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Chapter 4 

Let's focus on you: 
When the other-focused nature of compassion and an imagine 
other-perspective can ironically reduce regret, responsibility 
and reparation support among perpetrator group members 
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Abstract 
 

In this research we compared two forms of empathy, imagining how others feel and 

imagining how you would feel in their position, and compassion, a more distant form 

of thinking about the suffering of others without perspective taking. Previous research 

has shown that an imagine other-perspective and compassion are associated with 

prosocial behaviour, whereas an imagine self-perspective can be 'too close for 

comfort', triggering distress and subsequently less prosocial behaviour. The effects of 

compassion and the imagine other-perspective are often attributed to their 

characteristic other-focus. However, we propose that when the suffering is caused by 

one's ingroup, this same other-focus allows high-identifiers to shift the focus away 

from the harmful actions of their group, resulting in less self-critical emotions and 

lower support for reparation. The imagine self-perspective is inherently more self-

focused and therefore should not allow high-identifiers to deflect their focus. We 

investigated this idea in three studies. We hypothesized that for low-identifiers, an 

imagine self-manipulation would lead to less self-critical emotions and less support for 

reparation, compared to an imagine other-manipulation and compassion 

manipulation. For high-identifiers, in contrast, we predicted an increase in self-critical 

emotions. In a meta-analysis of our studies, we found support for this on a measure of 

regret and support for reparation. The imagine self-perspective also caused high-

identifiers to attribute more responsibility to their ingroup. Our findings suggest that 

an understanding of the effects of empathy and compassion, in a context where the 

self plays an active role in the suffering, is incomplete without paying attention to 

identity concerns. 
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Compassion and empathy are often used interchangeably in common 

parlance to describe the emotions we may feel when we encounter a suffering 

individual or group. In the scientific literature, definitional consensus regarding these 

two concepts is lacking as well (Stephan & Finlay, 1999; Thomas, McGarty & Mavor, 

2009; Eisenberg, Eggum & Di Giunta, 2010). What is clear, however, is that both 

concepts have been associated with increases in the feelings about and actions towards 

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

stronger desire to support equal opportunity policies (Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2003) 

and reduced differences between the attitudes to one's ingroup and outgroup (Finlay 

& Stephan, 2000). However, in recent research, we have found that compassion can 

have very different effects for low versus highly identified members of a perpetrator 

group. Whereas we found that compassion had no effect or tended to slightly increase 

self-critical emotions and feelings of responsibility among low identifiers, it led to 

decreased self-critical emotions and feelings of responsibility among high identifiers 

(see Chapter 2 of this thesis). Group identification thus seems to be a crucial factor in 

predicting the effect and function of compassion in a context where one group has 

harmed another. The purpose of the present study was to compare the effect of 

empathy to that of compassion in the same context. We focused on two forms of 

empathy: one based on imagining how the victim group feels (imagine other), the 

other from imagining how one would feel in their position (imagine self).  

 

Distinguishing compassion and empathy 
 

 It is important to first draw a distinction between compassion and empathy. 

Compassion is the more straightforward concept of the two. Although the label is 

used to describe different things, we see compassion as a discrete emotion (Wispé, 

1986; Thomas et al., 2009), namely the feeling of "being moved by another’s suffering 

and wanting to help" (Lazarus, 1991, p. 289). At the group level, it is likely to arise 

when the suffering by another group is seen as illegitimate and unfair, as well as 
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beyond their control (Leach, Snider, & Iyer, 2002). It is often also referred to as 

'sympathy' (Thomas et al., 2009).  

 Empathy is a more complex construct. Some authors have applied the label 

'empathy' to the definition we just presented for compassion (e.g. Tarrant, Dazeley & 

Cottom, 2009) and thus treat it as purely an emotional response to suffering. Other 

authors also see empathy as an affective response, but as one that consists of 

mirroring the emotion of someone else (e.g. Eisenberg et al., 2010). However, most 

authors with a specific interest in empathy agree that it is a broader process (Stephan 

& Finlay, 1999). In this paper we use the definition of empathy that Davis (2004) 

proposed. He argues that empathy is a set of cognitive processes that results in both 

non-affective and affective outcomes (Thomas et al., 2009). Two likely affective 

outcomes are those described above: namely what we define as compassion (e.g., I see 

that my friend is sad because he got rejected for a job, so I feel sympathy for him) and 

the mirroring of the other's emotions (e.g. I see that my friend is sad because he got 

rejected and as a result I feel sad too). The cognitive component preceding these 

emotions is perspective taking. This refers to the act of really imagining the situation 

the other person or group is in, rather than merely recognizing and acknowledging it 

(Batson, 2008).  

 Thus, the key difference between what we label 'compassion' and what we 

label 'empathy' is that whereas the former is a discrete emotion, the latter is a broader 

process that, importantly, involves perspective taking. Empathy can result in an 

affective response that is similar to what we label compassion (Batson's label 

'empathic concern' may best describe this). However, in line with Thomas et al. 

(2009), we believe that it is also possible to feel these warm feelings towards a 

suffering person or group without taking their perspective. Although the 

manifestation of the emotion may be quite similar in both cases, its origin is thus 

profoundly different. Whereas the perspective taking process that is a part of empathy 

results in a temporary merger between self and other (Davis, 2004; Cialdini, Brown, 

Lewis, Luce, & Neuberg, 1997), compassion is said to be marked by its lack of self-
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involvement (Thomas et al., 2009). Compassion is thus inherently more distant than 

empathy.  

 This distinction between empathy being highly engaging and compassion 

being more distant has recently been highlighted by Bloom (2016), who discusses the 

role of empathy and compassion in decision-making. However, he treats compassion 

more as a rational, kindhearted mindset, whereas we approach it as a discrete emotion. 

