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It’s not about us, it's about you:  
How compassion can ironically deflect guilt, shame and anger 
for high identifiers of a perpetrator group 
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Abstract 
 

In the intergroup literature, compassion is associated with positive outcomes, often 

attributed to its characteristic other-focus. However, we propose that this other-focus 

also offers a subtle way to avoid self-critical emotions about ingroup transgressions, 

because it allows high identifiers to ignore the harmful behaviour of their ingroup that 

caused this suffering. In a meta-analysis of five studies, we find support for this idea: 

high identifiers in whom compassion for a harmed outgroup was evoked, felt less 

group-based guilt, shame and ingroup-focused anger than high identifiers in a control 

group. These patterns also extended to support for reparation and perceptions of 

individual responsibility. In a separate sixth study we manipulated self- versus other-

focus directly and found very similar results. Overall, our findings suggest that the 

other-focused nature of compassion can lead to opposite effects on self-critical 

emotions and reparation intentions for high and low identifiers. 
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Compassion has been associated with changes in feelings and behaviour in 

intergroup contexts, such as an increased positive attitude towards an outgroup 

(Batson et al., 1997) and increased support for equal opportunity policies (Iyer, Leach, 

& Crosby, 2003). Although some have questioned the effectiveness of compassion in 

achieving structural social change compared to other emotions (e.g. Thomas, McGarty 

& Mavor, 2009), there seems to be consensus about the idea that compassion 

increases the desire to help other groups (or, at worst, has null effects). We propose, 

however, that compassion can have directly opposing effects in intergroup contexts. 

Building on research on group-based guilt by Zebel, Doosje, and Spears (2009), we 

test the hypothesis that in a situation where one group has harmed another group, the 

effects of compassion are moderated by group identification. Specifically, we predict 

that for high identifiers, compassion can lead to a reduction of self-critical group 

emotions such as group-based guilt, shame and ingroup-focused anger. Initial 

evidence for this compassion effect was found by Zebel et al. (2009), but their 

findings were correlational and focused only on the effect of compassion on guilt. The 

present research is, to our knowledge, the first to test this hypothesis experimentally, 

and the first to extend it to other self-critical group emotions. In addition, we also 

investigate a potential mechanism underlying this association: the other-focused 

nature of compassion. 

 
Compassion 
 

Compassion, generally synonymous with sympathy and empathic concern in 

the literature, is defined as “being moved by another’s suffering and wanting to help” 

(Lazarus, 1991, p. 289). At the group level, it is most likely to arise when the suffering 

of another group is perceived as unfair or illegitimate and beyond its control (Leach, 

Snider, & Iyer, 2002). The characteristic feature of compassion is its focus on the 

other, which has been postulated to motivate the desire to help the other (e.g., Iyer et 

al., 2003). This desire to alleviate the suffering arises, because the other-focus makes 
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the needs of the suffering group salient and takes the focus away from one's own 

feelings or the potential costs associated with helping (Batson et al., 1988; Leach et al., 

2002; Thomas et al., 2009).  

 

Identity concerns 
 

What happens, however, if the suffering of the other group is perceived as 

unfair or illegitimate, yet unambiguously caused by one's own group? We propose that 

considerations beyond the desire to help the other group then come into play. Given 

that people strive to maintain a positive view of their group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), a 

confrontation with suffering that is directly the result of behaviour of their ingroup 

can constitute a threat to the self-concept. Research in the social identity tradition has 

shown that people's reactions to such threats differ, depending on the degree to which 

they identify with their group (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002). Given that their 

group membership is highly important to them, high identifiers tend to have a strong 

motivation to defend the value of their group. Low identifiers, on the other hand, are 

more open to self-critical group emotions. 

 

Group-based guilt  
 

Work on one such self-critical emotion, group-based guilt, has been 

particularly enlightening when it comes to this issue. Group-based guilt can arise when 

people self-categorize as a member of a group, and appraise their group as being 

responsible for illegitimately harming or mistreating another group (Doosje, 

Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998; Wohl, Branscombe, & Klar, 2006; Zebel et 

al., 2009). People can feel guilt for actions of their group, despite having no personal 

responsibility whatsoever. For instance, a young German might feel guilty about the 

persecution of Jewish people in Nazi-Germany, despite not having had anything to do 

with this personally. The experience of guilt is unpleasant and it evokes a strong 
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motivation to repair or compensate for the harm that was done (Lazarus, 1991; 

Doosje et al., 1998; McGarty, Pedersen, Leach, Mansell, Waller, & Bliuc, 2005). It is 

therefore not surprising that it has been shown to predict support for compensatory 

actions as well. It should be noted that research has shown that guilt predicts support 

for the compensation of specific instances of harm, not so much political policies aimed 

at reducing inequality in a general sense (e.g. Iyer et al., 2003; Iyer & Leach, 2008). 

Nevertheless, guilt is closely associated with feelings of responsibility. Findings by 

Berndsen and Manstead (2007) suggest that the role of guilt in this association might 

even be stronger as a precursor, rather than a consequence of responsibility 

perceptions, supporting Frijda’s (1993) observation that the stressful feeling of having 

caused harm (i.e., guilt) seems to precede as well as reflect the attribution of 

responsibility. 

 

Compassion reducing guilt 
 

Because feeling group-based guilt is unpleasant and threatening to group 

identity, high identifiers in particular are motivated to seek ways to avoid it (e.g., 

Doosje et al., 1998). They might try to downplay the severity of the harm that was 

done, or simply deny responsibility (McGarty et al., 2005). Following Zebel et al. 

(2009), we propose that compassion offers a more subtle way to achieve this. Group-

based guilt, shame and (to a slightly lesser degree) ingroup-focused anger, are highly 

self-focused emotions: the spotlight is on the ingroup and its harmful behaviour. In 

contrast, compassion is, as mentioned above, strongly focused on the suffering of the 

other. We argue that this characteristic other-focus may allow high identifiers to subtly 

shift the focus away from the harmful behaviour of their ingroup that caused this 

suffering in the first place.  

