need to 

be present to some degree in the first place. Secondly, and related to this, we assumed 

that our participants would not have very strong pre-existing opinions or extensive 

knowledge about this issue. Therefore, we figured they would be likely to accept the 

information provided in the brief article and show low levels of reactance. This would 

maximize the effectiveness of our manipulation. 

In addition to the meta-analysis of these five studies, we also report the 

findings of a sixth study in which we investigated the role of focus. In this study, our 

participants got to read the same story about the Dutch colonial history in Indonesia. 

However, after presenting them with this story, we now manipulated focus (self vs 

other) rather than compassion. Participants were either shown two neutral photos of 

the ingroup (self-focus condition) or two neutral photos of the outgroup (other-focus 

condition). We then tested our prediction that the other-focus manipulation would 

result in lower levels of self-critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and support 

for reparation among high identifiers, whereas we again predicted the opposite for low 

identifiers. 

In general, we found support for our predictions regarding compassion and 

other-focus. Our compassion and other-focus manipulation resulted in lower levels of 

self-reported self-critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and support for 
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reparation. The effects of our focus manipulation were clearly stronger and more 

consistent, however, supporting the idea that this may be the more proximal 

predictor.  

 

Chapter 3 
 

In Chapter 3, we shift our attention from the intergroup to the interpersonal 

domain. We wanted to see what the effects of compassion were when people are 

confronted with their individual (rather than their ingroup's) past harmful behaviour 

towards another individual (rather than an outgroup). We have argued that the effects 

of compassion are moderated by identification with the group in the intergroup 

domain. In this chapter, we propose that the degree to which people are identified 

with their past self - the person they were at the time they harmed someone else - may 

play a similar important role in the interpersonal domain. 

Research has shown that people make clear distinctions between present and 

past selves (Wilson & Ross, 2003). One important reason for this is because it allows 

us to distance ourselves from past failures and fulfill our desire to hold a positive 

perception of the present self (Wilson & Ross, 2003; Higgins, 1996; Baumeister, 

1998). The way in which we perceive, appraise and judge past selves has even been 

shown to be comparable to how we evaluate other people (Libby & Eibach, 2002). 

That does not mean we completely distance ourselves from our past incarnations 

though. Rather, we process information about our past selves in the same way we 

process information about close others. Thus, we may be protective of our former 

selves in the same way we would be of good friends.  

Importantly, people also differ in the extent to which they perceive shifts in 

identity over time (Wilson & Ross, 2003). In other words, some people may feel they 

are still very much the same person that they were ten years ago, whereas other people 

feel they are very different. We wanted to see whether differences in this type of past 

self-identification would influence how people react to a confrontation with past 
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harmful behaviour. We argued that this can constitute an identity threat for people 

who are highly identified with their past selves in the same way that it does at the 

group level: high past self-identifiers should find this information more threatening. 

We wanted to see whether a compassion manipulation would have a similar effect as it 

did at the intergroup level. In line with our findings in the intergroup domain, we 

predicted that compassion would lead to a reduction in guilt, shame, anger, regret and 

perceptions of blame among people who are highly identified with their past self, 

whereas we predicted an increase among low past self-identifiers. The latter should be 

open to more self-critical emotions: after all, they perceive themselves to be very 

different today to the person who committed the harm.  

To test this, we asked our participants to recall a situation that happened five 

to ten years ago, during which they harmed someone else. Half of them were 

subsequently asked to think about the suffering of the person they harmed for a 

moment (compassion manipulation), the other half did not receive instructions 

(control condition). In addition to testing whether compassion had this effect, we also 

wanted to compare it to three other ways in which high past self-identifiers may be 

able to avoid responsibility for their actions, namely a. by taking a third- rather than 

first-person perspective of the situation, b. by emphasizing ways in which they are 

different (rather than the same) to the person they were at the time the harm was 

committed, and c. by disidentifying with the past self during the course of the 

experiment. We investigated these effects in a total of seven studies. We report our 

results in the form of four separate meta-analyses, each analysis looking at one of the 

aforementioned ways to avoid responsibility.  

Our results were in line with our prediction regarding compassion. For 

participants who strongly identified with their past self, compassion led to a reduction 

in self-critical emotions and self-blame, whereas we generally found increases or null 

effects for low identifiers. Taking a third- rather than a first-person perspective when 

recalling the harmful behaviour had a main effect on self-critical emotions, but the 

interaction with past self-identification was not significant. We did find an interaction 
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effect on perceptions of blame. Focusing on differences (rather than similarities) 

between the past and present self did not have a significant effect, nor did participants 

seem to strongly disidentify during the course of the experiment. Overall, our results 

indicated that the subtle compassion effect may be the most powerful way to avoid 

responsibility. 