The distinction between empathy and compassion has also clearly been made by 

emotion theorists, but it has, to our knowledge, received very little attention in 

intergroup research. Although compassion, under various labels, has been used as a 

dependent measure in several studies (e.g. Iyer, Leach, & Crosby, 2003), its source is 

never taken into account. Thus, it is not clear whether people felt the emotion as a 

result of perspective taking (empathy) or not (compassion) in these studies. Empathy 

has been studied quite extensively as an independent variable. In these studies, 

empathy is generally evoked by giving participants perspective taking instructions (e.g. 

Batson et al., 1997) and contrasted with a condition in which participants are asked to 

take an objective perspective. Unlike empathy, compassion has to our knowledge not 

been experimentally manipulated as an independent variable in the intergroup 

literature until a recent study we conducted (see Chapter 2 of this thesis).  

Experimentally manipulating and directly comparing compassion and empathy is thus 

also novel, and this is what we focused on in the present study. 

 

Two forms of perspective taking 
 

 It is important to note that perspective taking can take different forms. Two 

forms have been studied most: imagining how the other person feels ('imagine other') 

and imagining how you would feel in their situation ('imagine self') (Batson, 2008). 

Although they seem similar on the surface, these two perspectives produce distinctly 

different cognitive, emotional and motivational effects, and some research also 

suggests they manifest differently at the neurological level. In one of the most 
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influential studies on these two perspectives, Batson et al. (1997) had their participants 

listen to a bogus interview with a girl, Katie, who had lost both her parents in a car 

accident and now needed to care for her siblings. Participants were instructed to either 

imagine how Katie must feel or how they would feel themselves in her situation. They 

found that both perspectives increased feelings of empathic concern and distress 

(compared to a control condition). However, the imagine other-participants primarily 

felt distressed for Katie (which Batson and colleagues labeled 'empathic distress'), 

whereas participants in the imagine self-condition primarily felt distressed themselves. 

Batson (2008) argues that this might lead people to care more about their own distress 

and lose sight of the other person's distress. As a result, taking an imagine self-

perspective should, in most situations, therefore be less likely to result in prosocial 

behaviour. This idea was further supported by the results of a study in which 

participants had to assign themselves and someone else to a desirable and undesirable 

task: participants asked to take an imagine other-perspective were more likely to assign 

the desirable task to the other person, whereas participants in the imagine self-

condition were more likely to assign it to themselves (Batson et al., 2003).  

 

The role of focus 
 

 The differences between the imagine self- and imagine other-perspectives are, 

in part, attributed to a difference in focus. The imagine other-perspective is focused 

on the situation the other is in, whereas the imagine self-perspective is, as its name 

suggests, more focused on the self. This was confirmed in a study by Davis et al. 

(2004), who found that an imagine self-perspective led to more self-related thoughts 

than an imagine other-perspective. Although Batson (2008) argues that an imagine 

self-perspective can at times be a stepping stone to empathic concern and altruistic 

behaviour, he deems the imagine other-perspective superior when it comes to 

producing prosocial behaviour because it is solely focused on the suffering other. 

There are no self-focused concerns that get in the way. 
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 The positive effects of compassion (as an emotion, regardless of its 

antecedents) on intergroup prosocial behaviour have also been ascribed to the fact 

that it is strongly other-focused (e.g., Iyer et al., 2003). The reason for this is similar, 

namely that the focus on the other makes their suffering salient, resulting in a desire to 

alleviate it. At the same time, it takes the focus away from one's own feelings or the 

costs that may be associated with helping (Batson et al., 1988; Leach et al., 2002; 

Thomas et al., 2009).  

 

Identity concerns 
 

 What happens, however, when the suffering of another group is clearly 

caused by one's own group? In this case, we argue that concerns that go beyond a 

straightforward desire to help the other group come into play, and that the level of 

identification of perpetrator group members is of crucial importance. Being 

confronted with negative behaviour of our group can constitute a threat to the self-

concept, because we want to maintain a favorable perception of the groups we belong 

to (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Not surprisingly, previous research has shown that low 

and high identifiers respond differently to these types of threats (Ellemers, Spears, & 

Doosje, 2002). For low identifiers, the group is (by definition) not that important and 

they are therefore open to the experience of self-critical emotions about their group. 

But for high identifiers, the group is an important part of their self-concept, and they 

will therefore have a strong desire to defend its value. Experiencing self-critical 

emotions such as group-based guilt or shame is unpleasant and threatening to group 

identity, and high identifiers therefore seek various ways to avoid these feelings (e.g., 

Doosje et al., 1998; Wohl, Branscombe, & Klar, 2006). 

 There are different ways in which high identifiers can do this. For instance, 

they may downplay the severity of the harm that their group has caused, or simply 

deny it altogether (McGarty et al., 2005). These strategies may not always be realistic 

though, such as when the harm is undeniable and unambiguously caused by the 
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ingroup. In a meta-analysis of five studies we conducted, we found evidence that 

suggests that compassion offers a more subtle option for high identifiers (see Chapter 

2 of this thesis). In these studies, we presented our Dutch participants with a scenario 

about the Dutch colonial history in Indonesia. Subsequently, we manipulated 

compassion by asking participants to think about the suffering of the Indonesian 

people for a moment before answering questions about the extent to which they felt 

group-based guilt, shame and anger. Participants in our control condition did not 

receive any instructions. Although not all effects were significant, we found a general 

pattern that compassion did not affect or slightly increased self-critical emotions 

among low identifiers, but that it reduced self-critical emotions and feelings of 

responsibility among high identifiers. The effect on support for reparation was not 

significant, but followed a similar pattern. 

