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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

the environment itself (Berenguer, 2007) is triggered.  

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

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

decrease in the amount of perceived differences between ingroup and outgroup 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

providing an overview of the chapters in this thesis. 

 
Compassion 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

the way of helping. 

 

Identity concerns 
 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

responsibility and the willingness to support reparation efforts.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

compassion are met? 

 

The role of focus 
 

We propose that under these circumstances, compassion may actually come 

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

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

normally associated with compassion's positive effects on intergroup prosocial 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

as a subtle way out.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

up this thesis.  

 

Chapter 2 
 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

compassion manipulation did.  

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

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

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

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

towards an outgroup. Following this, we manipulated compassion: half of our 



 
Chapter 1 

14 
 

one 

participants were asked to briefly think about the suffering of the outgroup before 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

maximize the effectiveness of our manipulation. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

identifiers. 

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

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

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

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

predictor.  

 

Chapter 3 
 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

play a similar important role in the interpersonal domain. 

Research has shown that people make clear distinctions between present and 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

different today to the person who committed the harm.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

aforementioned ways to avoid responsibility.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

responsibility. 

 

Chapter 4 
 

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

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

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

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

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

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

perpetrator group context we previously discussed in Chapter 2.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

feels.  

This latter aspect is crucial for our distinction between empathy and 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

highly plausible that empathy has different effects. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

imagine other-perspective (Batson, 2008).  

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

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

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

concepts in the perpetrator group context described previously. Our Dutch 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

imagine self-condition would score higher on these variables.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

important predictor of perceptions of responsibility and support for reparation.  

 

Conclusion 
 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

identity concerns into account when trying to understand both intergroup and 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

compensation towards a harmed outgroup.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

first to test this idea. 

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

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

content between them. 
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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 
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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. 
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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 
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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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Having pity on our victim's soul to save 
ours: 
Compassion reduces self-critical emotions and self-blame 
about past harmful behaviour among those who highly identify 
with their past self 
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Abstract 
 

Previous research has shown that people often separate the present self from 

past selves. Applying knowledge gained from intergroup research to the interpersonal 

domain, we argue that the degree to which people identify with their past self (self-

identification) influences their reaction when recalling a past event during which they 

harmed another person. Because they feel close to their past self, we expected this to 

be threatening for high self-identifiers, and expected them to be motivated to avoid 

self-critical emotions and blame. Using four meta-analyses, conducted on a set of 

seven experimental studies, we investigated four ways in which high self-identifiers 

can distance themselves from the event: by feeling compassion, by taking a third- 

rather than first-person perspective, by emphasizing ways in which their present self is 

different to their past self, and by disidentifying with the past self altogether. We 

found the strongest interaction effects for compassion: whereas a compassion 

manipulation increased self-critical emotions and self-blame about the past event for 

low self-identifiers, it decreased them for high self-identifiers. We argue that this 

occurs because the other-focused nature of compassion allows high self-identifiers 

subtly to shift the focus away from their harmful behaviour. Our concept of past self-

identification had stronger effects than a measure of self-continuity beliefs. It also 

correlated only moderately with the latter, suggesting they are distinct concepts. Our 

findings suggest that the most effective way to move on from an undesirable past 

might be to have pity on our victim's soul to save ours.   
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What happens when we are confronted with our own past bad behaviour, 

behaviour that harmed someone else? Do we see it as water under the bridge, or does 

it threaten our perception of ourselves as a good person? And if we do feel threatened 

by the ghosts from our past, how do we deal with them? In this paper, we investigate 

whether the way we feel about a memory of our past negative behaviour is influenced 

by the degree to which we identify with the person we were back then. We believe 

that evoking such memories is not threatening for low (personal) identifiers (people 

who feel they have little in common with the person they were when the event took 

place). After all, they may well think they are a very different person nowadays. In 

contrast, we do expect the information to be threatening for high identifiers, because 

they will likely feel they are still very much the same person. As a result, the past 

transgression therefore reflects more on their current self. Using four meta-analyses, 

conducted on a set of seven experimental studies, we investigate four potential ways in 

which high self-identifiers can subsequently deal with these identity threats: a. by 

experiencing compassion for the person they harmed; b. by taking a third- rather than 

first-person perspective when thinking about the situation; c. by focusing on ways in 

which they are different today compared to when the events took place; and d. by 

actively disidentifying from their past self during the course of the research. 

 

The past self 
 

An underlying assumption in our studies is that people differentiate between 

their present self and past selves. This view is not without detractors in psychology. 

For example, James (1890/1950) argued that people need to believe that the self is 

stable over time in order to have a sense of personal identity. Early research on the 

link between identity and autobiographical memory seemed to support James' idea. 

These studies showed that when people assess to what extent they have changed, they 

rely on implicit theories about the stability of personal characteristics and feelings 

(Ross, 1989). If you were to ask a person whether their attitude about a particular issue 
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has changed, they would first appraise their current view of this issue. After this, they 

need to determine what their previous position on this topic was. This is where their 

implicit theories come into play: if they believe that people are stable over time, this 

makes them more inclined to think that their past attitude was similar to their current 

attitude (Wilson & Ross, 2003). Ross (1989) summarized several studies on this topic 

and concluded that although variation exists, most people tend to hold the implicit 

belief that their attitudes and attributes are indeed relatively stable over time. He 

concluded that, as a result, people tend to overestimate how consistent they actually 

are. The finding that people tend to believe in stability and the resulting perceptions of 

personal consistency, do not seem to be in line with our assumption of past-present 

self-differentiation. 

However, more recent research paints a different picture. Wilson and Ross 

(2003) describe that newer research has shown that people actually do frequently 

report shifts in identity over time. One way in which this is evident, is that people tend 

to rate their past selves more negatively than their present self. A key reason for this is 

the fact that people are motivated to see their current self positively (Higgins, 1996; 

Baumeister, 1998). In fact, Wilson and Ross argue that people can actively construct 

shifts in their identity to distance themselves from unfavorable past selves. As they put 

it: "distant failures lose their power to taint and glories to flatter the present self" 

(Wilson & Ross, 2003, p. 139). In a sense, our past selves can be cast aside. Several 

studies have shown that people tend to perceive, appraise and judge the past self in 

much the same way as they perceive other people (e.g., Libby & Eibach, 2002). Recent 

research has even found evidence for this at the neural level (Kotlewska & Nowicka, 

2015). However, this work also shows that we do not entirely distance ourselves from 

our past incarnations: specifically, people process information about their past selves 

similarly to how they process information about close others. Taken together, this 

seems to suggest that we might be protective of our past self in the way we might be 

protective of a friend, but not to the same degree as we are about the present self.  
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In short, the existing literature supports our assumption that people 

differentiate between the past and present selves. People also vary in terms of the 

implicit theories they hold about personal stability and consistency, and their past 

experiences may influence to what extent they perceive shifts in their identity. 

Someone with few or not very severe 'distant failures' may not perceive as many 

identity shifts across time as someone with many, because there is less of a reason for 

them to create a schism. Memory and identity mutually influence each other in this 

regard (Wilson & Ross, 2003). 