 

Chapter 4 
 

In Chapter 4 we return to the intergroup domain. However, where we 

focused on the effect of our compassion manipulation compared to a control 

condition in Chapter 2, we now focus on the distinction between compassion and 

empathy. The purpose of this chapter is twofold: firstly, to clearly distinguish 

compassion and empathy, as these terms are often used interchangeably in research. 

Secondly, to see whether compassion and empathy produce different effects in the 

perpetrator group context we previously discussed in Chapter 2.  

The literature can be very confusing concerning compassion and empathy, as 

both labels have been used to describe a variety of related concepts. When it comes to 

empathy, common definitions can be classified into three main categories. Firstly, 

some authors have applied the label 'empathy' to what we call compassion (Lazarus, 

1991): the discrete emotion evoked by the recognition of another person or group's 

suffering and the associated desire to help (e.g. Tarrant, Dazeley & Cottom, 2009). 

Other authors define empathy as mirroring the feelings of another person (e.g. 

Eisenberg, Eggum, & Di Giunta, 2010). Both these sets of definitions conceptualize 

empathy as an affective response. Most researchers with a specific interest in empathy 

agree, however, that empathy is a more complex process, and not a discrete emotion. 

We use the definition that Davis (2004) proposes, which states that empathy is a set of 

cognitive processes that results in both affective and non-affective outcomes (Thomas 

et al., 2009). Two of these affective outcomes may be the ones described above: 

compassion, or a mirroring of the emotions of the other person (e.g., sadness). What 
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characterizes empathy however is the cognitive process preceding the affective 

response: perspective taking. Perspective taking entails imagining how another person 

feels.  

This latter aspect is crucial for our distinction between empathy and 

compassion. Taking the perspective of a suffering other may result in an affective 

response very similar to how we define compassion - the label 'empathic concern' may 

be the best way to describe this (Batson, 2008). However, compassion, as we define it, 

is not preceded by perspective taking. Although the experience of compassion and 

empathic concern may be similar, its origin is thus very different: empathic concern 

results from imagining how the other person is feeling, whereas compassion results 

from a more distanced, less self-involved recognition of the suffering of the other. 

This is important, because empathy has been described as involving a temporary 

merger between self- and other (Davis, 2004; Cialdini, Brown, Lewis, Luce, & 

Neuberg, 1997). It is therefore both self- and other-focused. Compassion is, as we 

discussed earlier, marked by its strong other-focus (Thomas et al., 2009). Given that 

we propose that focus is the mechanism that underlies the negative effects of 

compassion among highly identified members of perpetrator groups, it thus seems 

highly plausible that empathy has different effects. 

But perspective taking can take different forms. Specifically, research has 

focused on two ways in which people may engage in this process: they can either 

imagine how the other person is feeling (often labeled 'imagine other') or how they 

themselves would feel in that situation ('imagine self') (Batson, 2008). As the names 

already suggest, the former is more other-focused, the latter more self-focused (Davis 

et al., 2004). In line with this, research has shown that these two forms of perspective 

taking have different cognitive, emotional and motivational effects. Both perspectives 

trigger feelings of empathic concern and distress, but the type of distress that is 

triggered differs: an imagine other-perspective mainly causes people to feel distress for 

the other person, whereas an imagine self-perspective leads more to personally 

experienced distress (Batson et al., 1997; Batson, 2008). As a result, an imagine self-
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perspective may cause people to focus more on their own distress rather than the 

situation of the other. Indeed, research shows that an imagine self-perspective triggers 

stronger egoistic motivations and tends to lead to less prosocial behaviour than an 

imagine other-perspective (Batson, 2008).  

In sum, we distinguish between three different concepts: compassion, imagine 

other-empathy and imagine self-empathy. In this chapter we report the results of a 

meta-analysis of three studies2 we conducted in which we compare these three 

concepts in the perpetrator group context described previously. Our Dutch 

participants again got to read about the Dutch colonial history in Indonesia. After 

that, participants either received a compassion-, imagine other-, or imagine self-

instruction. We were primarily interested in a comparison between the imagine self 

and compassion conditions, because we assumed that compassion would trigger the 

strongest other-focus and that the imagine self-perspective would trigger the strongest 

self-focus. Because of this, we argued that for low identifiers, participants in the 

compassion condition should score higher on self-critical emotions, as a result of the 

stronger other-focus. For high identifiers we predicted the opposite, because the 

other-focus allows them to deflect from the harmful behaviour of their ingroup. The 

stronger self-focus associated with an imagine self-perspective, should not allow high 

identifiers to do this. Therefore, we predicted that for high identifiers, those in the 

imagine self-condition would score higher on these variables.  