 We argued that the other-focus associated with compassion allows high 

identifiers to subtly shift the focus away from the harmful and identity-threatening 

behaviour of their group. This effect may seem counterintuitive at first, given that 

compassion has mainly been associated with positive, or at worst neutral, effects on 

intergroup prosocial behaviour. However, we do not believe our findings are in 

conflict with the literature demonstrating these positive effects. Rather, they show that 

in a context where identity concerns become highly salient, compassion can also have 

the opposite effect. Compassion has previously been described as an emotion that 

does not imply any responsibility and is marked by low self-involvement (Thomas et 

al., 2009). It should thus not come as a surprise that it can decrease feelings of 

responsibility and self-critical emotions among people who are strongly motivated to 

do so. 

 We tested our idea that focus can explain the effects we found by directly 

manipulating it in a subsequent study (see Chapter 2 of this thesis, Study 6). Using the 

same context, we now presented participants with neutral photos of the ingroup (self-

focus) or the outgroup (other-focus) in a bogus task. The effects we found were in 

line with our expectations and clearly stronger than the effects we found using our 
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compassion manipulation (though it should be noted this was only one study): 

whereas an other-focus increased self-critical emotions, feelings of responsibility, and 

support for reparation among low identifiers, it decreased them among high 

identifiers. These findings suggest that focus itself may be the most proximal predictor 

of these effects. 

 

The present research 
 

 This is where empathy enters the picture again. Compassion, imagine self-

empathy and imagine other-empathy differ from each other in two important ways. 

The most obvious one is that the imagine self- and imagine other-forms of empathy 

both involve perspective taking, whereas compassion is more distant. However, when 

it comes to focus, the imagine self-perspective is the odd one out: the imagine other- 

perspective and compassion are both other-focused, but the imagine self-perspective 

is more focused on the self. This of course does not mean that the imagine self-

perspective is exclusively self-focused, or that the imagine other-perspective is as 

other-focused as compassion. For instance, Davis (2004) argues that empathy always 

involves a merger between self and other, suggesting that both the imagine self- and 

other-perspective are a mixture to some degree, although others have disputed this 

notion (e.g., Batson, 2008). Overall, though, it seems clear that on a dimension of 

focus, the imagine self-perspective is the most self-focused of the three and 

compassion the most other-focused. 

 In our previous research, we argued and found support for the idea that a 

focus on the other allows highly identified members of a perpetrator group to shift 

the focus away from their group's harmful behaviour, resulting in a reduction in self-

critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and support for reparation. Given its 

relatively high self-focus, it seems plausible that an imagine self-perspective would not 

allow for this shift in focus and as a result not lead to a similar reduction. Thus, 

although, as described earlier, it is associated with less prosocial behaviour in neutral 
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contexts (which, to some extent, may also apply to low identifiers of a perpetrator 

group), it may ironically result in more intergroup prosocial behaviour for high 

identifiers. 

 The goal of the present research was to investigate this idea in the same 

perpetrator-victim group context that we used in previous research (see Chapter 2 of 

this thesis). We gave our participants compassion, imagine self- or imagine other-

instructions prior to exposing them to a scenario describing the harmful behaviour of 

their ingroup. Because we deemed the imagine self-perspective the most self-focused 

and compassion the most other-focused, we were primarily interested in comparing 

these two conditions. We predicted a crossover interaction: we hypothesized that low 

identifiers in the imagine self-condition should score lower on self-critical emotions, 

feelings of responsibility, and support for reparation than low identifiers in the 

compassion condition. But high identifiers in the imagine self-condition should score 

higher on these variables than high identifiers in the compassion condition. We did not 

specify predictions regarding the imagine other-condition, but included it as a test of 

the roles of perspective taking and focus: if participants in this condition responded 

more like participants in the imagine self-condition, then that would suggest the idea 

that perspective taking is primarily important. If, however, they responded more like 

participants in the compassion condition, then that would suggest that focus (self vs. 

other) is more important. 

 

Method 
 

 We present our results in the form of a meta-analysis on three studies that we 

conducted on this topic. As Schimmack (2012) noted, the overall effect a meta-

analysis produces is "functionally equivalent to the test of a hypothesis in a single 

study with high power" (p. 563). The studies included in this paper were developed 

before and conducted while standards in the field of social psychology were changing. 

Because they individually may not have the statistical power that is now becoming the 
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norm in current research, combining them in a meta-analysis provides a much more 

reliable estimate of the true effect. It should be noted that the data for Studies 1 and 2 

of this paper were also partially used in the meta-analysis of five studies that we 

reported in Chapter 2 (Studies 4 and 5 in that chapter). The imagine self- and imagine 

other-perspectives were not used in that analysis, as the focus of that chapter was a 

comparison between the compassion condition and a control condition. Study 3 was 

conducted at a later date, so the data of Study 3 of this chapter have not been used in 

any analyses before.  

 

Design 
 

The three studies all used the same between-subjects design (see Table 4). We 

had one independent variable with four levels. All participants read a story about the 

Dutch colonial history in Indonesia, after which they were randomly assigned to one 

of the four experimental conditions. They received an instruction intended to either 

trigger an imagine self-perspective, an imagine other-perspective, or compassion. 

Participants in the control condition did not receive any instructions. Our key 

dependent variables were group-based guilt, shame, anger and regret (self-critical 

emotions), feelings of responsibility, and support for reparation.  

 The studies were largely identical, with one exception being that participants 

in Study 1 completed a lexical decision task prior to answering questions about our 

key dependent variables.  Other than this, the studies differed slightly in the inclusion 

of additional exploratory variables, and in the order in which the variables were 

presented to participants. Full details about this will be provided by the authors upon 

request. 