Related to this, it has been noted that the appraisal preceding compassionate 

reactions is marked by a lack of blame for the plight (both with regard to others and 

the self) and involves a low degree of self-involvement (Thomas et al., 2009). Thomas 
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et al. (2009) also argue that compassion entails the recognition of an illegitimate 

disadvantage or suffering of another group, but that it does not imply responsibility for 

this. Thus, unlike group-based guilt, compassion is not inherently linked to 

responsibility. In sum, we believe that shifting the focus away from the self to the 

suffering of the other by emphasizing compassion should allow high identifiers to 

reduce the self-critical emotions they feel over the actions of their ingroup. In other 

words, by focusing on the other rather than the self, we believe high identifiers can 

feel “sorry for what happened” to the other (compassion), while avoiding the more 

identity-threatening feeling that their group caused the other’s plight (self-critical 

emotions/responsibility). 

In contrast, low identifiers do not have as much of a personal stake in the 

issue. The confrontation with the harmful behaviour of their ingroup does not 

constitute an identity threat for them, because the group is simply not very important 

to them. Compassion should therefore have no effect on self-critical emotions or, 

alternatively, might even have the opposite effect. After all, despite not being strongly 

identified, low identifiers are still members of the perpetrator group. Given that they 

are more open to self-critical emotions (Ellemers et al., 2002), compassion for the 

suffering outgroup might actually increase them. 

As mentioned earlier, to our knowledge the only support for this idea comes 

from work by Zebel et al. (2009). In two studies, they indeed found evidence for this 

pattern: for low identifiers, feeling compassion for a group that was harmed by their 

own group was associated with feelings of guilt and, consequently, support for 

reparation. But for high identifiers, feeling compassion was associated with reduced 

feelings of guilt and support for reparation. 

 

The present research 
 

In the aforementioned work by Zebel et al. (2009), and in most of the existing 

literature, compassion was primarily studied as a mediator between perspective taking 



 
Chapter 2 
 

30 
 

two 

and various attitudinal, affective and behavioural outcomes of interest. The goal of the 

present research was to manipulate compassion directly, and thus to provide a 

stronger test of the hypothesis that compassion leads to a reduction in feelings of self-

critical emotions (and not just guilt) among high identifiers in a situation where they 

are confronted with harmful behaviour of their ingroup towards another group, 

whereas it has no effect or even increases self-critical emotions among low identifiers. 

We investigated this in Studies 1 through 5. We also tested whether this effect extends 

to the willingness to support reparation. To our knowledge, the present research is the 

first to experimentally test this idea.  

In Study 6 we investigated our proposed mediator by directly manipulating 

whether perpetrator group members were self-focused or other-focused. Previous 

research in which focus has been directly manipulated (e.g. Bal & Van den Bos, 2015; 

Imhoff, Bilewicz & Erb, 2012) has, to our knowledge, not taken the role of 

identification into account. We believe identification to be a crucial moderator in a 

situation where a participant’s ingroup has harmed another group. In line with our 

prediction regarding compassion, we hypothesized that inducing an other-focus leads 

to a reduction in self-critical emotions among high identifiers (mirroring the effects of 

compassion), whereas it has no effect or even increases them among low identifiers. 
 

Meta-analysis of Studies 1 through 5 
 

Given the similarity across studies in terms of design and context, we present 

the results of our first five studies in the form of a meta-analysis. There are two main 

advantages to this approach in addition to efficiency of presentation. Firstly, an overall 

effect size as produced by a meta-analysis can be very useful when a series of studies is 

conducted with relatively low power per study (for instance, due to limited resources). 

As Schimmack (2012) mentions, this overall effect is "functionally equivalent to the 

test of a hypothesis in a single study with high power" (p. 563). This is particularly 

important for our studies, as they were conducted before standards in the field of 
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social psychology with regards to statistical power started to shift in recent years (e.g. 

Lakens, 2013). The individual studies therefore suffer from low power, but the overall 

meta-effect is more reliable. Related to this, whereas large-scale meta-analyses that 

attempt to cover an entire literature may suffer from the effects of publication bias, 

using a meta-analysis on our own research has the opposite effect: we get to include 

every study we have conducted on the topic thus far, including studies that ‘failed’ to 

produce significant results. This is important, as the non-publication of unsuccessful 

studies is one of the key factors contributing to bias in the published psychological 

literature (Francis, 2014). 

 

Method 
 

Design. The five studies included in the meta-analysis all followed roughly 

the same procedure, which is outlined in detail below. In each study, participants read 

a scenario in which the harmful behaviour of their ingroup towards an outgroup was 

described, and consequently were randomly assigned to an experimental condition in 

which they either read no instruction, or an instruction meant to trigger compassion. 

In four of the five studies, we also tested other ideas. In Study 1, the independent 

variable also contained a third level, a variation on our compassion manipulation that 

we did not use in the later studies. Study 3 included an additional independent 

variable, the opportunity to express compassion. In Studies 4 and 5, our independent 

variable had four levels, also including two conditions meant to trigger empathy 

(rather than compassion). Given that these other conditions were not relevant for our 

main hypothesis, we excluded participants in these conditions from our meta-analysis. 

In the five studies, we also measured multiple dependent variables. We focus 

on seven crucial dependent variables that were measured the same way in each of the 

studies in our meta-analysis: group-based guilt, group-based shame, ingroup-focused 

anger, support for reparation, and three levels of perceived responsibility (as an 

individual, as a member of the group, and the responsibility of the group as a whole). 
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It should be noted, however, that participants in Studies 2 and 4 completed implicit 

measures of guilt prior to answering the explicit measures of emotion that we look at 

in the meta-analysis. In the other three studies, participants were immediately 

presented with the explicit emotion measures. The measures of responsibility were 

generally presented later in the survey. Full details about the exact measures that were 

used and the order in which they were presented can be provided by the authors upon 

request.  

Participants. In all five studies, we used a sample of students (primarily 

Psychology students) from the University of Groningen. As stated earlier, these 

studies were conducted before standards in the field of social psychology started to 

change in recent years. The goal with regards to our sample size at the time of data 

collection was to have at least 20 participants in each experimental condition, as 

suggested by Simmons, Nelson and Simonsohn (2011).  However, we aimed to 

include more participants and ran the study for as many participants as had signed up. 

Data collection was stopped when sign ups slowed down significantly, or when the 

allocated time in the research lab had finished. As stated earlier, the problem of the 

low sample sizes of the individual studies is counteracted by analysing our studies 

using meta-analysis techniques. 

