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The general goal of this thesis was to investigate whether there is a different, 

previously undocumented, side to compassion. In the existing literature, compassion 

has been linked with positive, or at worst neutral, effects on the desire to help another 

person or group (e.g. Batson et al., 1983; Batson et al., 1997; Finlay & Stephan, 2000; 

Iyer et al., 2003). Usually, these effects are attributed to its characteristic focus on the 

other, as a result of which obstacles to helping such as self-related feelings or concerns 

about the potential costs that helping may entail fade to the background (Batson et al., 

1988; Leach et al., 2002; Thomas et al., 2009). Our aim was not to contest these well-

established findings, but rather to investigate whether there are conditions under 

which this other-focus can produce opposing effects. We have tested this in both the 

intergroup (Chapters 2 and 4) and interpersonal (Chapter 3) domain.   

 The role of identification, either with the group or a past self, was central to 

all three empirical chapters: we investigated whether identification moderates the 

effects of compassion in a situation where a person, or a group they belong to, have 

harmed another person or group. Specifically, we predicted that among low identifiers 

compassion would either increase or have no effect on self-critical emotions, feelings 

of responsibility and (in the intergroup context) support to repair the harm. This 

mirrors the neutral or positive effects that have been documented in previous 

research. However, we predicted that compassion would lead to a decrease in these 

variables for high identifiers. Based on previous intergroup research (Ellemers, Spears, 

& Doosje, 2002), we expected high identifiers to have a strong desire to avoid 

negative feelings concerning their group. We argued that compassion offers them a 

subtle way to do this, for three reasons. Firstly and most importantly, compassion 

should allow them to focus on how sorry they feel for the suffering of the outgroup, 

rather than on the behaviour of their group that caused this in the first place. This 

should allow them to, at least to some extent, avoid self-critical emotions such as guilt, 

shame, or self-focused anger. Secondly and closely related, compassion is known to 

maintain boundaries between the self and the other (Thomas et al., 2009). Therefore, 

feeling compassion allows high identifiers to maximally focus on the other without 
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having to focus on the self. Finally, previous literature has established that compassion 

is not associated with feelings of responsibility or blame for the suffering of the other 

(Thomas et al., 2009; Weiner, 1995; Leach et al., 2002), unlike self-critical emotions 

such as guilt (Berndsen & Manstead, 2007; Frijda, 1993). In short: high identifiers 

should 'safely' be able to feel compassion: its properties may help reduce the threat 

that negative information about the group's behaviour creates. 

 Below, we provide a summary of the main results of each chapter. In Chapter 

2, we set out to establish the basic effect of compassion in an intergroup context: can 

it indeed reduce self-critical emotions, feelings of responsibility and support for 

reparation among highly identified members of a perpetrator group? In addition to 

this, we also wanted to investigate whether our proposed mechanism, focus, could 

produce these effects. In Chapter 3, we applied our rationale, which was rooted in 

intergroup research, to the interpersonal domain. We investigated whether the degree 

to which people identified with the person they used to be at a time where they 

harmed someone else (past self-identification), affected the extent to which they 

experienced self-critical emotions and felt responsible for harming another individual. 

We also compared compassion to three other ways in which people may avoid 

feelings of responsibility for their actions in the interpersonal domain. In Chapter 4 

we returned to the intergroup domain and specifically contrasted compassion with 

two forms of empathy ('imagine self' and 'imagine other'). Our first aim in this chapter 

was of a theoretical nature: we wanted to clearly distinguish compassion from these 

two forms of empathy, because the three concepts are often used interchangeably. 

Our second aim was to test whether empathy and compassion actually produced 

different results in the same intergroup context that we used in Chapter 2.  

 

Chapter 2 
 

 We conducted five studies, which we reported in the form of a meta-analysis, 

to investigate our basic compassion effect. In all five studies, we measured 
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identification and manipulated compassion. In a separate sixth study, we manipulated 

focus (self vs. other) rather than compassion, to investigate our proposed mechanism. 

We used the same context in all six studies: our Dutch participants read about the 

colonial history of the Netherlands in Indonesia. This context was chosen because it 

has been used previously in research on group-based guilt (Doosje et al., 1998).  