 Although the control condition was relevant in our original research on the 

basic effect of compassion, it was not directly relevant for the comparisons we wanted 

to test in the present research. Furthermore, it was impossible to categorize the 

control condition on the dimensions of focus and perspective taking, as we did not 
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include measures of this. Participants in the control condition may have taken an 

imagine other-perspective, an imagine self-perspective, a compassionate view, or none 

of these, but we had no way to tell. The results of participants in this condition are 

therefore not very informative in the context of the present study, and were not 

included in our meta-analysis (but are available upon request from the authors). Our 

design, effectively, thus consisted of three conditions: imagine self, imagine other and 

compassion. 

 

Participants 
 

Table 4 provides information about the participants in the three studies. All 

of our participants were Dutch. Studies 1 and 2 consisted of a sample of students, 

some of whom participated in exchange for course credits, others who were recruited 

to take part in the study without receiving compensation. Study 3 contained a mixture 

between students and members of the Qualtrics online panel, the latter of whom were 

financially compensated for their participation. Although all studies were hosted on 

the online platform Qualtrics, participants came to the lab to complete the survey in 

Study 2 on a lab computer. In Studies 1 and 3, they participated from home.  

 We applied the same exclusion criteria in each study. First, we removed 

incomplete cases (of which there were several in the online studies) from our dataset. 

Subsequently, we removed a number of duplicates: in the two online studies, a 

number of students participated multiple times. It is unclear to us why they did this, 

but likely because data collection took a while, and the students (who participate in 

several studies in exchange for course credit) may have forgotten that they had already 

completed the study. Because we measured their anonymous participation codes 

(which they are assigned in order to take part in studies at the university), as well as 

the date of participation for each case, we were able to retain only their initial 

participation and remove the other(s). After this, we removed participants who did 

not have the Dutch nationality, or who indicated that at least one of their parents had 
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the Indonesian nationality (the relevant outgroup in our study). Finally, we removed 

participants who failed at least one of three manipulation check questions about the 

scenario they got to read. The remaining sample sizes were 67 in Study 1, 91 in Study 

2, and 56 in Study 3, resulting in an overall sample size for our meta-analysis of 214 

(of which 71 in the compassion condition, 69 in the imagine self-condition, and 74 in 

the imagine other-condition). 

 

Materials & procedure 
 

 Below, we discuss the measures that we used in our meta-analysis. These 

measures were identical in all three studies. Information about the Cronbach's alpha 

values for the scales is provided in Table 5. 
 

 
 
 National identification. Participants first filled out a measure of national 

identification, the Dutch version of the 14-item identification scale developed by 

Leach et al. (2008). Answers could range from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).  

 Scenario. After this, participants got to read a scenario that described the 

Dutch colonization of Indonesia, the same scenario used in all studies in Chapter 2 of 

this thesis. This is a context that has been used in previous research on group-based 

guilt. We deemed it suitable for our study because a. it describes an instance where the 
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participants' ingroup has harmed an outgroup and b. we suspected that many of our 

participants (young students) were relatively unfamiliar with this context, meaning that 

they would not have strong pre-existing opinions about it that could interfere with our 

manipulation. The scenario, which was about 500 words long, described several 

aspects of the colonial period, including the execution without trial of the male 

inhabitants of a small town called Rawagede. It was written in a factual style to 

minimize demand characteristics. We mentioned the consequences of the actions by 

the Dutch for Indonesian people, but did so without explicitly mentioning the 

outgroup's suffering. Doing the latter could have triggered compassion in all 

conditions, which we of course wanted to limit to our compassion condition as much 

as possible. Following this, participants answered three factual questions that assessed 

whether they read the scenario properly. They had to pick the correct answer out of 

three alternatives.  

 Manipulation. Participants were then randomly assigned to one of our three 

experimental conditions and received an instruction. Participants in the imagine self-

condition were asked to imagine how they would have felt if they were in the situation 

the Indonesian people were in. Participants in the imagine other-condition were asked 

to imagine how the Indonesian people must have felt in their situation. Participants in 

the compassion condition were, in line with the definition of compassion, simply 

asked to reflect on the suffering of the Indonesian people. Thus, in contrast with the 

two empathy conditions, the compassion condition lacked an explicit instruction to 

take the perspective of the Indonesian people. 

 Group-based guilt. We measured all emotions on a 7-point scale. Guilt was 

measured with five items, 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 
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me feel guilty’). We added a fifth item that 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’) because this item 

explicitly addressed the fact that participants did not have any personal responsibility 

for what happened, an important characteristic of group-based guilt. 

 Shame. Shame was measured with 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’ (adapted 

from Brown et al., 2008).   

 Ingroup-focused anger. We measured ingroup-focused anger with five 

items. Four of these were adapted from Iyer, Schmader and Lickel (2007: ‘furious’, 

‘outraged’, ‘angry’, ‘incensed’). We added and an item consisting of an additional 

Dutch synonym for anger. Unlike Iyer et al. (2007), we also explicitly named the 

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

treated the Indonesians, I feel furious’), as we did with our other emotion measures. 

 Regret. We measured regret using two items: 'I am sorry for what Dutch 

people did to the Indonesian people' and 'I regret what Dutch people did to the 

Indonesian people'. As Table 2 shows, the Cronbach's alpha for the regret scale was 

quite low in Study 3. However, because it was high enough in Studies 1 and 2 (both of 

which had a larger sample size), we did decide to use it. 

 Responsibility. Perceptions of three types of responsibility were assessed 

with three items: we asked participants to what extent they thought Dutch people 

were responsible for the suffering of the Indonesian people (group responsibility), to 

what extent they felt individually responsible for this (individual responsibility) and to 

what extent they felt responsible, as a group member (group member responsibility).  
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 Support for reparation. Finally, we measured support for reparation with a 

three-item scale, adapted from Zebel et al. (2009). 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 

receive more attention on television. 