In each study, the same exclusion criteria were used. Firstly, participants who 

did not fully complete the study were removed, because we wanted to be certain that 

they had Dutch nationality (this question was asked at the end of the study). 

Participants who indicated that they did not have Dutch nationality (the relevant 

ingroup in each of the studies), or who indicated that at least one of their parents had 

Indonesian nationality (the relevant outgroup) were removed. Also, participants who 

incorrectly answered one or multiple manipulation check items were removed in each 

of the studies. Our final overall sample (in the meta-analysis) consisted of 258 

participants. 

Materials and procedure. Table 1 summarizes the key characteristics of the 

five studies. Below we discuss the measures and manipulation, which were roughly the  
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same in each study, in more detail. Where differences occurred (that have not been 

mentioned until now), this is noted. 
National identification. We measured national identification at the start of each 

experiment, using the Dutch version of the 14-item in-group identification scale 

developed by Leach et al. (2008), rated from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). The 

Cronbach's alpha in the five studies ranged from α = .82 to α = .93. 

Scenario. In all five studies, participants then read a scenario about the Dutch 

colonization of Indonesia of roughly 500 words, designed to trigger self-critical group 

emotions, that focused on negative behaviour by the Dutch (e.g., that the Dutch used 

the privately-owned land of Indonesian farmers to enrich themselves while poverty 

increased among the Indonesians), and describing the violence that occurred during 

Dutch military operations between 1945 and 1949 in response to Indonesia declaring 

independence. A specific example was the execution without trial of the male 

inhabitants of a small town called Rawagede. Importantly, participants were told that a 

number of the widows were still alive and had never been compensated by the Dutch 

government. Participants also read that investigative committees later determined that 

there were several other instances of excessive violence that a witness claimed were 

never reported. Finally, they read that the Dutch eventually aborted the military 

operations and recognized the Indonesian independence in 1949, under intense 

pressure from the United Nations. 

The article was written in a factual style to minimize demand characteristics as 

well as compassion (the focus of our manipulation); although the consequences of the 

actions by the Dutch for the Indonesian people were mentioned, this was done 

without explicitly alluding to their suffering.  

Reading checks. Following the scenario, participants answered three factual 

questions about the text they had just read by picking the correct alternative out of 

three options. These questions were asked to ensure that participants read the scenario 

properly. 

Manipulation of compassion. Participants in the compassion condition then read 
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the following instruction (absent in the control condition): “Now that you have read 

the article, we would like to ask you to think about the suffering of the Indonesian 

people. Take your time for this, before you move on. How do you feel when you 

think about their suffering?”  

As part of our manipulation, we also varied the order of questions about 

group-based guilt and compassion. Participants in the compassion condition first 

answered questions about compassion and then about group-based guilt, whereas 

participants in the control condition answered the guilt questions first and then the 

compassion questions. We used this order manipulation for two reasons. The first was 

to make compassion more salient in the compassion condition. The second, and most 

important, was to rule out that simply asking participants questions about compassion 

in the control condition would inadvertently serve as a 'soft' manipulation and affect 

the most prototypical self-critical emotion, guilt. Questions about shame and anger 

were always asked after the guilt and compassion questions.  

Compassion. To check whether participants felt compassion in our study, 

compassion was measured with five items (e.g., ‘I feel compassion for the Indonesian 

people during the colonial period’) on a scale ranging from 1 (‘not at all’) to 7 (‘very 

much’). Two of these items (‘compassion’ and ‘sympathy’) were based on Zebel et al. 

(2009). We added three additional items using Dutch synonyms for compassion (α = 

.79) 
Group-based guilt. Group-based guilt was measured using five items on the 

same seven-point scale1. Four of these were adapted from Zebel et al. (2009), Doosje 

et al. (1998) and Branscombe, Slugoski and Kappen (2004) (‘I feel guilty about the 

negative things Dutch people have done to the Indonesians’, ‘I easily feel guilty about 

the bad outcomes for the Indonesians that were brought about by the Dutch', ‘I feel 

guilty when I am confronted with the negative things the Dutch have done to the 

Indonesians’ and ‘The behaviour of the Dutch towards the Indonesians easily makes 

                                                   
1 All other emotions were also measured on this seven-point scale. 



 
Chapter 2 
 

36 
 

two 

me feel guilty’). A fifth item was adapted from Brown, González, Zagefka, Manzi, and 

Čehajić (2008) (‘Even though I did nothing wrong, I still feel guilty about the 

behaviour of the Dutch towards the Indonesians’) and explicitly addressed the fact 

that participants did not have any personal responsibility for what happened. The 

Cronbach's alpha ranged from α = .94 to α = .97 in the five studies. 

Shame. We measured two other ingroup-focused emotions: shame and anger. 

The shame scale consisted of four items: ‘I feel ashamed about the negative things 

Dutch people have done to the Indonesians’, ‘I easily feel ashamed about the bad 

outcomes for the Indonesians that were brought about by the Dutch’, ‘As a Dutch 

person I am ashamed when I think about what happened to the Indonesians’ (adapted 

from Mari, Andrighetto, Gabbiadini, Durante, & Volpato, 2010), and  ‘I feel ashamed 

when I think about the negative way in which the rest of the world looks at the 

Netherlands for the way they treated the Indonesians’ (from Brown et al., 2008).  The 

Cronbach's alpha varied between α = .90 to α = .96. 

Anger. The anger scale consisted of five items, four drawn from the scale used 

by Iyer, Schmader, and Lickel (2007: ‘furious’, ‘outraged’, ‘angry’, ‘incensed’) and an 

additional Dutch synonym for anger. In line with our other emotion scales, we 

specified the source and target of the emotion (e.g., ‘When I think about the way 

Dutch people treated the Indonesians, I feel furious’). The Cronbach's alpha in the 

five studies ranged from α = .92 to α = .96. 