 Our findings were in line with our predictions. For low identifiers, we 

generally found null effects of our compassion manipulation (compared to a control 

condition), whereas we found that our other-focus manipulation increased self-critical 

emotions as well as support for reparation and perceptions of both personal and 

group responsibility (compared to our self-focus condition). For high identifiers, we 

found similar effects for the compassion manipulation and the other-focus 

manipulation: in line with our predictions, compassion and an other-focus were 

associated with lower levels of guilt, shame and anger, as well as support for 

reparation and perceptions of responsibility (albeit only perceptions of individual 

responsibility, not group responsibility). It should be noted that not all effects were 

significant and that in general, the effects of the focus manipulation appeared to be 

stronger (although it is possible that this is due to statistical chance, as the power of 

this study was low). All in all, the results support our prediction that compassion's 

effects are moderated by identification and the notion that focus plays an important 

role.  

 

Chapter 3 
 

 In Chapter 3 we reported the results of seven different studies on the effect 

of compassion, as well as three other strategies people may use to avoid feelings of 

responsibility, in the interpersonal domain. We presented our findings in the form of 

four meta-analyses (one for each strategy). In all seven studies, participants were asked 

to recall an event that happened five to ten years ago, during which they harmed 

another person. The strategies we investigated were: a. feeling compassion, b. taking a 
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third- rather than first-person perspective, c. emphasizing ways in which the present 

self differs from the past self that harmed someone else, and d. disidentifying with the 

past self. The first three strategies were manipulated, the latter was assessed using a 

pre- and post-measure of past self-identification.  

 We found support for our prediction that compassion should reduce self-

critical emotions among people who strongly identify with the person they were five 

to ten years ago (when they inflicted harm on the other person), although not all 

effects were significant. For low identifiers, we found either positive effects or null 

effects. The effects we found also translated to perceptions of blame: high identifiers 

in the compassion condition blamed themselves less and the other person more, for 

the harm that was done (compared to a control condition), whereas we found the 

opposite pattern for low identifiers (although these effects were weaker). 

 Writing about the incident in a third- rather than first-person perspective 

reduced self-critical emotions for both high- and low identifiers, rather than just high-

identifiers. It only affected perceptions of blame among high identifiers (they blamed 

themselves less in the third-person condition). Focusing on ways in which the present 

self differs from the past self did not decrease self-critical emotions and perceptions 

of blame among high past self-identifiers: we found null effects. However, we found 

positive effects for low identifiers. In other words, we did find the absence of a 

positive effect among high identifiers.  Finally, we found that the emotions 

participants reported during the experiment did not cause a difference in past self-

identification at the end of the experiment (compared to at the start) for low 

identifiers, but did seem to slightly decrease levels of identification among high 

identifiers. However, several of these effects were not significant. Even though it was 

the most subtle strategy we investigated, our compassion manipulation seemed to 

have the most consistent and strongest effects.  

 

Chapter 4 
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 In Chapter 4, we returned to the intergroup domain. We first aimed to 

differentiate compassion from two different forms of empathy (imagining how 

another person feels versus imagining how you would feel yourself in their situation) 

theoretically. This is important, because these three concepts are often not clearly 

distinguished in the literature. We argued that the three concepts differ along two 

dimensions: perspective taking and focus. With regards to the former, we argue that 

empathy involves perspective taking, whereas compassion does not. Whereas we see 

empathy as containing a cognitive component (Davis, 2004), we see compassion as a 

discrete emotion that emerges from a recognition of (but not imagining of) the 

suffering of another person or group (Lazarus, 1991). With regards to focus, empathy 

has been described as involving a merger between self- and other (Davis, 2004; 

Cialdini et al., 1997). It is thus inherently both self- and other-focused, in contrast to 

compassion, which is strongly other-focused (Thomas et al., 2009). Although empathy 

is always a bit self- and other-focused, previous research has shown that the two 

forms of empathy do differ: not surprisingly, imagine other-empathy has been found 

to be more other-focused (Davis et al., 2004; Batson, 2008). Because we believe focus 

underlies the effects of compassion that we found in Chapters 2 and 3, we were 

primarily interested in a comparison between imagine self-empathy (being the most 

self-focused of the three concepts) and compassion (being the most other-focused of 

the three concepts). 