 
Results 

 
 We used the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) to test our predictions 

in each individual study. Given that we were specifically interested in a direct 

comparison between the imagine self- and compassion conditions, we calculated two-

way interaction effects for the difference between these two conditions. We 

hypothesized that for low identifiers, the imagine self-perspective would lead to lower 

scores on self-critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and support for reparation 

compared to the compassion condition, whereas it would lead to higher scores on 

those variables for high identifiers compared to the compassion condition. In addition 

to this, we were also interested to see whether the results for the imagine other-

condition would be more comparable to the imagine self-condition or the compassion 

condition. To investigate this, we also calculated two-way interactions for the 

difference between the imagine self- and imagine other-condition, and the imagine 

other- and compassion conditions.  

 For each analysis, we used our independent variable (imagine self, imagine 

other, compassion) and included national identification as a centered predictor. We 

then took the t-values for the overall interaction effects and simple main effects, and 

converted them to r-values using the software D-stat (Johnson, 1993). As a result, we 

had r-values for each set of comparisons (both for the overall interaction effect and 

the simple main effects), for each individual study. We then entered these r-values into 

the online software application MetaLight (Thomas, Graziosi, Higgins, Coe, 
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Torgerson, & Newman, 2012), which we used to calculate overall, meta-effect sizes, as 

well as confidence intervals for both the overall interaction effects and the simple 

main effects. We also used it to calculate Q-statistics, which test for heterogeneity. In 

other words, they test whether the variation that is found between studies is above 

chance levels. A non-significant Q-value means that this is not the case. Given the 

similarity in the methods of our studies, we used a fixed-effects model for our 

analyses. Below, we provide the overall meta-effect sizes along with their confidence 

intervals, as well as the Q-statistic and its significance level, for each analysis. We also 

graphically display the overall meta-effect sizes, for the comparison between the 

imagine self- and compassion conditions (Figure 7), the imagine self- and imagine 

other-condition (Figure 8), and the imagine other- and the compassion condition 

(Figure 9). More detailed results, including forest plots showing the effects for the 

individual studies, can be found in an electronic appendix (available upon request).  

 Group-based guilt. The comparison between the imagine self- and 

compassion condition on group-based guilt was not significant (see Figure 7), r = 

0.01, 95% CI [-0.12, 0.15], Q(2) = 1.73, p = .422, nor were its simple main effects, (all 

r's < 0.04). The comparisons between imagine self and imagine other (Figure 8), and 

imagine other and compassion (Figure 9), were also not significant (all r's < 0.02), nor 

did we find any significant simple main effects (all r's < 0.04). This was not in line with 

our predictions. 

 Shame. We also did not find overall interaction effects on shame (all r's < 

0.04), nor any significant simple main effects (all r's < 0.08). Contrary to our 

expectations, our three experimental conditions did not differ as a function of 

identification on these two self-critical emotions. 

 Anger. The difference between the imagine self- and compassion condition 

(Figure 7) was nearly significant on anger, r = 0.09, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.23], Q(2) = 2.53, 

p = .282. For low identifiers, the imagine self-perspective resulted in less anger than 

the compassion manipulation, r = -0.06, 95% CI [-0.19, 0.08], Q(2) = 2.14, p =.344. 
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Figure 7. A forest plot showing the overall meta-analytic simple main effects of our 

manipulation on the dependent variables (based on three studies). Effect sizes are 

provided along with their confidence intervals. A positive value indicates that participants 

in the imagine self-condition scored higher than participants in the compassion 

condition, a negative value that they scored lower. 
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However, for high identifiers, it led to more anger, r = 0.06, 95% CI [-0.07, 0.20], Q(2) 

= 5.70, p = .058. Although not significant, this pattern was in line with our 

predictions.  

The imagine self-condition and the imagine other-condition (see Figure 8) did 

not differ on anger, r = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.15, 0.12], Q(2) = 3.09, p = .214. However, 

the interaction was nearly significant for the difference between the imagine other- 

and compassion condition (see Figure 9), r = 0.11, 95% CI [-0.03, 0.24], Q(2) = 3.46, 

p = .177. The pattern here was identical to the comparison between imagine self and 

compassion: for low identifiers, the imagine other-perspective resulted in less anger 

than compassion, r = -0.08, 95% CI [-0.22, 0.05], Q(2) = 4.02, p = .134. However, for 

high identifiers, it resulted in more anger: r = 0.08, 95% CI [-0.06, 0.21], Q(2) = 3.84, 

p = .147. Thus, participants in the imagine self- and imagine other-conditions reacted 

comparably, which supports the idea that perspective taking is more important than 

focus. 

 Regret. We found a highly significant effect for the overall interaction on the 

comparison between the imagine self- and compassion conditions (see Figure 7), r = 

0.18, 95% CI [0.04, 0.31], Q(2) = 1.34, p = .512. The findings were again in line with 

our predictions. For low identifiers, the effect was not significant, but it showed that 

the imagine self-perspective resulted in less regret than the compassion manipulation 

as we predicted, r = -0.07, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.06], Q(2) = 2.80, p = .247. For high 

identifiers, the simple main effect was highly significant. As predicted, the imagine 

self-condition resulted in more regret among high identifiers than the compassion 

manipulation, r = 0.18, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.31], Q(2) = 0.42, p = .809. 

 With regards to the imagine other-perspective, we found a similar pattern of 

results as we did on anger. The difference between imagine self and imagine other (see 

Figure 8) was not significant, r = 0.05, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.18], Q(2) = 4.14, p = .126. 