 

Identifying with the past self 
 

The fact that people differentiate between past and present selves, and differ 

in the degree to which they do, is important. When confronted with past harmful 

behaviour, we believe that the degree to which people perceive their present self to be 

similar to their past self (what we refer to as self-identification), functions similarly to 

identification at the group level. Research in the social identity tradition suggests that a 

confrontation with past harmful behaviour by the ingroup constitutes an identity 

threat for high identifiers (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002). This is because the 

group is very important to them, and because people are motivated to have a positive 

perception of the groups they belong to. Low identifiers, in contrast, are much more 

open to self-critical group emotions, such as group-based guilt, shame and anger. 

Research has shown that high identifiers can deal with these threats in various ways. 

For instance, they may downplay the harm that was done, deny responsibility, or 

blame the victims. However, there are situations where this is simply not feasible.  

We think this is particularly likely in interpersonal situations, where there are 

simply fewer 'means of escape'. Intergroup situations offer ways to distance oneself 

from the harmful group behaviour that are simply unavailable in interpersonal 

situations. For instance, people are often not personally, not directly, or at least not 

individually responsible for the harmful behaviour of the group: this gives an 
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individual the option to deny their involvement or responsibility and thus distance 

themselves from group actions. They may also create subgroups within their ingroup 

and blame 'a few bad apples' for the harmful behaviour. None of these options are 

available when it comes to harm inflicted by the individual self on another individual. 

How can a highly self-identified individual who is directly responsible for harming 

someone else deal with an identity threat of this nature? We believe one thing they can 

do is, counterintuitively, to experience compassion for the person they harmed. 

 

Feeling compassion 
 

In a previous line of intergroup research (see Chapter 2 of this thesis, for a 

precursor to this work also see Zebel, Doosje, and Spears (2009)), we investigated 

whether compassion can reduce self-critical emotions among highly identified 

members of a group who are confronted with past harmful behaviour by their group 

towards an outgroup. This prediction seems counterintuitive at first. Several studies 

have shown that compassion has positive effects for both interpersonal and 

intergroup relations. For instance, it is associated with an increased positive attitude 

towards another group (Batson et al., 1997). Compassion is defined as “being moved 

by another’s suffering and wanting to help” (Lazarus, 1991, p. 289). It is a highly 

other-focused emotion and it is this strong focus on the suffering of the other to 

which many of its positive effects are attributed (e.g. Iyer et al., 2003; Batson et al., 

1988). Importantly, however, compassion does not imply responsibility for the 

observed suffering (Thomas et al., 2009).  

Self-critical emotions like group-based guilt, shame and anger are, in contrast 

to compassion, all inherently self-focused. This is where the other-focus so strongly 

associated with compassion comes in handy. We proposed that compassion might 

allow high identifiers to shift the focus away from the harmful behaviour of their 

ingroup and thereby reduce these emotions. In other words, compassion allows high 

identifiers to focus on feeling sorry for the outgroup, rather than feeling self-critical 
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emotions regarding their ingroup's behaviour. For low identifiers, we predicted that 

compassion would either have no effects, or lead to an increase of self-critical 

emotions. This is simply because low identifiers, unlike high identifiers, have little 

reason to be defensive. 

In a meta-analysis of five studies about the Dutch colonial history in 

Indonesia using Dutch participants we found support for this idea (see Chapter 2 of 

this thesis). A compassion manipulation (an instruction to think about the suffering of 

the outgroup) reduced self-critical emotions among high identifiers, as well as the 

willingness to support reparation attempts and the degree to which participants felt 

responsible. However, the manipulation did not significantly affect low identifiers. In 

a sixth study, using the same context, we found evidence for our proposed 

mechanism. Participants were randomly assigned to either a self-focus or other-focus 

condition (we showed them pictures of either the ingroup or the outgroup). We found 

the same negative effects for high identifiers in the other-focus condition, and positive 

effects for low identifiers, suggesting that it is the general shift in focus from self to 

other that drives our compassion effects. These findings are particularly noteworthy 

given the subtle nature of the mechanism (a simple shift in focus). 

In the present set of studies, we asked participants to recall and describe an 

event that happened five to ten years ago where they harmed another person, and 

used the same compassion manipulation as in our intergroup research. Because we 

expect that identification with the past self functions like group identification in 

contexts where people are confronted with past harm, we derived our predictions 

from our intergroup findings. We predicted that compassion would reduce guilt, 

shame, anger and regret about the past event among high self-identifiers. Based on 

our findings for responsibility perceptions in our intergroup studies, we also predicted 

that compassion would reduce the degree to which high identifiers blame themselves 

for the event and that it would increase the degree to which they blamed the person 

they harmed. For low identifiers, we expected to find null effects, or positive effects. 
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Taking a third-person perspective 
 

Compassion is of course not the only way in which the focus can be shifted 

away from the self, and perhaps not the most direct or straightforward. We were also 

interested in testing whether describing the past event in either a first- or third-person 

perspective would influence how participants felt about this event. As we discussed 

above, people already have a natural tendency to perceive past selves in a somewhat 

more distant manner, specifically, in the same way they would look at a close other. 

However, we wanted to see whether this distance can be enhanced by varying 

participants' perspectives.  

There is existing evidence that a third-person perspective is indeed associated 

with increased subjective distance from an event. For instance, Nigro and Neisser 

(1981) found that memories that were described in the third-person tended to be 

older and less vivid (Wilson & Ross, 2003). They also found that first-person 

memories contained more emotional content and third-person memories more 

objective information about the situation. Furthermore, Fergusson (1993) found that 

people who wrote about negative events that happened to them from a third-person 

perspective reported lower levels of distress about these events four weeks after the 

writing task, compared to participants who wrote about such events from a first-

person perspective. Participants in the third-person group even paid fewer visits to a 

health center up to fifty days later, compared to participants in the first-person group. 

Thus, there is ample evidence to suggest that the difference in perspective 

should influence self-critical emotions about these events. Wilson and Ross (2003) 

even concluded that a third-person perspective serves as a "distancing mechanism" (p. 

144), creating differences between the present and past self. This is an important point 

to consider. One can wonder whether high self-identifiers would want to distance 

themselves from the past self. The fact that they are highly identified with the past self 

seems to imply that they would not want to differentiate themselves from this past 

self. We believe that the answer to this is two-sided. One the one hand, we do not 
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think that high self-identifiers want to distance themselves from their past self. 

Creating a schism between the past self and present self suggests that they could not 

be highly identified with their past self anymore, and runs counter to the self-

protective motivation that is characteristic of high identifiers. On the other hand, we 

do think that they want to distance themselves from the negative past event in any way 

possible. Adopting a third-person perspective gives them the opportunity to do so; as 

the study by Fergusson (1993) showed, participants felt less distress when writing in 

the third person. We do not expect that taking a third-person perspective inherently 

forces people to create distance between their past and present self. It gives them an 

opportunity to create distance, but whether they use this opportunity to distance 

themselves from the event or from a past self depends on their motivations. 

Another point to consider is that the previously documented differences 

between first- and third-person perspectives might apply to both high- and low self-

identifiers. Why should we expect differences between them? We think we should 

because high identifiers have a strong motivation to reduce self-critical emotions. 