Support for reparation. We measured support for reparation using a three-item 

scale. The scale was adapted from Zebel et al. (2009) and consisted of responses 

ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (very much). Participants rated to what extent they 

agreed that the Dutch government should apologize to the Indonesians, that the 

Dutch government should provide more money to Indonesians for crimes from the 

past, and that the negative behaviour of the Dutch towards the Indonesians should get 

more attention on television. The Cronbach's alpha in the five studies ranged from α 

= .43 to α = .78. The .43 statistic was found in Study 3. Otherwise, all alpha's were 

greater than .62. 
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Perceived responsibility. Finally, we measured perceived responsibility using three 

single items. Participants were asked to what extent 'you', 'you, as a Dutch person' and 

'Dutch people' were responsible for the suffering of the Indonesians.  

 
Results 
 
 To test the hypothesis that the compassion manipulation would reduce 

group-based guilt, shame, ingroup focused-anger and support for reparation among 

high identifiers, we used the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) with our 

compassion manipulation as the independent variable and national identification as a 

centered predictor, for each of the five studies in SPSS. We then took the F-values for 

the interaction effects and the t-values for the simple main effects, and converted 

these into r-values using the program D-Stat (Johnson, 1993). These r-values were 

subsequently entered into the online software application MetaLight (Thomas, 

Graziosi, Higgins, Coe, Torgerson, & Newman, 2012). MetaLight was used to 

calculate overall effect sizes for both the interaction term as well as the simple main 

effects, along with confidence intervals to assess significance, as well as a Q-statistic. 

The Q-statistic is used to test for heterogeneity, in other words, whether the variation 

found in the effects across these studies is more than would be expected by chance. If 

Q is not significant, this means that the variation is not larger than one would expect 

by chance. Given the methodological similarity of our experiments, we chose a fixed 

effects model. The overall meta-analytic simple main effects for low and high 

identifiers are summarized in the forest plot shown in Figure 1. More detailed forest 

plots, containing the results of each individual study, are available in an electronic 

appendix (available upon request). 

Manipulation of compassion. To get an idea of the effectiveness of our 

manipulation, we ran an ANOVA with our compassion manipulation as the 

independent variable and measured compassion as the dependent variable in each of 

the five studies and then calculated an overall effect as described above. It should be   
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Figure 1. A forest plot showing the overall meta-analytic simple main effects of our 

compassion manipulation on the dependent variables, for high and low identifiers (based 

on five studies). Effect sizes are provided along with their confidence intervals. A positive 

value indicates that participants in the compassion condition scored higher than 

participants in the control condition, a negative value that they scored lower. 
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noted that our measure of compassion was part of our manipulation to make  

compassion salient, as described in the method section. Although it can give us an 

indication of the effect our manipulation had, it thus cannot be considered a reliable 

manipulation check. Our analysis showed that the manipulation of compassion 

significantly increased measured compassion, r = 0.22, 95% CI [0.10, 0.33]. 

Heterogeneity was not a problem, Q(4) = 6.41, p = .171. Further analyses did show 

that the effect was stronger for low identifiers and near-significant for high identifiers, 

but it was positive in both cases. 

Group based guilt.  The overall effect size for the interaction term across 

the five studies, r = 0.16, was significant, 95% CI [0.03, 0.28] and heterogeneity was 

not a problem, Q(4) = 4.72, p >.250. As can be seen in the forest plot in Figure 1, the 

compassion manipulation had a near-significant negative simple effect for high 

identifiers, r = -0.10, 95% CI [-0.22, 0.03], Q(4) = 1.90, p >.250, in line with our 

hypothesis. In contrast, there was a null effect for low identifiers, r = 0.04, 95% CI [-

0.09, 0.16]. It should be noted that the Q-statistic was significant here, Q(4) = 9.90, p 

= .04.   

Shame.  The overall effect size, r = 0.15, for the interaction term was again 

significant, 95% CI [0.03, 0.27]. Heterogeneity was not a problem, Q(4) = 4.03, p > 

.250. As predicted, the compassion manipulation significantly decreased shame among 

high identifiers across the five studies, r = -0.16, 95% CI [-0.28, -0.03], Q(4) = 1.13, p 

>.250. We again found a null effect for low identifiers, r = 0.03, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.16], 

Q(4) = 7.34, p = .119. 

 Anger.  The interaction term for anger was also significant, r = 0.17, 95% CI 

[0.05, 0.29], Q(4) = 0.31, p>.250. Compassion had a near-significant negative effect 

for high identifiers, r = -.10, 95% CI [-0.23, 0.02], Q(4) = 3.63, p > .250. Instead of a 

null effect, we found a significant positive effect for low identifiers, r = .14, 95% CI 

[0.01, 0.26], Q(4) = 2.87, p > .250 (see Figure 1). 

 Support for reparation. No significant overall interaction effect between 

compassion and identification was found on support for reparation, r = 0.08, 95% CI 
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[-0.04, 0.21], Q(4) = 1.06, p > .250. The simple main effect for high identifiers, as seen 

in Figure 1, was negative but not significant, r = -0.08, 95% CI [-0.20, 0.05], Q(4) = 

2.34, p > .250. The pattern was again the same, however. We also again found a null 

effect for low identifiers, r = 0.01, 95% CI [-0.12, 0.13], Q(4) = 0.76, p > .250. 

 Responsibility as an individual. The overall interaction term for perceived 

individual responsibility was nearly significant, r = 0.11, 95% CI [-0.02, 0.23], Q(4) = 

2.40, p > .250. Compassion had a negative effect on high identifiers that was also 

nearly significant, r = -0.12, 95% CI [-0.25, 0.00], Q(4) = 1.74, p > .250. The simple 

effect for low identifiers was again non-significant, r = -0.00, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.12], 

Q(4) = 3.90, p > .250.  

 Responsibility as a group member. We also found a nearly significant 

overall interaction effect on the perceived responsibility as a member of the group, r = 

0.12, 95% CI [-0.00, 0.24], Q(4) = 2.23, p > .250. The simple main effect for high 

identifiers was negative and again nearly significant, r = 0.10, 95% CI [-0.22, 0.03], 

Q(4) = 2.27, p > .250. There was again no significant simple main effect for low 

identifiers, r = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.10, 0.15], Q(4) = 3.40, p > .250. 

 Responsibility of the group. Finally, we did not find a significant overall 

interaction effect on perceived group responsibility, r = 0.08, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.20], 

Q(4) = 0.43, p > .250. There was no significant simple main effect for high identifiers, 

r = -0.06, 95% CI [-0.18, 0.07], Q(4) = 1.61, p > .250, nor for low identifiers, r = -

0.01, 95% CI [-0.12, 0.13], Q(4) = 1.06, p > .250. 