The interaction pertaining to the difference between the imagine other- and the 

compassion condition (see Figure 9) was very close to being significant, r = 0.13, 95% 
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Figure 8. A forest plot showing the overall meta-analytic simple main effects of our 

manipulation on the dependent variables (based on three studies). Effect sizes are 

provided along with their confidence intervals. A positive value indicates that participants 

in the imagine self-condition scored higher than participants in the imagine other-

condition, a negative value that they scored lower. 
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CI [-0.01, 0.26], Q(2) = 4.72, p = .095. The simple main effects were not significant, 

but showed that low identifiers in the imagine other-condition felt less regret than 

those in the compassion condition, r = -0.09, 95% CI [-0.23, 0.04], Q(2) = 4.11, p = 

.128, whereas high identifiers felt more regret, r = 0.09, 95% CI [-0.04, 0.23], Q(2) = 

1.92, p = .383. 

 Responsibility. The overall interaction on perceived group responsibility was 

near-significant for the difference between imagine self and compassion (see Figure 7), 

r = 0.13, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.26], Q(2) = 0.25, p = .881. The simple main effect for low 

identifiers was not significant, but in the predicted direction: low identifiers who were 

asked to adopt an imagine self-perspective perceived Dutch people to be less 

responsible for the suffering of the Indonesian people than participants who saw the 

compassion instruction, r = -0.06, 95% CI [-0.19, 0.08], Q(2) = 0.14, p = .929. The 

simple main effect for high identifiers was stronger and near-significant: for high 

identifiers, the imagine self-perspective led to higher feelings of responsibility than the 

compassion manipulation, r = 0.12, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.26], Q(2) = 0.08, p = .958. Thus, 

the pattern we found on anger and regret, also translated to perceptions of group 

responsibility.  

 However, in contrast to the results we found for anger and regret, 

participants in the imagine other-condition now responded comparably to those in the 

compassion condition, rather than the imagine self-condition. The difference between 

the imagine self-condition and the imagine other-condition (see Figure 8) was 

significant, r = 0.17, 95% CI [0.04, 0.30], Q(2) = 4.26, p = .119. For low identifiers, 

the imagine self-perspective resulted in lower feelings of group responsibility than the 

imagine other-perspective, r = -0.09, 95% CI [-0.22, 0.05], Q(2) = 9.54, p = .008 

(though this simple main effect was not significant). For high identifiers, the imagine 

self-perspective resulted in higher feelings of responsibility, and this simple main 

effect was significant, r = 0.16, 95% CI [0.02, 0.29], Q(2) = 0.32, p = .849. The 

difference between the imagine other- and compassion condition (see Figure 9) was  
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Figure 9. A forest plot showing the overall meta-analytic simple main effects of our 

manipulation on the dependent variables (based on three studies). Effect sizes are 

provided along with their confidence intervals. A positive value indicates that participants 

in the imagine other-condition scored higher than participants in the compassion 

condition, a negative value that they scored lower. 
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not significant, r = -0.05, 95% CI [-0.19, 0.08], Q(2) = 4.37, p = .112. The fact that the 

imagine other- and compassion condition produced very similar results, suggests that 

focus is more important than perspective taking when it comes to feelings of 

responsibility. Finally, we did not find any significant overall interaction effects on 

individual responsibility (all r's < 0.08) and group member responsibility (all r's < 0.01) 

or any significant simple main effects (all r's < 0.12).  

 Support for reparation. The overall interaction effect for the difference 

between the imagine self- and compassion condition (see Figure 7) was highly 

significant, r = 0.17, 95% CI [0.03, 0.30], Q(2) = 3.50, p = .174. The simple main 

effects were in line with our predictions: for low identifiers, the imagine self-

perspective resulted in less support for reparation, r = -0.16, 95% CI [-0.29, -0.03], 

Q(2) = 0.70, p = .704. But for high identifiers, it led to more support for reparation, r 

= 0.07, 95% CI [-0.07, 0.20], Q(2) = 3.29, p = .193 (although this simple main effect 

was not significant).  

 The results for participants in the imagine other-condition were again 

comparable to those of participants in the compassion condition, suggesting that 

focus is more important than perspective taking when it comes to explaining these 

effects. The difference between the imagine self- and imagine other-condition (see 

Figure 8) was highly significant, r = 0.16, 95% CI [0.03, 0.29], Q(2) = 1.36, p = .506. 

Here too, the simple main effect was significant for low identifiers but not for high 

identifiers. The imagine self-perspective resulted in less support for reparation than 

the imagine other-perspective for low identifiers, r = -0.16, 95% CI [-0.29, -0.02], Q(2) 

= 2.34, p = .311, whereas it resulted in more support among high identifiers, r = 0.07, 

95% CI [-0.06, 0.21], Q(2) = 1.43, p = .488. The imagine other- and compassion 

condition (see Figure 9) again did not differ, r = -0.01, 95% CI [-0.15, 0.12], Q(2) = 

0.58, p = .747, with both simple main effects also displaying no differences between 

these two conditions (for low identifiers: r = 0.00, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.14], Q(2) = 1.40, p 

= .496, for high identifiers: r = -0.01, 95% CI [-0.15, 0.12], Q(2) = 4.71, p = .095).  
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Discussion 
 

 In this study we tested whether the effects of imagine self-, imagine other- 

and compassion instructions on self-critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and 

support for reparation would differ as a function of identification. Because the 

imagine self-condition is the most self-focused condition of the three and the 

compassion condition the most other-focused, we were primarily interested in 

comparing these two conditions. We predicted a crossover interaction: for low 

identifiers, we expected that the imagine self-condition would result in lower scores on 

self-critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and support for reparation. This was 

based on various studies that show that in neutral contexts, an imagine self-

perspective is not very conducive to prosocial motivations, whereas a strong other-

focus is seen as a strong determinant of it. By contrast, for high identifiers we 

predicted, that the imagine self-perspective would result in higher scores on self-

critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and support for reparation. This was based 

on our findings in previous research, which suggest that high identifiers can use an 

other-focus to shift the focus away from the harmful behaviour of their ingroup (see 

Chapter 2 of this thesis). Given the self-focused nature of the imagine self-

perspective, we hypothesized that high identifiers would be less able to block or 

deflect in this manner in this condition. Our findings partly supported our predictions.  