Therefore, they should make the most of the opportunity to distance themselves from 

the event. We therefore predicted that, like compassion, adopting a third-person 

perspective will significantly reduce self-critical emotions and self-blame, and increase 

other-blame for high identifiers. For low identifiers, we did not state clear predictions. 

We considered that we might find effects in the same direction, but that these could 

be either weak or non-existent. The reason for this is that these people are already 

weakly identified with the past self and should not have a high motivation to further 

distance themselves. An additional distancing mechanism is therefore unlikely to exert 

a strong effect.  

 

Emphasizing differences 
 

Thirdly, we tested whether simply getting people to focus on ways in which 

they are different versus similar to their past self would affect their emotions. We 
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asked participants either to list three ways in which they are similar, or three ways in 

which they are different compared to the person they were five to ten years ago, prior 

to recalling the event. Previous research has shown that focusing participants on 

similarities between the present and past self causes them to assimilate perceptions of 

the present self to the past self, whereas focusing them on differences causes them to 

contrast the current self away from the past self (Hanko, Crusius & Mussweiler, 2010). 

This suggests that focusing participants on differences should allow them to create 

distance between the past and present self. We wanted to see whether this indeed 

occurs, specifically whether it would subsequently translate into a reduction in self-

critical emotions. 

Here, we again re-affirm the point we made in the discussion of the 

perspective manipulation: we do not expect high self-identifiers to want to create 

distance between the past and present self. To be clear, participants were free to list 

whichever differences or similarities they chose. In other words, they were not forced 

or pressured to create distance between the past and present self. Whether they 

wanted to list differences that indicated this type of distance (e.g. "I am a friendlier 

person nowadays") or differences that are much more mundane (e.g. "I no longer 

enjoy pasta") was entirely up to them. We expected that giving high identifiers the 

opportunity to list ways in which they are currently different should again give them 

an opportunity to shift the focus away from the (past) self. Therefore, we predicted 

that for high identifiers the salient difference-manipulation would also reduce self-

critical emotions and self-blame, and increase other-blame. For low identifiers, we 

expected a null effect or a positive effect (we did not state a clear prediction). These 

people very possibly already feel quite different to the person they were when the 

event took place. For them focusing on ways in which they were different could have 

no significant effect, but might also increase this even further and as a result create 

more distance between the past and present self. This could make them even more 

open to self-critical emotions. 
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Distancing through disidentification 
 

Finally, we ran an exploratory analysis to see whether identification with the 

past self was affected by the emotions evoked during the experiment. We included 

both a pre- and a post-measure of self-identification in all seven studies and analyzed 

the interaction effects between the pre-measure of identification and the measured 

self-critical emotions on the post-measure of identification. We did not have specific 

predictions for this analysis. Because low identifiers are known to be more open to 

self-critical emotions and already feel distinct from their past self, it is reasonable to 

assume that self-reported guilt, shame, anger or regret should not alter their self-

identification that much. For high identifiers, an effect seemed more likely to occur. 

As we mentioned above, we know that people actively create shifts in their identity so 

that past failures can no longer taint them. This is of course not what a high self-

identifier would ideally want, but perhaps the only viable strategy 'if all else fails'. 

Could it be that this would happen over the course of our experiment? That recalling 

the past event and the emotions this would evoke would cause them to identify less 

with the past self at the end of the experiment? We tested this possibility. 

 

Method 
 

We present the results of four meta-analyses, using data from a set of seven 

studies that we conducted on this topic. There are two major advantages to using a 

meta-analysis approach. Firstly, it gives us a more reliable estimate of the true effect 

size in the population. This is particularly relevant when individual studies have low 

statistical power. Although the samples we garnered for each individual study were 

likely larger than that of the average study in psychology, the effect sizes we found 

turned out to be small. The sample sizes were therefore not sufficient to find reliable 

effects within the individual studies. However, the meta-analysis approach gives us 

overall effect sizes that are "functionally equivalent to the test of a hypothesis in a 
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single study with high power" (Schimmack, 2012, p. 563), thereby counteracting this 

problem. A second advantage to this approach is that it allows us to include all the 

studies that we conducted in this line of research, including those that 'failed', so that 

none end up in the proverbial file-drawer. This is obviously important, given that the 

psychological literature suffers from bias due to the fact that unsuccessful studies are 

often not published (Francis, 2014). 

 

Design 
 

The set-up of the seven studies was the same, but we varied the 

manipulations that we used from study to study. We used the compassion 

manipulation in Studies 1, 2, 3 and 5, the perspective manipulation in Studies 4, 5, and 

6, and the list (of similarities or differences) manipulation in Study 2 and 3. These 

manipulations are described in detail below. Pre- and post-measures of self-

identification were included in all seven studies. It should be noted that Study 7 

contained a focus manipulation. We do not report findings for this manipulation 

because it was only used in one of the seven studies (and given that we found very 

small effect sizes, we did not deem it viable to analyze this variable). Further research, 

using bigger samples, is needed to check the validity of this effect.  

In each study, participants filled out a pre-measure of identification with the 

past self. They were then asked to recall an event that happened 5 to 10 years ago 

during which their behaviour, in one way or another, harmed somebody else. We 

asked them: "What was the situation, and what was it that you did? Reflect on this a 

bit before continuing." On the next page, participants were then asked to briefly 

describe this event in an empty textbox presented on-screen. We subsequently 

measured our dependent variables. The dependent variables that we included in the 

meta-analyses were the four self-critical emotions guilt, shame, anger and regret, and a 

measure of self- and victim-blame. We also measured other variables for exploratory 

purposes. Information about these will be provided by the authors upon request.  



 
Chapter 3 
 

70 
 

three 

Participants 
 

Participants were recruited on the online Amazon Mechanical Turk platform 

and received $0.50 in exchange for their participation. The studies were created using 

Qualtrics. Table 2 provides an overview of the sample size per study and the 

demographic characteristics of our participants, as well as an overview of the design of 

each study. Participants were randomly assigned to experimental conditions in all 

studies.  

We investigated the open-ended descriptions of the events we asked 

participants to recall. Most participants followed our instructions properly, describing 

events that ranged from unfortunate accidents, to offending others, to disappointing 

loved ones, to extramarital affairs and even criminal behaviour. However, there were 

some exceptions to this. Firstly, some participants did not describe an event clearly. 

This included people who simply did not try (one participant wrote "3", for instance), 

to participants who might have made a serious attempt but whose description was so 

unclear that it was impossible to be certain of this (for example, one participant wrote 

"I forgot the cookie"), to people who indicated that they never harmed someone (e.g. 

"I really haven't harmed anyone in the last 5-10 years - sorry :/"). We removed these 

cases from the dataset. 