 We reported the results of a meta-analysis on three studies that compared 

compassion to the two forms of empathy. Participants received either a compassion-, 

imagine self-, or imagine other-instruction after reading the same scenario that was 

used in the studies reported in Chapter 2.  We expected that high identifiers in the 

compassion condition would report lower levels of self-critical emotions, feelings of 

responsibility, and support for reparation compared to those in the imagine self-

condition. For low identifiers, we predicted the opposite. We did not formulate 

specific predictions about the differences between imagine other-empathy and the 

other two concepts. 
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 We found support for our prediction on our measures of regret (not the other 

emotions) and support for reparation: the compassion manipulation resulted in lower 

levels of regret and reparation support among high identifiers, compared to the 

imagine self-condition. For low identifiers, the pattern was indeed the other way 

around. Participants in the imagine other-condition were comparable to those in the 

compassion condition on the emotion measures, but more comparable to those in the 

imagine self-condition on measures of responsibility and reparation support. The fact 

that the imagine other- and compassion condition behaved similarly on the emotion 

measures, might suggest that focus is primarily important when it comes to emotions 

(as both conditions are other-focused, whereas the imagine self-condition is more self-

focused). The fact that the imagine other-condition was highly comparable to the 

imagine self-condition on measures of responsibility and support for reparation, 

suggests that perspective taking may perhaps be most relevant here (as both 

conditions involve perspective taking, whereas the compassion condition did not).  

 

Implications 
 
 Taken together, our findings suggest that the effects of compassion, in a 

situation where one group or person has harmed another group, are indeed moderated 

by identification, and that they operate in a comparable fashion in the intergroup and 

interpersonal domain. Our findings for low identifiers in the intergroup domain 

(Chapter 2) mirror the compassion effects that are usually described in the literature: 

compassion either had neutral or positive effects on self-critical emotions, feelings of 

responsibility and support for reparation. These effects are not surprising given earlier 

research (e.g., Iyer et al., 2003; Harth, Kessler, & Leach, 2008). However, to our 

knowledge the studies presented in this dissertation are the first to thoroughly show 

that these effects may be reversed for high identifiers.  

 Although our findings concerning high identifiers might seem 

counterintuitive at first, we do not believe them to be in conflict with any previous 
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research. Identification has simply not been taken into account much in research that 

investigates the role of compassion in a similar context to ours, involving historical 

harm (e.g. Iyer et al., 2003). One study that did do this, and which the present research 

was partly rooted in, found that compassion was positively associated with group-

based guilt among low identifiers and negatively among high identifiers (Zebel et al., 

2009). However, compassion was measured in this study, rather than manipulated. In 

addition to this, the same study also involved a perspective taking manipulation, 

which, according to our conceptualization of empathy and compassion, implies that 

the authors may have measured 'empathic concern' (feelings of compassion as an 

outcome of perspective taking; Batson, 2008) rather than 'pure' compassion (which 

does not involve any perspective taking). Nevertheless, it is an example of earlier 

evidence that suggests that compassion may have opposing effects for high and low 

identifiers.  

 Our findings are also congruent with previous research in the social identity 

tradition, which established that low and high identifiers typically respond differently 

because the latter are strongly motivated to affirm the value of their group in the face 

of an identity threat (Ellemers et al., 2002), and may employ several strategies in order 

to reduce the negative feelings associated with self-critical emotions (McGarty et al., 

2005). Finally, our findings are also corroborated by previous conceptualizations of 

compassion. Compassion has been described as not entailing immediate responsibility 

for the suffering of the other - it is simply recognized (Thomas et al., 2009; Weiner, 

1995;  Leach et al., 2002). Given that it is not inherently connected to responsibility, it 

is not surprising that we found that it can both increase and decrease perceptions of 

responsibility, depending on other factors.  

 Our theoretical reasoning, as well as results (particularly of Study 6 in Chapter 

2), suggest that focus drives the effects that we found. Several studies have 

investigated the role of focus in perpetrator/victim contexts. However, most studies 

do not take identification into account (e.g., Imhoff et al., 2012, Study 1; Iyer et al., 

2014; Bal & Van den Bos, 2015) or use a more explicit manipulation of focus, rather 
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than the subtle focus manipulation we used. For instance, Imhoff et al. manipulated 

focus in part by asking their participants to either take the perspective of the 

perpetrators or victims. Therefore, it is not possible to distinguish the effect of focus 

from that of perspective taking, which would have been problematic for our study. 

Powell, Branscombe and Schmitt (2005) did investigate identification, but as an 

outcome variable rather than a moderator. Furthermore, they presented participants 

with statements framed either in terms of ingroup advantage or outgroup 

disadvantage. In contrast, our manipulation of focus was more basic: all participants 

read the exact same story and afterwards saw neutral pictures of either the ingroup or 

outgroup. Thus, although previous research has investigated the role of focus in 

similar contexts, to our knowledge there is no study that is directly comparable to 

ours.  