 Self-critical emotions. We found mixed support on our emotion measures: 

the imagine self- and compassion conditions did not differ on group-based guilt and 

shame. On anger, we did find the predicted pattern, but it was not significant. On 

regret, we did find the expected significant effects: whereas compassion led to more 

regret and anger among low identifiers, the imagine self-perspective led to more regret 

and anger among high identifiers. This supports the notion that the self-focused 

nature of an imagine self-perspective inhibits high identifiers from shifting the focus 

away from their group's harmful behaviour.  
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 It is interesting that we did find an effect on regret and to some extent anger, 

but not on guilt and shame. Imhoff, Bilewicz and Erb (2012) compared group-based 

guilt and regret in a similar context of historical harm and found that guilt is self-

focused and follows from appraisals of responsibility, but regret is more other-focused 

and stems from an empathic victim perspective. Anger is, by nature, also a more 

other-focused emotion than guilt and shame (Thomas et al., 2009). Thus, we did seem 

to find differences on the more other-focused self-critical emotions, but not on the 

self-focused self-critical emotions. One possibility is that these emotions may be more 

threatening to the self. Research suggests that shame especially is highly focused on 

the self (whereas guilt, for instance, is focused more on one’s own behaviour) and may 

therefore be particularly painful (Tangney, Stuewig, & Hafez, 2011). It should be 

noted that both anger (Thomas & McGarty, 2009; Iyer et al., 2003), and regret 

(Imhoff et al., 2012) have been described as more conducive to intergroup prosocial 

behaviour. This suggests that it may be particularly important that we found effects on 

these emotions, since they are most likely to affect actual behaviour.  

 Responsibility. We also found support for our predicted effect on 

responsibility, but only where it concerned the perceived responsibility of the group. 

We found no significant differences on the extent to which participants felt 

individually responsible, or felt responsible themselves as a member of their group. A 

possible explanation for this is that participants in general scored very low on our 

measures of individual and group member responsibility. For instance, the overall 

means for responsibility in Study 2 (the study that had the biggest sample size) were M 

= 4.54 for group responsibility, M = 3.00 for group member responsibility, and M = 

2.27 for individual responsibility (all measured on seven-point scales). This is not 

surprising, given that the harmful behaviour by the ingroup that participants were 

confronted with occurred over 60 years ago, long before our participants were born. 

Perceived group responsibility therefore seems to be the most relevant and likely type 

of responsibility. Finally, it is notable that we did find a strong effect on perceived 

group responsibility, but not on group-based guilt. Guilt and responsibility have been 
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shown to be highly related in previous research (e.g., Imhoff et al., 2012; Berndsen & 

Manstead, 2007).  

 Support for reparation. Our predictions were also supported when it came 

to support for reparation: whereas low identifiers in the imagine self-condition were 

less likely to support reparation efforts than those in the compassion condition, the 

high identifiers in the imagine self-condition were more likely to support them than 

high identifiers in the compassion condition. Although the simple main effect was 

stronger for low identifiers, the pattern did fit our prediction. 

 

Focus & perspective taking 
 

 We were also interested in comparing the imagine other-condition to both the 

imagine self- and compassion conditions. The imagine other-condition is similar to 

the imagine self-condition in the sense that both involve perspective taking, whereas 

compassion does not. Yet, when it comes to focus, the imagine other-condition is 

more comparable to the compassion condition, because both are other-focused and as 

a result associated with prosocial behaviour, whereas the imagine self-condition is not. 

We did not formulate specific predictions regarding the imagine other-condition. 

However, comparing it to the imagine self- and compassion conditions could shed 

some light on whether perspective taking or focus plays a bigger role in the type of 

perpetrator-victim group context we are investigating: if the results for the imagine 

other-condition would be more comparable to those of the imagine self-condition, 

this would suggest that perspective taking is particularly relevant (because both have 

that in common). If they would be more comparable to the compassion condition, 

this would suggest focus is primarily relevant (as the imagine other- and compassion 

condition have their other-focused nature in common).  

 Our findings were mixed in this regard. We found no differences between all 

three conditions on guilt and shame. However, on anger and regret, the responses in 

the imagine other-condition were very similar to those in the imagine self-condition: 
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whereas anger and regret were lower compared to the compassion condition for low 

identifiers, they were clearly higher for high identifiers. Meanwhile, there were no 

significant differences with the imagine self-condition. This suggests that perspective 

taking in general, regardless of the specific perspective, is relevant in predicting 

emotional responses for perpetrator group members. Interestingly, our findings 

suggest that for low identifiers, taking the perspective of the other group is less 

effective in triggering anger and regret than simply recognizing and acknowledging the 

suffering of the outgroup in a more distant manner (compassion).  

 However, when it came to our measures of responsibility and support for 

reparation, we found that participants in the imagine other-condition responded like 

those in the compassion condition. That is, low identifiers in these conditions felt that 

their group was more responsible, and they were more likely to support reparation 

than low identifiers in the imagine self-condition, but the opposite was true for high 

identifiers. These findings support the idea that focus is of crucial importance: 

whereas a strong other-focus allows high identifiers to shift the focus away from the 

harmful behaviour of their ingroup, a self-focus is less likely to allow for this type of 

deflection.  