 However, there were also more complicated cases. Some participants 

described actions where it was not entirely clear who they harmed. For instance, one 

participant wrote "I got a DUI 10 years ago." In cases like this, we cannot be sure 

whether the participant was thinking of a specific person. This could be problematic 

for our study, because all our manipulations and measures refer to a specific other 

individual that was harmed (e.g. "I feel guilty about what I did to the person I 

harmed"). However, because our instructions clearly state that participants were 

supposed to think of an event where they harmed another person, we deemed this 

unlikely. Because of this, we did not remove participants with answers like this.  
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 In some cases it seemed clear that participants simply misread our 

instructions, but other cases were more ambiguous. For instance, one person wrote: 

"my feelings were hurt by one of my friends so I quit speaking to her for a while." On 

the surface, this might suggest that our participant misinterpreted our instruction. 

However, this participant did indicate feeling moderate levels of guilt (presumably 

about ostracising their friend). Equally complex were the answers of participants who 

seemed to have interpreted our instruction to remember an event where they harmed 

someone else literally. That is, in terms of physical harm. One participant, for instance, 

described: "This redneck kept grabbing my girlfriend at the bar. So I threw him on the 

ground and punched him repeatedly." Another participant described "finally" beating 

up his bully. It is of course possible that these participants felt guilty about their 

behaviour, but it could also be that they misinterpreted our instruction. 

We decided to be conservative and not remove people who seemed to 

describe episodes where someone else harmed them, or people who seemed to 

physically retaliate against someone else. Only cases where the description was 

incomprehensible or did not appear to be serious were removed. Every dataset also 

contained several incomplete cases (almost always participants who backed out very 

soon after launching the survey). These were also removed. Table 3 gives an overview 

of the number of total cases in each of the datasets, the number of incomplete and 

uninterpretable cases that were removed, and the final number of cases that was used 

in the analyses.  

 

Materials and procedure 
 

 Identification with past self. We measured identification with the past self with 

two items in Study 1 (α = .88) and 2 (α = .89). We adapted the two items forming the 

'self-stereotyping' subscale of the 14-item in-group identification scale developed by 

Leach et al. (2008) ("I have a lot in common with the person I was 5 to 10 years ago", 

"I am similar to the person I was 5 to 10 years ago"). Participants were asked to rate 
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these items from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). This measure was presented at the 

beginning of our study. We showed participants the same measure again near the end 

of the study, to create a post-measure as well, for which the Cronbach's alpha values 

varied between α = .88 to α = .94. In the other five studies we added one additional 

item to the pre-measure (not to the post-measure), "I identify with the person I was 5 

to 10 years ago." The Cronbach's alpha for the pre-measure in these five studies 

ranged from α = .90 to α = .93. The analyses we present using identification are based 

on the two-item measure in Studies 1 and 2 and the three-item measure in all other 

studies. 

 Manipulations. 
 Compassion manipulation. We manipulated compassion in Studies 1, 2, 3 and 5 

by either giving participants a short instruction to think about the suffering of the 

person they harmed, or no instruction at all. This instruction was presented after 

participants completed the recall task. As part of our compassion manipulation, we 

also varied the order in which participants answered questions about compassion and 

guilt, our most prototypical self-critical emotion. Participants in the compassion 

condition first answered the questions about compassion and then about guilt; 

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

about compassion.  

 Perspective manipulation. The perspective manipulation that we used in Studies 4, 

5 and 6 was integrated into the recall task. We added an extra paragraph in which we 

told participants that in order to help them reimagine this event, we ask them to use a 

specific technique that has previously been found to be a good way to relive past 

events. They were then told to think about and briefly describe the event in either the 

first person or in the third person. On the next page, which included the empty 

textbox, we emphasized this once more. 

 Salient difference-manipulation. The salient difference (versus similarity) to the 

past self-manipulation that was employed in Studies 2 and 3 was presented prior to 

the recall task. We told participants that we are interested in the ways in which people 
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perceive themselves throughout their lifetime. We then asked them to take a moment 

to think about the person they were 5 to 10 years ago, and to then list three ways in 

which they think they are currently the same as, or different to (depending on the 

condition), the person they were at that time. Detailed descriptions of all three 

manipulations are available upon request.   

 Dependent measures. 
 Guilt. Guilt was measured with three items, 'I feel guilty about what I did to 

the person I harmed', 'I easily feel guilty about the bad outcomes for the person I 

harmed', and  'My behaviour towards the person I harmed easily makes me feel guilty'. 

We used these items in our previous intergroup research on this topic (see Chapter 2 

of this thesis) and changed them so that they fit an interpersonal context. These items 

were originally adapted from Zebel et al. (2009), Doosje et al. (1998) and Branscombe, 

Slugoski and Kappen (2004). The Cronbach's alpha ranged from α = .91 to α = .95 in 

the seven studies. 

Shame. Shame was measured with three items. We used the same items we 

used for the guilt scale, but with the word 'ashamed' replacing 'guilty' (alpha between α 

= .94 and α = .97). 

Anger. We measured anger with two items, 'When I think about the way I 

treated the person I harmed, I feel furious' and 'I feel angry towards myself for the 

way I treated the person I harmed'. These items were again adapted from our previous 

intergroup studies, and were originally based on a scale used by Iyer, Schmader, and 

Lickel (2007) (alpha between α = .88 and α = .91).  

 Regret. Regret was measured with two items (alpha between α = .92 and α = 

.95), 'I regret what I did to the person I harmed' and 'I feel remorse for what I did to 

the person I harmed'. All the emotion measures described above used the same scale, 

ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).  

Self-blame. Self blame was assessed with one item. Participants were asked to 

what extent they blamed themselves for the situation they recalled earlier. They could 

move a slider from 0 to 100 to the percentage that they felt applied. 
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Other-blame. Other-blame was measured in the same way. Participants were 

now asked to what extent they believed the person they harmed was to blame for the 

situation.  

 

Results 
 

 Below, we present the results of the four meta-analyses we conducted. In 

each meta-analysis, we looked at the two way interaction between our (centered) pre-

measure of identification and the relevant manipulation or measure. In Studies 2, 3 

and 5, we used multiple manipulations at the same time. We do not present three-way 

interactions, both because we did not predict specific three-way interactions and 

because our samples were not large enough to test these effects reliably.  

 We used the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) to calculate the results 

for each individual study. Subsequently, we took the t-values for both the overall 

interaction effect as well as the simple main effects, and converted these into r-values 

using the program D-Stat (Johnson, 1993). We then entered these converted r-values 

into MetaLight (Thomas, Graziosi, Higgins, Coe, Torgerson, & Newman, 2012), to 

calculate overall effect sizes along with confidence intervals, to assess significance, as 

well as to calculate a Q-statistic. This statistic tests for heterogeneity, whether the 

variation in the effects found in the individual studies is larger than would be expected 

by chance. A significant Q-statistic indicates that this is the case and is thus 

problematic (i.e. there may be moderator variables operating). Although our studies 

were highly similar methodologically, we made a conservative choice and used random 

effects models rather than fixed effects models.1 We provide forest plots showing the 

                                                   
1This approach differed from that of Chapter 2, where we used fixed effects models. The 
reason for this is that despite the high methodological similarity of the studies used in the 
present meta-analysis, we used a number of different independent variables throughout (see 
Table 2). In contrast, data that was included in the meta-analysis reported in Chapter 2 only 
contained participants who had been allocated to one of two conditions: a compassion 
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overall meta-analytic simple main effects of our compassion manipulation (Figure 3), 

perspective manipulation (Figure 4), and salient difference-manipulation (Figure 5), as 

well as the analysis of the effect on disidentification as a result of the emotions evoked 

during the study (Figure 6). More detailed forest plots, showing the effects found in 

each individual study alongside the overall meta-analysis effects, are available in an 

electronic appendix upon request.  