 In Chapter 3, we applied the principles derived from the intergroup domain 

to an interpersonal context. Specifically, we investigated the role of identification with 

a past self as a moderator for the effect of compassion, as well as other potential 

strategies to avoid feelings of responsibility for harm. Previous research in the 

interpersonal domain has focused on self-continuity beliefs (e.g. Sani, Bowe, & 

Herrera, 2008), which reflects more general beliefs about the stability and consistency 

of the self over time. However, our analyses revealed that our measure of past self-

identification had more explanatory power. Furthermore, the two concepts were 

moderately correlated, but did appear to be distinct. This suggests that the concept of 

past self-identification may be worth exploring further in interpersonal research. 

 In Chapter 4, we specifically distinguished between compassion and two 

forms of empathy. Although similar distinctions have been made before, we are, to 

our knowledge, the first to distinguish these three concepts along the dimensions of 

perspective taking and focus. More importantly, to our knowledge we are the first to 

have compared them directly in empirical research. Given that there is a lack of clarity 

regarding definitions in the literature, and given that we find empirical differences 
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between these three concepts, it seems very important that future research continues 

to distinguish between them and directly compare them.  

 

Limitations and future research 
 

 The studies presented in this dissertation were the first to investigate the 

counterintuitive, ‘other’ side to compassion. A lot of questions remain unanswered for 

now, which need to be addressed in future research before strong conclusions can be 

drawn. Future research could in part address the limitations of the present work and, 

of course, also explore various related topics that have not yet been investigated. 

 Addressing limitations. Although we believe the results presented in this 

dissertation convincingly establish the other side of compassion, the role of focus, and 

the importance of taking identification into account, the studies did have some 

limitations. Aspects pertaining to the specific studies were already discussed in the 

individual chapters. Here, we focus on three aspects that applied more widely. 

 Firstly, the sample sizes of some of the individual studies reported in this 

dissertation were, according to modern-day standards, quite low. This mostly applies 

to Chapter 2. Data for these studies were collected before new norms regarding 

sample size and power took hold (Lakens, 2013; Brandt et al., 2014). The low power 

of the individual studies can also explain why the effect appears to be somewhat 

inconsistent from study to study. The fact that we pooled our studies and used a meta-

analysis approach helps to counteract this problem. The overall effect that such a 

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

single study with high power" (Schimmack, 2012, p. 563). However, even in the 

pooled analysis, the power level is not yet optimal. Furthermore, the effect of focus 

was only investigated in a single study, and therefore needs to be interpreted with 

caution. In sum: although we think the overall pattern of results is convincing, it is 

essential that more data is collected. At the moment of writing, we are in the process 
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of conducting a high-powered, pre-registered replication study in which we 

manipulate both compassion and focus, so that we can directly compare their effects.  

 A second limitation of our current studies was the lack of variation in the 

context and dependent variables that we used: they were identical in all the studies 

reported in Chapter 1 and 3. As a result, the generalizability of our findings is of 

course somewhat limited. Because we were studying a previously undocumented 

phenomenon, we decided to root it in a well-established, previously used paradigm. 

Our dependent variables were based on previously used, validated scales and the 

context that we used (the colonial history of the Dutch in Indonesia) was chosen in 

part because it had previously been used successfully in research on group-based guilt 

(Doosje et al., 1998). It is also worth noting that this particular context has produced 

very similar results to other contexts that have been used in research on group-based 

guilt. There is thus no reason to assume that the results would not generalize to other 

contexts. This notion is further strengthened by the fact that the studies reported in 

Chapter 3 all relied on participants recalling individual memories (thus, a very different 

context), but produced similar effects. Nevertheless, it is of course important that 

future research uses a variety of contexts, as well as different types of dependent 

variables (not merely self-report scales), so as to establish to what extent the effects 

can be generalized. 

 Finally, it is also important that future research uses a variety of 

manipulations. We used the same compassion manipulation throughout these three 

chapters, for the same reasons that we relied upon the same dependent variables and 

context: varying the manipulation before we could establish whether an effect exists in 

the first place seemed unwise. Nevertheless, it is very important that this is addressed 

in future research, especially because manipulating compassion may be quite tricky. 

Firstly, it is difficult to establish whether the instruction indeed evokes compassion, 

especially because a manipulation check question that simply asks participants to what 

extent they feel compassionate is likely to be influenced by social desirability effects. 