 
Discussion 
 
 The results of the meta-analysis of our first five studies support our 

hypothesis that compassion leads to a reduction in self-critical emotions among high 

identifiers who are confronted with the harmful behaviour of their group, whereas it 

has no effect or even increases them among low identifiers. The overall interaction 

term for the effect on guilt was significant, and the analysis of the simple main effect 
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for high identifiers (at + 1 SD) showed a near-significant negative effect of our 

manipulation. In other words, high identifiers who were asked to think about the 

suffering of the Indonesian people felt less guilt about the behaviour of their group, as 

predicted. For shame and anger we found significant overall interaction effects, and a 

significant simple main effect on shame and a near-significant simple main effect on 

anger for high identifiers. The same pattern also extended beyond emotions to action 

tendencies, although neither the overall interaction nor the simple main effect was 

significant: high identifiers primed with compassion were less inclined to support 

actions such as an apology or payment of compensation by the Dutch government. 

The compassion manipulation also caused high identifiers to feel less individually 

responsible, as well as less responsible 'as a Dutch person' (the simple main effects 

were near-significant in both cases). It did not seem to affect their perception of the 

responsibility of Dutch people in general, although the pattern was slightly negative 

there as well. 

 Compassion did not influence feelings of guilt and shame among low 

identifiers. It did cause them to feel significantly angrier about the behaviour of their 

ingroup towards the outgroup. A possible explanation for this difference could be that 

because they do not feel part of the group very strongly, emotions like guilt and shame 

that imply responsibility might be less relevant for them. Supporting this notion are 

the findings on the responsibility items: compassion did not significantly influence 

perceptions of individual responsibility or responsibility as a group member. Given 

that the compassion manipulation increased anger about the behaviour of the ingroup, 

one would perhaps expect low identifiers to ascribe more responsibility to the group 

as a whole ('Dutch people'). However, this was not the case: the simple main effect 

was not significant. Importantly, despite reporting more anger, low identifiers in the 

compassion condition did not support reparation efforts to a greater extent either. 

This is not entirely surprising, given that reparation is more closely associated as an 

action tendency with guilt, rather than anger (Thomas & McGarty, 2009).  
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 Our first five studies support our hypothesis. Although the effects were not 

very strong (an r between .10 and .16 is classified as a small effect size), the patterns 

do appear to be robust. The simple main effects for high identifiers were also, with 

only the odd exception, consistently negative. The direction and size of the simple 

main effects for low identifiers varied to a greater extent. However, this type of 

variation between individual studies is to be expected, particularly when it comes to 

individual studies with relatively low power. 
 

Study 6 
 

Although the results of the first five studies were in line with our predictions, 

they did not provide any direct support for the underlying mechanism we proposed, 

namely that it is the other-focused nature of compassion that explains the effects of 

compassion. The goal of Study 6 was to find evidence for this effect. We attempted to 

measure the degree to which participants were self-focused in four of the first five 

studies we conducted using a projection task originally developed by Smallman and 

Roese (2009). However, this measure is incredibly subtle.2 It also takes a few minutes 

to complete and as our survey was already relatively long, several participants 

indicated that they found the task tedious (and as a result might not have taken it 

seriously). We did not find any effects on this measure (details about this measure are 

available upon request). Given all this, we decided that it would be better to 

manipulate the participants' focus directly, which is what we did in Study 6. Apart 

from changing the compassion manipulation to a focus manipulation, we used the 

same method as in the previous studies. We predicted that high identifiers in the 

other-focus condition would feel less group-based guilt than high identifiers in the 

                                                   
2 In this task, participants are asked to read sentences in languages they are completely 
unfamiliar with. One word in each sentence is circled and participants are asked to guess what 
its meaning is from a list of pronouns which are either self-focused (e.g. ‘I’, ‘me’) or other-
focused (e.g. ‘you’, ‘they’). The extent to which self-focused pronouns were selected is then 
treated as an index of self-focus.  
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self-focus condition, whereas there should be no effect or even an increase among low 

identifiers. In other words, we expected to find the same results for the other-focus 

condition that we found for compassion in Studies 1 through 5. 

 

Method 
 
 Design. This study had a 2 x 2 between subjects design. In addition to 

manipulating focus (self-focused versus other-focused), we manipulated the extent to 

which participants were thinking of ways in which their group was different versus 

similar. Participants were asked to list three ways in which Dutch people today are 

either different or similar compared to the 1940s. As this independent variable was 

added for exploratory purposes and is not relevant for our main hypothesis, we do not 

discuss it further below. After checking whether excluding this variable affected the 

results (it did not), we decided to collapse over this variable. We thus treated the study 

as a between subjects design with one independent variable, focus, and identification 

as a continuous moderator. Like Study 4, this was an online survey hosted on 

Qualtrics.  

 Participants. The participants were psychology students following the 

bachelor programme at the University of Groningen. They participated in exchange 

for course credit. In total, 74 participants completed the study. However, by checking 

the students' anonymous participant codes (which they receive in order to take part in 

studies at the university), we discovered that two students filled out the survey twice. 

Because their participation date was saved in the dataset, we were able to determine 

their first participation and to remove the second. Two other participants were 

removed because they indicated that their parents had an Indonesian background. 

Finally, 18 more people were removed because they answered one or more reading 

checks about the scenario incorrectly. The resulting sample consisted of 52 

participants (age range 18-25, M = 19.75, SD = 1.49; 29 women, 23 men).  
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 Materials and procedure. The study was largely identical to Study 1 to 5. 

Participants first indicated what their national identification was (α = .91). After this, 

they were asked to list three ways in which the Dutch were the same or different 

compared to Dutch people in the 1940s (the exploratory manipulation we do not 

discuss further). Subsequently, they read the exact same scenario that participants in 

Studies 1 through 5 did.  