 

Compassion manipulation  
 

To test whether compassion reduced self-critical emotions and self-blame, and 

increases victim blaming among high identifiers, we calculated overall effect sizes for 

the interactions between our compassion manipulation and pre-measure of 

identification, based on Studies 1, 2, 3 and 5. 

 Guilt. The overall effect size for the interaction term across the four studies, r 

= -0.07, was significant, 95% CI [-0.13, -0.06] and heterogeneity was not a problem, 

Q(3) = 0.93, p>.250. Figure 3 shows forest plots for the simple effects for low and 

high identifiers, providing information about the nature of the interaction. The forest 

plot contains the overall effect size for each of the dependent variables. A positive 

effect here indicates that participants in the compassion condition reported more guilt 

compared to participants in the control condition. As Figure 1 shows, the compassion 

manipulation reduced guilt among high identifiers, in line with our hypothesis. The 

simple effect for high identifiers was nearly significant, r = -0.06, 95% CI [-0.12, 0.01], 

Q(3) = 3.62, p>.250. In contrast, the simple effect for low identifiers showed a 

positive trend, r = 0.05, 95% CI [-0.02, 0.11], Q(3) = 2.82, p>.250. The compassion 

manipulation thus reduced feelings of guilt among high identifiers.   

Shame. The overall interaction effect for shame was also significant, r = -

0.07, 95% CI [-0.13, -0.01], Q(3) = 1.74, p>.250.. As can be seen in Figure 3, we see 
                                                                                                                                 

condition or a control condition. We therefore decided to take a conservative approach and 
use random effects models here. 
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the exact same pattern, again in line with our hypothesis. There was a negative near 

significant effect for high identifiers, r = -0.06, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.01], Q(3) = 3.37, 

p>.250, and a slightly weaker, positive near-significant effect for low identifiers, r = 

0.04, 95% CI [-0.03, 0.11], Q(3) = 3.38, p>.250. 

Anger. In contrast to guilt and shame, the overall interaction for anger was 

not significant, r = -0.04, 95% CI [-0.10, 0.02], Q(3) = 1.62, p>.250. The simple 

effects (Figure 3) do follow the same pattern, but it is weaker. Both the effects for 

high identifiers, r = -0.03, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.04], Q(3) = 2.65, p>.250, and low 

identifiers, r = 0.03, 95% CI [-0.04, 0.10], Q(3) = 3.50, p>.250 were not significant.  

Regret. The overall interaction for regret was nearly significant, r = -0.06, 

95% CI [-0.12, 0.01], Q(3) = 0.38, p>.250. Figure 3 shows that compassion 

significantly reduces regret among high identifiers, r = -0.08, 95% CI [-0.16, -0.00], 

Q(3) = 4.75, p =.191. For low identifiers, rather than a positive pattern, we now 

observe a null effect, r = -0.001, 95% CI [-0.06, 0.06], Q(3) = 3.00, p>.250. 

 Self-blame. For self-blame, the overall interaction effect was significant, r = -

0.07, 95% CI [-0.14, -0.00], Q(3) = 3.69, p>.250. Figure 3 shows that high identifiers 

in the compassion condition blamed themselves to a lesser extent for the situation 

they recalled, this effect was nearly significant, r = -0.06, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.01], Q(3) = 

3.71, p>.250. For low identifiers there appears to be a slightly positive overall effect, 

but this was not significant, r = 0.03, 95% CI [-0.08, 0.14], Q(3) = 7.59, p = .055.  

 Other-blame. The overall interaction for other-blame was nearly significant, 

r = -0.06, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.12], Q(3) = 1.74, p>.250. As Figure 3 shows, the simple 

effect for high identifiers was again nearly significant, r = 0.06, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.12], 

Q(3) = 2.44, p>.250. In line with our findings on self-blame, this effect is positive, 

indicating that high identifiers in the compassion condition blamed the other person 

to a greater extent for the situation they recalled. For low identifiers, the effect is again 

not significant, though it appears slightly negative (again, in line with the findings on 

self-blame), r = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.05], Q(3) = 3.73, p = .292. 
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Figure 3. A forest plot showing the overall meta-analytic simple main effects of our 

compassion manipulation on the dependent variables (based on four 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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Perspective manipulation 

 

To test whether a switch from a first to a third person perspective reduces 

self-critical emotions and self-blame, and increases victim blaming among high 

identifiers, we calculated overall effect sizes for the interactions between our 

perspective manipulation and pre-measure of identification, based on Studies 4, 5 and 

6. These are displayed in Figure 4.  

Guilt. The interaction for guilt was not significant, r = -0.00, 95% CI [-0.09, 

0.09], Q(2) = 2.65, p>.250. The overall effect size, shown in Figure 4, indicates that 

low- and high identifiers were affected similarly. There was a nearly significant simple 

effect for both high identifiers, r = -0.07, 95% CI [-0.14, 0.01], Q(2) = 2.04, p>.250, 

and low identifiers, r = -0.06, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.01], Q(2) = 0.99, p>.250. In other 

words, both high and low identifiers in the third person condition felt less guilt than 

participants in the first person condition.  

 Shame. The same pattern, albeit a lot weaker, appears for shame. The overall 

interaction was again not significant, r = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.08, 0.11], Q(2) = 3.10, 

p>.250. The negative simple effect for high identifiers was not significant, r = -0.02, 

95% CI [-0.10, 0.05], Q(2) = 1.09, p>.250, nor was the negative simple effect for low 

identifiers, r = -0.04, 95% CI [-0.12, 0.04], Q(2) = 2.22, p>.250 (Figure 4). 

 Anger. The effect on anger was even weaker. There was no significant 

interaction, r = 0.01, 95% CI [-0.08, 0.11], Q(2) = 3.05, p =.218. As Figure 4 shows, 

the simple effects for high identifiers, r = -0.01, 95% CI [-0.08, 0.07], Q(2) = 1.60, 

p>.250 and low identifiers, r = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.06], Q(2) = 1.65, p>.250 were 

not significant either.  

 Regret. For regret, we found stronger negative effects again. The overall 

interaction effect was again not significant, r = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.11, 0.07], Q(2) = 

2.86, p =.239. Figure 4 shows that the effects for low identifiers and high identifiers 

again looked similar. The effect for high identifiers was significant, r = -0.09, 95% CI  
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Figure 4. A forest plot showing the overall meta-analytic simple main effects of our 

perspective 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 third person-perspective condition scored higher than participants in 

the first person-perspective condition, a negative value that they scored lower. 
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 [-0.16, -0.01], Q(2) = 1.24, p>.250, and the effect for low identifiers was nearly 

significant, r = -0.05, 95% CI [-0.12, 0.02], Q(2) = 1.70, p>.250.  