 What can explain the differences between the emotion measures on the one 

hand, and responsibility and support for reparation? It could have to do with the 

extent to which an imagine other-perspective triggers an other-focus. We were not 

entirely sure where to situate the imagine other-condition on the dimension of focus. 

It is clearly less self-focused than the imagine self-condition, but likely also somewhat 

less other-focused than compassion, because empathy always includes a merger 

between self and other to some degree (Davis, 2004). In a previous study in which we 

directly manipulated self- vs. other-focus we did find strong differences on emotions 

(see Chapter 2 of this thesis, Study 6) between the two. It is possible that we did not 

find differences between the imagine self- and imagine other-condition in the present 

study because the latter was not as strongly other-focused as a direct manipulation of 

other-focus. Similarly, the imagine self-condition was likely not as self-focused as a 
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direct manipulation of self-focus. This could also explain why, in general, the effects 

that we found in this study were smaller than those we found in the study in which 

focus was directly manipulated. Yet, that leaves unexplained why we did find strong 

differences between the imagine self- and imagine other-conditions on perceptions of 

responsibility and support for reparation. One possibility is that the self-other merger 

that occurs with perspective taking is primarily of an emotional nature: whether they 

imagine themselves or the other group, both forms of perspective taking are vivid and 

likely to evoke strong feelings, as evidenced by the recurrent finding that both trigger 

distress (Batson, 2008). However, there may be less of a self-other merger when it 

comes to less emotionally-laden things, such as a more rational analysis of 

responsibility or the degree to which they want to support reparation efforts. As a 

result, simple differences in focus may be able to explain those findings more. Future 

research is needed to further test this idea and explain this surprising finding.  

 

Limitations and future research 
 

 Our studies did not include measures that assessed whether participants 

followed our instructions: that is, we do not know if participants in the imagine self- 

and imagine other-conditions actually engaged in perspective taking and if so, whether 

they engaged in the right type of perspective taking. We also cannot be sure that 

participants in the compassion condition did not engage in perspective taking. It is 

possible that some participants ignored our instructions. Previous research by Davis et 

al. (2004) showed that participants who receive no instructions, tended to respond 

similarly to those in the imagine other-condition, suggesting that this may be the 

default way in which many people react. It is therefore possible that participants who 

did not pay close attention responded in a manner akin to the imagine other- 

instructions. However, given that Davis et al. (2004) used a neutral context and we 

used a perpetrator-victim group context in which identity concerns play a big part, it 

seems unwise to simply assume that taking an imagine other-perspective would also 
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be the default mode of response in our study. In general, we have no reason to 

assume that our participants ignored the instructions. But even if they did not, it 

seems very possible that some unintended overlap between the conditions did occur, 

simply given the subtle differences between the instructions, and how closely related 

the three concepts are. Future research on this topic should therefore include a 

question that checks what participants actually did after reading our instructions. This 

way, researchers can exclude participants who did not follow the instructions and thus 

conduct a cleaner comparison between the three different conditions. The fact that we 

found significant differences even though we were not able to maximally differentiate 

our three conditions by eliminating participants who did not follow our instructions, 

does speak to the potential strength of these findings. It seems highly plausible that 

studies in which these checks are added and employed, will find higher effect sizes.  

 A second limitation of the present studies is that we did not have a good 

measure of focus. As a result, we can only assume that the conditions differed in 

terms of focus. To be clear, we did try to measure focus by using a projection task in 

Studies 1 and 2, which was developed by Smallman and Roese (2009). In this task, 

participants are presented with sentences in unfamiliar languages. One word in each 

sentence is circled, and participants have to select what they think the word means 

from a list of pronouns. The extent to which they pick self-related pronouns is seen as 

a measure of self-focus. Although Smallman and Roese used this measure successfully 

in their research, it was not ideal for our study. Firstly, it is incredibly subtle. Secondly, 

it also takes quite a while to complete. We already used a truncated version (which in 

and of itself may limit its effectiveness), but several participants still indicated that they 

found the task tedious, and as a result they might not have taken it seriously. We 

therefore decided not to include it in Study 3. We also used the Overlap of Self, 

Ingroup and Outgroup measure developed by Schubert and Otten (2002) in Study 2 

and 3, but this does not really measure focus. We therefore did not include this 

measure in our meta-analysis. Although we could not directly measure focus, we do of 

course have good reason to assume that the three conditions differed along the 
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dimension of focus as we expected, given the existing literature on imagine self, 

imagine other and compassion. There is therefore no reason to assume that the 

manipulations resulted in wildly unexpected differences in focus.   

 A final limitation is that we used the same context, manipulation and 

dependent variables in all three studies. This of course limits the generalizability of our 

findings. However, as we were studying a novel effect, we decided that experimental 

control was our main priority. We therefore selected a context that is very comparable 

to those used in previous studies on historical harm and group-based guilt. We based 

our manipulations on previously used manipulations as much as possible, and our 

measures on previously validated scales where possible. Future research is needed to 

establish to what extent our findings can be generalized. 

 

Conclusion 
 

 The present research highlights a number of points. Firstly, that while an 

imagine self-perspective may be unlikely to lead to prosocial behaviour in neutral 

contexts, it ironically can lead to more intergroup prosocial behaviour among highly 

identified members of a perpetrator group than an imagine other-perspective and 

compassion. Secondly and related to this, focus seems to be a particularly important 

predictor of the reactions of perpetrator group members. Thirdly, it is important to 

differentiate compassion and forms of empathy more explicitly in future research, not 

just for definitional clarity, but also because they can produce different effects. And 

finally, that in a context where identity concerns are highly relevant, it is of crucial 

importance to take ingroup identification into account. Compassion and empathy may 

produce completely opposing effects for low and high identifiers. 
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