 Directly after participants read the scenario, we manipulated focus by 

showing the participants two historic photos of either Dutch people in Indonesia 

during the colonial period (self-focus condition) or Indonesian people during the 

colonial period (other-focus condition). The participants were asked which of these 

two pictures they would choose to add to the article they just read. To make sure that 

they paid attention to the photos, we also asked them to briefly state why they would 

choose that picture. The photos in the self-focus condition showed Dutch people 

posing in a garden and sitting at a dinner table, the photos in the other-focus 

condition showed an Indonesian family posing for a portrait, and Indonesian patients 

at a hospital eating at their dinner tables. 

  After this manipulation we measured guilt (α = .97), shame (α = .94) and 

anger (α = .93) Support for reparation (α = .69) and the three levels of responsibility 

were measured later in the survey. 

 

Results 
 

Simple slopes showing the effect of our focus manipulation for low and high 

identifiers are provided in Figure 2. 

 Group based guilt.  The interaction between focus and identification had a 

significant effect on group based guilt, F(1, 48) = 6.92, p = .012, r = .34. As shown in 

Figure 2, high identifiers in the other-focus condition reported significantly lower 

levels of guilt than high identifiers in the self-focus condition, t(51) = -2.08, p = .043, r 

= -.28. Low identifiers, on the other hand, reported marginally more guilt in the other- 
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Figure 2. Simple slopes showing the effect our focus manipulation (Study 6) on the 

dependent variables for low (-1 SD) and high identifiers (+1 SD). The dotted line reflects 

the self-focus condition, the solid line the other-focus condition. 
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focus condition, t(51) = 1.69, p = .096, r = .23. The focus manipulation did not have a 

significant main effect, p = .856. 
Shame. The interaction also had a significant effect on shame, F(1, 48) = 

5.34, p = .025, r = .31. The same pattern was found here, as can be seen in Figure 2. 

For high identifiers, an other-focus was associated with a reduction in shame 

compared to a self-focus, t(51) = -1.77, p = .083, r = -.24. For low identifiers, the 

opposite pattern was again found, t(51) = 1.54, p = .13, r = .21. Neither simple effect 

was significant, however. The focus manipulation again did not have a main effect, p 

= .933.  

Anger. The interaction on anger was also significant, F(1, 48) = 8.82, p = 

.005, r = .38. The simple main effect for high identifiers was not significant, but again 

in the same direction: an other-focus decreased reported levels of anger compared to a 

self-focus, t(51) = -1.54, p = .130, r = -.21. The simple main effect was significant for 

low identifiers, however. Low identifiers in the other-focus condition reported more 

anger than those in the self-focus condition, t(51) = 2.67, p = .010, r = .35.  The focus 

manipulation again did not have a significant main effect, p = .370. 

 Support for reparation. The effects extended to support for reparation as 

well. The interaction was significant, F(1, 48) = 10.81, p = .002, r = .42. High 

identifiers in the other-focus condition supported compensatory actions less than high 

identifiers in the self-focus condition, t(51) = -2.25, p = .029, r = -.30.  The opposite 

pattern was again found for low identifiers, t(51) = 2.45, p = .018, r = .32. Focus again 

did not have a main effect, p = .801.   

 Responsibility as an individual. A significant interaction was found on 

individual responsibility as well, F(1, 48) = 5.49, p = .023, r = .31. The simple main 

effects were not significant, but did follow the same pattern, as shown in Figure 2. 

High identifiers in the other-focus condition felt less personally responsible compared 

to the self-focus condition, t(51) = -1.63, p = .109, r = -.22, whereas the opposite 

pattern was found for low identifiers, t(51) = 1.72, p = .092, r = .23. The main effect 

of the focus manipulation was again not significant, p = .888. 
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Responsibility as a group member. The interaction effect for the perceived 

responsibility as a group member was highly significant, F(1, 48) = 14.50, p < .001, r = 

.47. We again found the same pattern. The simple main effects were significant for 

both high identifiers, t(51) = -2.46, p = .018, r = -.32, and low identifiers, , t(51) = 

2.97, p = .005, r = .38. The main effect of the focus manipulation was again not 

significant, p = .621. 

 Responsibility of the group. Finally, the interaction effect between focus 

and identification on perceived group responsibility was also significant, F(1, 48) = 

4.58, p = .038, r = .29. This time, the simple main effect for high identifiers was small 

and not significant, t(51) = -0.59, p = .557, r = -.08. The simple main effect for low 

identifiers was significant, however, t(51) = 2.41, p = .020, r = .32.   

 

Discussion 
 
 Our findings support our hypothesis that an other-focus causes high 

identifiers to feel less self-critical emotions, whereas it has no effect or even increased 

them among low identifiers. To a large extent, our results mirrored the effects we 

found for compassion in our meta-analysis of Studies 1 through 5. We found 

significant interaction effects on all three emotions. Although not all simple main 

effects were significant, high identifiers in the other-focus condition consistently 

experienced lower levels of the self-critical emotions guilt, shame and anger than high 

identifiers in the self-focus condition. They also were significantly less likely to 

support reparation and felt significantly less responsible as a group member (these 

effects were near-significant for compassion in the meta-analysis). In line with our 

findings for compassion, an other-focus did not decrease the amount of responsibility 

they ascribed to the group. 

 The results for low identifiers were slightly different compared to the meta-

analysis. Where we generally found null effects in the meta-analysis, we mostly found 

stronger, significant or near-significant positive simple effects in the present study. 
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Low identifiers in the other-focus condition reported higher levels of guilt and shame 

(both trends), and particularly anger (significant). In the meta-analysis, anger was also 

the only emotion on which we found a strong positive effect for low identifiers, so in 

that regard the results appear to match. Unlike our compassion manipulation, the 

other-focus manipulation also significantly increased the willingness of low identifiers 

to support reparation attempts.  They also felt significantly more responsible as a 

group member, and we found a trend that suggested they felt more individual 

responsibility as well. Finally, they also significantly ascribed more responsibility to 

their ingroup as a whole.  

 

General Discussion 
 
 We tested the idea that compassion can reduce self-critical emotions among 

high identifiers. We argued that being confronted with harmful behaviour of their 

ingroup constitutes an identity threat for high identifiers and that compassion’s other-

focused nature allows them to deal with this threat by shifting the focus away from 

the self and the harmful behaviour of their group. In a meta-analysis of Studies 1 to 5, 

we looked at the effects of a compassion manipulation. In Study 6, we directly 

manipulated the underlying mechanism, an other-focus. Taken together, the results 

support our hypothesis. We found that compassion (compared to a control condition) 

and an other-focus (compared to a self-focus condition) caused high identifiers to feel 

less guilt, shame and anger about the behaviour of their group. This pattern also 

extended to compensatory tendencies: high identifiers in the compassion and other-

focus condition were less likely to support reparations to the victimized outgroup. 