 Self-blame. Although we found very similar results for low and high 

identifiers on the emotion measures, interesting differences emerged on the blame 

measures. Figure 4 shows the differences on self-blame. The overall interaction effect 

was nearly significant, r = -0.07, 95% CI [-0.16, 0.02], Q(2) = 2.91, p =.234. For high 

identifiers, the third-person perspective manipulation significantly decreased self-

blame, r = -0.08, 95% CI [-0.15, -0.01], Q(2) = 1.08, p>.250. For low identifiers, we 

found a null effect, r = 0.02, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.13], Q(2) = 4.29, p =.117. 

 Other-blame. Unsurprisingly, the results on victim blaming complement 

those on self-blame. The overall interaction effect was again nearly significant, r = 

0.07, 95% CI [-0.00, 0.14], Q(2) = 1.90, p>.250. As shown in Figure 4, high identifiers 

in the third person perspective-condition blamed the victim significantly more than 

those in the first person condition, r = 0.10, 95% CI [0.02, 0.17], Q(2) = 1.66, p>.250. 

We again found a null effect for low identifiers, r = -0.01, 95% CI [-0.18, 0.16], Q(2) = 

10.50, p =.005. The Q-statistic was significant here, indicating heterogeneity. 

 

Salient difference-manipulation 
 

 To test our hypothesis that high identifiers would feel less self-critical 

emotions and self-blame, and more other-blame, when given the opportunity to focus 

on ways in which they differ from their past self, we analyzed the interactions between 

our salient difference-manipulation and pre-measure of identification. This was based 

on the data of Studies 2 and 3. The overall effect sizes are displayed in Figure 5. 

 Guilt. The overall interaction for guilt was not significant, r = -0.03, 95% CI 

[-0.17, 0.10], Q(2) = 2.79, p =.095. As Figure 5 shows, there was a small positive, but 

not significant simple effect for high identifiers, r = 0.06, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.23], Q(2) = 

5.02, p =.03. The Q-statistic was significant, indicating heterogeneity. The simple  
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Figure 5. A forest plot showing the overall meta-analytic simple main effects of our salient 

difference-manipulation on the dependent variables (based on two studies). Effect sizes 

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

participants in the difference-focused condition scored higher than participants in the 

similarities-focused condition, a negative value that they scored lower. 
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effect for low identifiers was significant however, r = 0.10, 95% CI [0.02, 0.18], Q(2) 

= 0.01, p>.250. Focusing participants on the ways in which they were different from 

(versus similar to) their past self did not significantly affect high identifiers, but 

increased feelings of guilt among low identifiers.   

 Shame. We found the same pattern for shame (Figure 5). The overall 

interaction effect was again not significant, r = -0.07, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.08], Q(2) = 

3.26, p =.07. The simple effect for high identifiers was again slightly positive, but not 

close to being significant, r = 0.03, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.20], Q(2) = 4.19, p =.041. The Q-

statistic was again significant. The simple effect for low identifiers was highly 

significant, r = -0.12, 95% CI [0.04, 0.20], Q(2) = 0.26, p>.250. 

 Anger. For anger, the overall interaction effect was not significant, r = -0.11, 

95% CI [-0.25, 0.03], Q(1) = 3.14, p =.078. As can be seen in Figure 5, the simple 

effect for high identifiers was again not significant and suffered from heterogeneity, r 

= -0.03, 95% CI [-0.22, 0.17], Q(2) = 5.96, p =.015. In contrast to the other emotions, 

it was slightly negative here, however. The simple effect for low identifiers was again 

highly significant, r = 0.13, 95% CI [0.05, 0.21], Q(2) = 0.99, p>.250.  

 Regret. A very similar pattern was found on regret. The overall interaction 

was nearly significant, r = -0.08, 95% CI [-0.17, 0.01], Q(1) = 1.30, p>.250. Figure 5 

shows a slightly positive, but not significant simple main effect for high identifiers, r = 

0.05, 95% CI [-0.07, 0.16], Q(1) = 2.16, p =.140. For low identifiers, the simple effect 

was again highly significant, r = 0.16, 95% CI [0.07, 0.23], Q(2) = 0.02, p>.250.  

 Self-blame. The effects found for the salient difference-manipulation on 

emotions, also seem to translate to the blame measures. The overall interaction effect 

was again not significant, r = -0.05, 95% CI [-0.17, 0.06], Q(1) = 1.90, p =.168. As 

shown in Figure 5, we found a null effect for high identifiers, r = -0.001, 95% CI [-

0.11, 0.10], Q(1) = 1.73, p = .188. For low identifiers, we found a nearly significant 

positive effect, r = 0.07, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.15], Q(1) = 0.40, p>.250.  

 Other-blame. The results for other-blame corresponded again (Figure 5). 

The overall interaction effect was again not significant, r = -0.04, 95% CI [-0.04, 0.12], 
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Q(1) = 0.47, p>.250. For high identifiers, we found a slightly negative but non-

significant effect, r = -0.04, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.06], Q(1) = 1.33, p =.250. For low 

identifiers, we found a significant negative effect, r = -0.09, 95% CI [-0.17, 0.01], Q(1) 

= 0.02, p>.250. Low identifiers thus blamed themselves more and the other person 

less, for the situation they recalled during the experiment.  

  

Disidentification effects 
 

 We explored whether participants would actively disidentify during the course 

of the experiment, as a result of the self-critical emotions that were triggered by the 

recall task. To test this, we calculated the interaction between our pre-measure and 

each of the emotion measures on the post-measure of identification, for each of the 

seven studies. The overall effect sizes are provided in Figure 6. 

 Guilt. Does the guilt evoked during the experiment cause participants to 

identify less with their former self at the experiment than at the beginning? We did not 

find a significant overall interaction effect, r = -0.24, 95% CI [-0.08, 0.03], Q(6) = 

8.55, p = .200. Figure 6 shows the simple effects for low and high identifiers. A 

positive value here indicates that participants scored higher on the post-measure of 

identification than on the pre-measure, a negative value that they scored lower, as a 

function of the emotion they reported. We found a nearly significant negative simple 

effect for high identifiers in the predicted direction, r = -0.04, 95% CI [-0.09, 0.02], 

Q(6) = 7.26, p>.250. The guilt evoked during the experiment caused high identifiers 

to identify less with their past selves at the end of the study. For low identifiers, we 

found a null effect, r = -0.01, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.04], Q(6) = 5.19, p>.250.  