At the same time, it should be noted that the manipulation we used was not 
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particularly dissimilar from the instructions that are regularly used to manipulate 

imagine self- and imagine other-empathy. Furthermore, the fact that we found 

different results for the two forms of empathy and compassion in Chapter 4 indicates 

that the compassion instruction does manipulate something different. The fact that we 

found similar patterns for our manipulation of focus as we did for our compassion 

manipulation (Chapter 2), further strengthens the argument that the compassion 

manipulation did do what it was intended to do. It does so because, first of all, we 

would expect these two manipulations to have similar effects, as we attribute the 

proposed effects of compassion to its strong other-focus. Secondly, the focus 

manipulation was much more subtle and therefore much less likely to be affected by 

social desirability effects. The fact that our compassion manipulation had similar 

effects could thus be interpreted as a good sign regarding its effectiveness, although 

the fact that the effects were weaker may indicate that the manipulation is less 

effective. A final point pertaining to the manipulation is that it is very important that 

future research into the differences between empathy and compassion includes 

manipulation checks to assess whether participants engaged in perspective taking (and 

if so, whether they imagined themselves or the other person or group). This will help 

maximize the effectiveness of the manipulation.  

 Future questions. The present research also raises several questions that 

have not been answered yet. Firstly, the studies reported here focused exclusively on 

incidents that happened in the past. Does it matter whether something happened in 

the past, or whether it still has present-day relevance? Research on group-based guilt 

suggests it does. Zebel, Doosje and Spears (2004) found that low identifiers of a 

perpetrator group, who viewed a situation from the perspective of the perpetrator, felt 

less guilty about the harmful actions of their group when these actions were said to 

still affect the outgroup in the present, compared to when it does not. They argued 

that low identifiers feel more implicated when the actions still have present-day 

relevance and therefore start to react defensively. On the basis of this, one might 
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expect that the effects of compassion that we found for high identifiers, would also 

start to occur for low identifiers in a context with present-day relevance.  

 Secondly, one may wonder whether there is a difference between merely 

feeling compassion versus also getting a chance to express it. Different strands of 

emotion research look at both the experience and the expression of emotions and 

show that the two can be very different. For instance, work on emotion regulation has 

shown that people are more successful at suppressing the expression of an emotion 

than the experience of it (Gross & Levenson, 1993). When feeling and expressing are 

compared, the focus is usually on how the expression differs from the experience. 

However, the question here would be whether the consequences of expressing an 

emotion (e.g. compassion) or simply feeling it, differ with regards to the experience of 

another emotion (e.g. guilt). To our knowledge there is no work as of yet that has 

directly tested what the effects of expressing an emotion are on the experience of a 

specific other emotion. 

 Thirdly, and related to the previous point: the focus in this dissertation has 

been on the perpetrators (groups or individuals). But how do victims respond to 

compassion? Does it matter when it is expressed and by whom? If they do take kindly 

to expressions of compassion, then that would imply that it is a very effective strategy 

for high identifiers: it helps them reduce their own self-critical feelings, perceptions of 

responsibility and desire to help, while at the same time improving the perception the 

other has of them. On the other hand, it is also possible that expressions of 

compassion may be perceived as patronizing or even pernicious, and as designed 

purely to get the perpetrator(s) off the hook. 

 Which relates to a final line of potential future research worth mentioning 

here: we have established that compassion can reduce self-critical emotions and 

feelings of responsibility, which is in line with the desire of high identifiers to avoid 

negative feelings about their group or past self. But do people engage in this process 

by choice, or does it happen to them automatically? Although it is easy to imagine that 

people may express compassion for a deliberate purpose, it seems unlikely that they 
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would, or more importantly could decide to feel compassion because it has positive 

benefits. In fact, it seems quite plausible that the entire reason why compassion can be 

effective in reducing negative feelings is that it involves a certain degree of self-

deception in which ego-defensive measures are not consciously considered (Trivers, 

2011).  

 

Conclusion 
 

The research included in this dissertation shows that compassion does have a 

side that has, until now, not been documented in the literature: whether compassion 

leads to an increase or a decrease in self-critical emotions, feelings of responsibility, 

and a desire to help, depends on the degree to which someone identifies with a 

perpetrator group or a perpetrating past self. The initial evidence from this thesis 

suggests that this is likely due to compassion's strong other-focus, which can pave the 

way toward selfless helping, but also be a convenient way to look past our own 

harmful behaviour. Our findings highlight the importance of taking identification and 

identity concerns into account. 
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