They also felt less responsible as an individual and as a member of their ingroup, 

although curiously the perceived responsibility of their group was not influenced by 

the compassion manipulation.  

For low identifiers, we predicted that compassion and an other-focus would 

either have no effect on self-critical emotions, or even increase it. The effects we 
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found for compassion in the meta-analysis mainly reflected the former, the effects in 

Study 6 for other-focus the latter. We found that the compassion manipulation did 

not influence guilt and shame among low identifiers. Anger did significantly increase, 

although this was not accompanied by an increase in support for reparation. 

Perceptions of responsibility were not influenced either. In contrast with these null 

effects, the other-focus manipulation tended to have positive effects across the board 

for low identifiers. Other-focus increased guilt and shame as well (albeit to a smaller 

degree than anger), and also support for reparation and perceived individual 

responsibility, responsibility as a member of the ingroup, and responsibility of the 

group as a whole.  

Although we found the same patterns in both studies for high identifiers, not 

all interaction and simple effects were significant. In general, the effect sizes we found 

in Study 6 for our focus manipulation were stronger than the effects we found in our 

meta-analysis for our compassion manipulation. There are multiple plausible 

explanations for this. Given our mediation model, other-focus is the more proximal or 

direct predictor of the emotions and thus may have a stronger effect for this reason. 

Another possibility, which should not be discounted given the small sample size of 

this study, is that the large effects in Study 6 were simply a statistical coincidence. The 

effects of compassion in Study 3 were also very large, for instance. It could also be 

that our manipulation was more effective because it is easier to subtly manipulate a 

cognitive precursor to an emotion, rather than the emotion itself. The use of visual 

stimuli rather than textual instructions could also be a factor.  

The fact that other-focus is more proximal to the emotions and other 

outcome variables in our mediation model than compassion, might also account for 

the difference in results for low identifiers that was mentioned above. Where the 

effects for high identifiers differed merely in strength, compassion did not seem to 

have much of an effect on low identifiers generally speaking, whereas other-focus 

tended to have positive effects. Another possibility is that this effect could be 

genuinely less consistent than for high identifiers: in the individual studies on 
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compassion we also found variable effects for low identifiers. For instance, in Study 3 

we found strong positive effects for low identifiers, whereas they were generally 

negative in Study 4. It is not very difficult to imagine that low identifiers vary more 

than high identifiers in their response to the confrontation with the harmful behaviour 

of their ingroup. They do not have a strong motivation, rooted in the desire to 

maintain a positive view of the ingroup, to react one particular way. Whether 

compassion does not influence them, or alerts them to the situation and results in an 

increase in self-critical emotions, might depend on other factors, such as familiarity 

with the issue. Future research should establish what the exact effects are for low 

identifiers.  

A surprising outcome of our studies was that although compassion and an 

other-focus help high identifiers to feel less self-critical emotions and personal 

responsibility, it did not affect their perception of the responsibility of the group as a 

whole. It could be that lowering the ingroup's perceived responsibility for the harm is 

a less viable strategy because it is simply too unrealistic. The harm was done and is 

undeniable. However, downplaying the responsibility of themselves as a member of 

the ingroup might be easier and more plausible: none of our participants were alive 

when these events happened, for instance. Future studies should delve deeper into the 

possible motivations and explanations underlying this difference between perceived 

personal and group responsibility. 

 

Alternative explanations and limitations 
 

In addition to giving the participants in the compassion condition an 

instruction, we also varied the order in which we presented our measures of guilt and 

compassion to participants. In the compassion condition, they answered questions 

about compassion first, then the questions about guilt, shame and anger. In the 

control condition, they first answered the questions about guilt, then about 

compassion, and then about shame and anger. The goal of this order manipulation 
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was to make compassion more salient in the compassion condition. One can argue, 

however, that the reduction in guilt we find in the compassion condition could be 

caused by the larger distance between reading the scenario and filling out the guilt 

measure. Alternatively, participants might use the compassion scale to express their 

uneasy feelings, and this (rather than the emotion of compassion itself) could 

consequently reduce feelings of guilt.  

 There are several reasons why we think these alternative explanations are 

highly unlikely. Firstly, we only find the reduction of guilt for high identifiers. If 

distance was the sole explanation, that does not explain why low identifiers would 

react differently. More importantly, we find the exact same reduction that we find on 

guilt, on both shame and anger. These two variables were always presented after both 

compassion and guilt and were thus not influenced by the order manipulation. Finally, 

we did not use the order manipulation in Study 6 when manipulating focus (all 

participants got the compassion questions first, then the guilt, shame and anger 

questions), yet still found the same patterns. 

 One could also think that high identifiers, because they do not want to be 

confronted with the negative behaviour of their group, might simply reject our 

compassion manipulation. Although this is a valid concern, we also think this is an 

unlikely explanation. If high identifiers in the compassion condition rejected the 

manipulation, one would expect them to behave exactly like high identifiers in the 

control condition (who did not get to read an instruction). Of course, we found that 

they scored lower on guilt, shame, anger (as well as reparation intentions and 

responsibility measures) than high identifiers in the control condition. One could then 

still argue that perhaps they showed so much reactance to our compassion instruction 

(which explicitly asked them to think about the suffering of the outgroup), that they 

reported feeling less guilt as a result, and so on. This seems somewhat far-fetched, and 

is also disputed by the fact that the simple effect of our compassion manipulation on 

measured compassion, although not significant, was still positive. Finally, the focus 
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manipulation we used in Study 6 was much more subtle, yet we still found the exact 

same patterns and stronger effects.  

The present research has two limitations we want to address. Although we 

used two types of manipulations, we used the same measures for our dependent 

variables, and the same context in all our studies (the history of the Dutch in 

Indonesia). This of course somewhat limits the generalizability of our findings. We 

based these dependent variables on existing, validated scales and used this context 

because it has been used successfully in previous group-based guilt research (e.g. 