 Shame. For shame, the overall interaction was again not significant, r = -0.03, 

95% CI [-0.09, 0.03], Q(6) = 10.60, p =.103. As Figure 6 shows, the simple main effect 

for high identifiers was significant, however, r = -0.06, 95% CI [-0.10, -0.01], Q(6) = 

5.78, p>.250. We again found a null effect for low identifiers, r = -0.01, 95% CI [-0.07, 

0.06], Q(6) = 10.10, p =.119.  
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Figure 6. A forest plot showing the overall meta-analytic effects (based on seven studies) 

of the interaction between our pre-measure of identification on the one hand, and guilt, 

shame, anger and regret on the other. The dependent variable was our post-measure of 

identification. Effect sizes are provided along with their confidence intervals. A positive 

value indicates that participants scored higher on the post-measure of identification than 

on the pre-measure, a negative value that they scored lower, as a function of the emotion.  
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 Anger. The same pattern emerged for anger (Figure 6). The overall 

interaction effect was not significant, r = -0.02, 95% CI [-0.07, 0.03], Q(6) = 5.16, 

p>.250. The simple effect for high identifiers was again significant, r = -0.05, 95% CI 

[-0.09, -0.00], Q(6) = 4.42, p>.250. For low identifiers, the effect for anger was slightly 

more negative than that for guilt and shame, but not significant, r = -0.02, 95% CI [-

0.08, 0.04], Q(6) = 8.58, p=.198.  

 Regret. Finally, the same pattern also emerged for regret (Figure 6). The 

overall effect was again not significant, r = -0.03, 95% CI [-0.08, 0.03], Q(6) = 8.12, p 

=.230. The simple effect for high identifiers was nearly significant, r = -0.05, 95% CI 

[-0.11, 0.02], Q(6) = 10.10, p =.119. For low identifiers we found a null effect, r = -

0.01, 95% CI [-0.06, 0.05], Q(6) = 7.91, p =.245. 

 
Discussion 

 

 Previous research has shown that people differentiate between the person 

they are today and the person they used to be (Wilson & Ross, 2003). Past selves tend 

to be perceived in a more distant manner, in the same way that we perceive close 

others, like a friend (Kotlewska & Nowicka, 2015; Libby & Eibach, 2000). People also 

vary in the extent to which they differentiate between the present and past selves. The 

purpose of this paper was to investigate how people react when they are confronted 

with their past harmful behaviour. We argued that in this situation, the degree to 

which people identify with/feel similar to their past self (which we refer to as self-

identification) should function in the same way as group identification does at the 

intergroup level. That is, whereas low identifiers (people who see themselves as very 

different today compared to in the past) should be open to feeling self-critical 

emotions such as guilt, shame, anger and regret about their past behaviour, high 

identifiers (people who see themselves as very similar to their past self) are expected to 

react defensively because the confrontation with past negative behaviour constitutes a 

threat to the (current) self-concept. Thus we expect high identifiers to want to avoid 
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self-critical emotions, because they are highly motivated to retain a positive view of 

their past self, which is after all essentially also their current self.  

 Using a meta-analytic approach to our program of research on this topic, we 

looked at four possible ways in which high identifiers could reduce self-critical 

emotions and feelings of blame: a. By experiencing compassion for the person they 

harmed, b. By taking a third- rather than first-person perspective when thinking about 

the situation, c. By focusing on ways in which they are different today compared to 

when the events took place, and d. By actively disidentifying with their past self during 

the course of the experiment. Our results generally supported the compassion and 

perspective (a and b) hypotheses, but showed weak support for the salient-differences 

hypothesis (c). We did not have specific predictions regarding the disidentification 

strategy (d). Although we found consistent patterns, not all effects were significant, 

and effect sizes were small.  

 

Hypothesis 1: Compassion manipulation 
 

 Based on earlier intergroup research (see Chapter 2 of this thesis), we 

expected compassion to reduce self-critical emotions for high identifiers because its 

other-focused nature allows them to shift the focus away from their harmful 

behaviour. Our results supported this idea. We found significant overall interaction 

effects on guilt and shame, and a nearly significant effect on regret. The effect on 

anger was not significant, but the pattern was similar. The simple effects were, with 

the exception of regret for high identifiers, not significant, but usually at least near-

significant for high identifiers. In general, we found that compassion indeed reduced 

self-critical emotions among high identifiers. For low identifiers, we found either 

positive patterns or null effects. The effects we found on emotions also translated to 

perceptions of blame. High identifiers in the compassion condition blamed 

themselves less and the other person more, compared to high identifiers in the control 

condition. Compassion caused low identifiers to blame themselves more and the other 
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person less, although these simple effects were weaker. These findings are particularly 

noteworthy given the subtle nature of the manipulation and the mechanism that we 

propose underlies the effects. To our knowledge, the present research is also the first 

to investigate this counterintuitive ‘other’ side to compassion in the interpersonal 

domain.  

 
Hypothesis 2: Perspective manipulation 
 

 We expected that when high identifiers got to write about the past event in 

the third- rather than first-person condition, this would reduce self-critical emotions 

and self-blame, and increase other-blame. Previous research has shown that a third-

person perspective is associated with further subjective distance from an event 

(Wilson & Ross, 2003). Although in theory this would apply to both high- and low-

identifiers, we particularly expected high identifiers to use this opportunity to distance 

themselves from the event, because they have a strong defensive motivation to do so.  

 Our results support our prediction of negative effects of the third person 

perspective for high identifiers. However, we found consistent negative simple effect 

patterns for both high and low identifiers (and thus no significant overall interaction 

effects). The effects were strongest on guilt and regret and weakest on anger. Thus, in 

line with previous research, these findings suggest that a third-person perspective 

inherently creates more distance, but that this is not something exclusive to high 

identifiers. Previous research had already shown that writing from a third-person 

perspective caused less distress (Fergusson, 1993). Our research shows that this also 

applies to self-critical emotions. The switch in perspective causes people to be less 

emotionally involved in general, regardless of their level of self-identification.  

 Importantly, we did find differences between low and high identifiers on our 

measures of self-blame and other-blame (the overall interactions were nearly 

significant). Whereas the third-person perspective manipulation did not affect 

perceptions of blame among low identifiers, we found (in line with our predictions) 
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that it reduced self-blame and increased victim-blame among high identifiers. The 

latter simple effects were both significant. Thus, although describing an event from a 

third-person perspective causes both high and low identifiers to feel less self-critical 

emotions, this effect only translates to perceptions of blame for high identifiers. This 

reflects the proposed motivational nature of this effect: only high self-identifiers have 

a need to reduce feelings of blame, and employ the increased distance inherent to the 

third-person perspective to do so. 

 

Hypothesis 3: Salient difference-manipulation 
 

 We asked participants either to list three ways in which they are different 

today compared to the past, or three ways in which they are similar. We predicted that 

high identifiers in the difference condition would show a reduction in self-critical 

emotions and self-blame, and an increase in other-blame. We expected that high 

identifiers would use this as an opportunity to shift the focus away from the past self.  

 We did not find support for this prediction. None of the simple effects for 

high identifiers were significant. For guilt, shame and regret the effect was even 

slightly positive, rather than negative, and the effect for other-blame was also slightly 

negative. However, the confidence intervals were so large (due to the fact that this 

meta-analysis was only based on two studies, and the effects in the two studies 

opposed each other) that these values really do not tell us much. For low identifiers, 

we expected a null effect or a positive effect, because these people already feel quite 

different to the person they were when the event took place. Our data supported the 

latter notion. It seems like the manipulation bolstered the already-existing mindset that 

they are currently different to the past self, and therefore made them even more open 

to self-critical emotions about their past behaviour. They also blamed themselves 

more, and the other person less for the past event. So although we did not find a 

negative effect for high identifiers, the absence of a positive effect is still noteworthy, 

as this was found for low identifiers.  
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Disidentifying 
 

 Finally, we conducted an exploratory analysis to see whether identification 

with the past self changed during the experiment as a result of the emotions that were 

evoked. To test this, we looked at the interaction effects between our pre-measure of 

identification and each of our self-critical emotions on our post-measure of 

identification. We did not formulate specific predictions. This is because in principle, 

high identifiers should be very unwilling to disengage from their past self. However, if 

other distancing strategies prove ineffective, it may be their only option.  