We found partial support for our predictions: the compassion instruction led 

to lower reported levels of regret and support for reparation among high identifiers 

than the imagine self-instruction, whereas it led to higher levels among low identifiers. 

The imagine other-perspective produced results comparable to compassion when it 
                                                   

2 It should be noted that two of the three studies in this meta-analysis were also used in the 
meta-analysis in Chapter 2. These studies originally consisted of four experimental conditions: 
control, compassion, imagine self, imagine other. For the meta-analysis reported in Chapter 2, 
we compared the control and compassion condition. For the meta-analysis reported in Chapter 
4, we compared the compassion, imagine self and imagine other conditions. Full information 
about the individual studies and their designs can be found in Table 1 (in Chapter 2) and Table 
4 (in Chapter 4). 
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came to the emotion measures, but was more similar to the imagine self-perspective 

when it came to perceptions of responsibility and support for reparation. This may 

suggest that focus is the most important mechanism underlying the effects on 

emotions, whereas the absence or presence of perspective taking may be the most 

important predictor of perceptions of responsibility and support for reparation.  

 

Conclusion 
 

In addition to the specific aspects each chapter focuses on, two important 

undercurrents flow beneath the surface of this entire thesis. The first is the focus on 

the counterintuitive other side of compassion. Zebel et al. (2009) were, to our 

knowledge, the first to demonstrate that compassion can have opposing effects for 

low and high identifiers. However, in their work they measured, rather than directly 

manipulated compassion. Furthermore, they measured it as an outcome of perspective 

taking (thus, perhaps more as imagine other-empathy). Finally, the focus of their work 

was group-based guilt and not compassion itself (and ignored other self-critical 

emotions), and the explanations provided for their finding were thus understandably 

limited. This thesis is the first extensive exploration of this phenomenon, the first 

work in this context in which compassion is directly manipulated, and the first in 

which a potential mechanism has been studied. Although focus (self vs other) has 

been studied by a number of authors (e.g. Powell, Branscombe, & Schmitt, 2005), to 

our knowledge it has not experimentally been linked to compassion before. In 

addition, this is the first work in which these findings concerning compassion are 

applied to the interpersonal domain, as well as the first work in which compassion and 

empathy are clearly distinguished and directly compared in the intergroup context. 

 A second aspect that is central to each chapter is the importance of taking 

identity concerns into account when trying to understand both intergroup and 

interpersonal emotions. The idea that group emotions are related to group 

identification is well-established (Mackie, Silver, & Smith, 2004; Gordijn, Yzerbyt, 
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Wigboldus, & Dumont, 2006). However, most work in this area focuses on two sets 

of related variables: the link between identification and appraisal of situations (and the 

resulting emotions) on the one hand, and the link between group emotions and 

intergroup behaviour on the other. An example of the former is the research by 

Doosje et al. (1998), which showed how high identifiers who are confronted with the 

harmful behaviour of their ingroup may rationalize or work to justify the ingroup's 

behaviour in order to avoid the unpleasant feeling of guilt. An example of the latter is 

research by Leach, Iyer and Pedersen (2006) which showed that ingroup-focused 

anger, compared to other emotions, is the most potent predictor of support for 

compensation towards a harmed outgroup.  

In contrast, the work described in this thesis concerns the effects that one 

emotion (compassion) has on other emotions (e.g., guilt, shame, ingroup-focused 

anger, regret) and subsequent actions. Previous work has investigated how low- and 

high identifiers might appraise a situation differently, and as a result feel different 

emotions and display different behaviour. We argue that in the context that we study, 

low and high identifiers appraise the situation in the same way (their group was wrong) 

and feel the same emotion (compassion). Yet, we expect that this emotion produces 

different effects, notably on other emotions, rooted in the different motivations low 

and high identifiers hold. In other words, we argue that the function of compassion 

itself differs, rather than its preceding appraisal. To our knowledge, this project is the 

first to test this idea. 

Finally, it should be noted that the chapters of this thesis were all written to 

be read independently and separately. As a result, there is some overlap in terms of 

content between them. 
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