Doosje et al., 1998). Although we cannot directly generalize our findings to other 

contexts, we can say that the outcomes of previous research using this context have 

always been comparable to that in other guilt-related intergroup contexts. In other 

words, there is no reason to assume that a change of context would lead to drastically 

different results. As we were studying a previously undocumented effect using a new 

manipulation, we opted for maximum experimental control in the present research 

and rooted it in a group-based guilt paradigm that has been successfully used before. 

Naturally, further research is needed to establish to which situations the effects we 

found can be generalized.   

Overall, our findings support the notion that compassion and an other-focus 

can produce opposing effects in an intergroup context, as a function of group 

identification. Some authors have previously questioned the type of helping intentions 

that compassion triggers: it might especially lead to paternalistic forms of helping that 

keep present status relations intact, rather than motivate people to work towards 

greater social equality in a more general sense (Thomas et al., 2009). However, to our 

knowledge, our research is the first to show that compassion can reduce the desire to 

help another group. Naturally, we do not argue that compassion is an antisocial 

emotion. However, our findings show that it is not an exclusively prosocial emotion 

either, as the current literature might suggest. Our findings highlight the importance of 

the more general notion that in order to understand the emotional reactions of group 

members in an intergroup context, it is necessary to take their identity concerns into 



 
It’s not about us, it's about you  

 
 

53 
 

tw
o 

account. Crucially, we found no main effects of our compassion and focus 

manipulations, only interaction effects with identification. This suggests that the 

meaning of an emotion can differ as a direct function of these identity concerns, and 

thus can be strategically employed as a means to deal with a threat to the value of the 

ingroup. When we say compassion ‘can be used’ to reduce feelings of guilt, this does 

not imply that we necessarily think this is a conscious process. Future research should 

clarify whether people consciously engage in this strategy, or whether they are 

completely unaware of this. 
 

Empathy versus compassion 
 

It is also important to note that we see compassion as conceptually different 

to empathy. We believe the crucial difference between the two is that whereas 

compassion (or sympathy) is a discrete emotion, empathy contains a cognitive 

component (Wispé, 1986; Davis, 2004; Thomas et al., 2009). This cognitive 

component entails taking the perspective of the other person or group (see Chapter 

4). Although one of the emotions resulting from empathy might be compassion, 

taking the perspective of the other group is also likely to result in experiencing the 

emotions that the other group feels. Empathy is thus a much broader process, with 

more complex and varying outcomes than compassion.  

Crucially, empathy and compassion also differ in terms of focus. Whereas 

compassion is entirely other-focused, the perspective taking element of empathy is 

said to result in at least a temporary merger between self and other (Davis, 2004). 

Given that the effects of compassion we discuss in this paper appear to be a function 

of the degree to which people are self- versus other-focused, it is likely that empathy 

will have different outcomes than compassion (and other-focus) did in our studies. It 

is also likely that two different forms of empathy might have different effects: 

researchers have previously shown that an ‘imagine self’-perspective (imagining how 

you would feel in the other person’s position) has different outcomes than an ‘imagine 
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other’-perspective (imagining how the other person feels) (Batson, Early, & Salvarini, 

1997).  

In the existing literature, empathy and compassion tend to be used 

interchangeably. Experimental manipulations in studies on this topic generally consist 

of perspective taking and are thus what we could call empathy. The compassion 

instruction we used in our research was not a perspective taking manipulation: we 

asked participants to think about the suffering of the outgroup, and how they (i.e. the 

participants) feel about their suffering. Although we can of course not control 

whether or not participants still took the perspective of the outgroup, the instruction 

itself, in line with the definition of compassion, suggests a more distant recognition of 

their suffering that does not result in a self-other merger.  

In previous studies in which self- and other-focus have been directly 

manipulated this was sometimes also done by means of perspective taking. For 

instance, Imhoff et al. (2012, Study 1) showed their German participants a text about 

World War II in which historical events were either described from the perspective of 

the Nazis (self-focus condition) or Jews (other-focus condition), and additionally 

asked participants to imagine how the perpetrators (self-focus condition) or victims 

(other-focus condition) felt. By contrast, our focus manipulation consisted of showing 

participants two photographs of either ingroup members (self-focus) or outgroup 

members (other-focus). Importantly, these photos were shown after they read the 

historical text about the harmful behaviour of their ingroup and thus could not 

influence how they approached the text. They were asked to choose which of two 

photos they thought suited the article they just read best. With this task, we aimed to 

manipulate focus without using a perspective taking manipulation. Similar types of 

focus manipulations, that do not allude to perspective taking, have been used in other 

research (e.g., Iyer, Webster, Hornsey, & Vanman, 2014; Bal & Van den Bos, 2015). 

To our knowledge, we are the first to study their effect as moderated by identification 

in a perpetrator-victim group context. We hope the more explicit distinction between 
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empathy and compassion can also help reorganize and explain differences in the 

existing literature on these topics.    

A final point to note is that while much research supports the idea that 

group-based guilt is associated with intergroup prosocial behaviour (Mallett & Swim, 

2007), some authors have argued that guilt might only promote abstract forms of 

compensation to the harmed outgroup, but not lead to lasting opposition against 

inequality (Iyer et al., 2003; Thomas & McGarty, 2009). We believe that in the context 

of our research, concerning events that happened over fifty years ago in a conflict that 

is likely considered to be resolved by the student samples we employed, compensatory 

actions are likely the only ones that are considered. More importantly, whether guilt is 

the best-suited emotion in motivating intergroup prosocial behaviour, or results in the 

best type of actions in terms of intergroup relations, is a bit of a moot point in the 

context of our research on compassion and focus. After all, we found that compassion 

and other-focus had identical effects on guilt, shame and ingroup-focused anger. 

Especially the latter is considered a potent emotion for achieving social change.  

 The present research emphasizes the importance of taking identity concerns 

into account when trying to understand group emotions and the complex relations 

between them. As our findings on compassion show, emotions that can have very 

positive effects on intergroup prosocial behaviour, can also be used to reduce self-

critical group emotions and thereby reduce intergroup prosocial behaviour. So 

although compassion is ostensibly prosocial it also reduces self-critical emotions by 

saying: “It’s not about us, it's about you.” 
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