 We did not find significant overall interaction effects, but whereas we 

consistently found null effects for low identifiers, the simple effects for high 

identifiers were consistently negative. The interactions between pre-identification and 

guilt and regret were nearly significant, and the interactions with shame and anger 

were significant. In other words, the emotions that low identifiers reported feeling 

during the experiment did not lead to a change in the degree to which they identified 

with their past self at the end of the experiment. This makes sense, because these 

people already entered the experiment feeling quite different from the past self. For 

high identifiers, in contrast, we see that the emotions evoked during the experiment 

did lead to a decrease in identification by the end of the experiment. Thus, the more 

guilt, shame, anger and regret they reported feeling, the more they ended up distancing 

themselves from their past self. Or, framed differently, the more they managed to 

resist these emotions (for instance by means of the other three distancing mechanisms 

we studied), the more likely they were to maintain their high levels of identification.  

 It should be noted that the effect sizes we found in our analyses were small 

and that not all effects were significant. This is of course important to keep in mind 

when interpreting these results. In part, this might be explained by limitations to our 

method. One reason in particular could be that our manipulation was not entirely 

clear. Although most participants gave answers that fit our instructions, there was a 
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sizeable minority in each study whose descriptions were difficult to interpret. We 

applied conservative exclusion criteria, which could in part explain the weak effects. 

 

Self-identification vs. implicit theories 
 

 In the present research, we applied the logic from the intergroup domain to 

the question how individuals react to confrontations with past episodes where they 

harmed someone else in the interpersonal domain. We believe using the concept of 

identification, in this case with the past self rather than the group, is very helpful in 

this context because it can help us understand why some people may react very 

defensively to such a confrontation, whereas others are very open to it. An underlying 

assumption of the present research is not only that people differentiate between past 

and present selves (which is well-established in the literature), but that they identify 

with their past self to differing degrees. Our data support this idea. The weighted 

average of our pre-measure of past self-identification across all seven studies was 3.81, 

with a standard deviation of 1.67 (we used a seven-point scale). Scale scores ranged 

from one to seven in every single study. This indicates that people do identify 

with/feel similar to the person they were 5 to 10 years ago, and more importantly, that 

they do so to varying degrees. 

 One may wonder to what extent our concept of past self-identification differs 

from the more frequently studied implicit theories regarding personal attributes and 

feelings (e.g. Ross, 1989; Wilson & Ross, 2003). Although the two are likely related, 

we believe the latter are more a general set of beliefs about consistency and continuity, 

whereas self-identification is more directly self-relevant and emphasizes the 

relationship between the past and present selves more directly. To give an example, 

indicating that you have maintained the same values across time does not directly 

address the distinction between a past self and the present self. You might have 

maintained the same basic values, but still see yourself as a very different person 

compared to who you were five years ago. For instance, suppose a married man has 
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always felt that one should not cheat on his partner, but ended up doing exactly that 

five years ago. We know that perceived failures can cause people to create shifts in 

identity, so let's suppose he now sees himself as a very different (much better, 

naturally) person than the person he was when he cheated on his partner five years 

ago. It seems very possible that this low past self-identifier would still indicate that he 

maintained the same values across time (and thus score high on a consistency item), 

because his belief that one should not cheat on his partner remains unchanged. 

Similarly, an example of a continuity belief might be the idea that there is a causal link 

between the different events that occur during one's life. Someone who is strongly 

identified with the person they used to be 5 years ago might agree with this, but so 

might the weakly self-identifying cheating man from the previous example. These 

examples just go to show that the two concepts certainly do not seem to fully overlap.  

 To test whether the two concepts are indeed distinct, we included a measure 

of self-continuity (adapted from Sani, Bowe, & Herrera, 2008) in each of our studies. 

To see whether an analysis including self-continuity would produce different results, 

we also analyzed the two-way interaction between our compassion manipulation and 

our self-continuity measure. Although the patterns (especially for those high in self-

continuity beliefs) were comparable to those for self-identification, we found no 

significant overall interaction effects and only one significant simple effect (on regret). 

This indicates that our self-identification measure had more explanatory power in this 

analysis. The overall correlation between our self-identification measure and self-

continuity measure in the four studies that we used in this analysis was r = .53, 95% 

CI [.49, .58], Q(3) = 2.32, p =.508. This further demonstrates that the concepts are 

moderately associated, but do appear to be distinct.  

 

Conclusion 
 

 In the present research we applied concepts and findings derived from 

intergroup research to an interpersonal context in which a person has to recall a past 
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event where they harmed someone else. Specifically, we investigated four potential 

ways in which people who are strongly identified with their past self can deal with a 

resulting identity threat: feeling compassion for the other person, describing the event 

from a third rather than first person perspective, emphasizing how they are different 

today compared to when the event took place, and disidentifying with their past self 

altogether.  

 It is important to note that we found the most consistent and strongest 

effects for the first strategy, feeling compassion, for which we previously found 

evidence in the intergroup realm (see Chapter 2 of this thesis). This is noteworthy for 

a number of reasons: first of all, unlike the other strategies, feeling compassion has 

been specifically documented as having positive effects for interpersonal and 

intergroup relations. We did find these 'traditional' effects for people who are not 

strongly identified with the person they used to be, but found a decrease in self-critical 

emotions and self-blame, and an increase in victim blaming for highly self-identified 

people. Secondly, our compassion manipulation is arguably the most subtle and 

indirect of the three manipulations we included. Writing about the event from a third-

person perspective and getting participants to emphasize differences both involve 

much more than a short instruction to think about the suffering of the other person 

and make the distance from the self clearer. It may be that one effective aspect of the 

compassion manipulation is that it is unconscious, in the sense that it involves some 

beneficial self-deception in which ego-defensive measures are not consciously 

considered (Trivers, 2011). Finally, and related to this, it might be the most realistic of 

our manipulations. It seems very plausible that in 'the real world', people are much 

more likely to experience a feeling of compassion when they recall these kinds of past 

events, than that they would naturally start thinking about the event from a third-

person perspective, or work through a laundry list of ways in which they are a 

different person today prior to engaging with their memory of the event. In short, it 

seems the most effective way to move on from a past we might prefer to forget, is to 
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have pity on the victim’s soul to save ours. In this way, high self-identifiers can 

maintain the integrity of the self, in both senses. 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

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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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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Het doel van deze PhD-these was om een nog niet eerder belichte kant van 

de emotie compassie te onderzoeken. In de bestaande literatuur wordt compassie 

gezien als een belangrijke morele emotie (Haidt, 2003) en eerder onderzoek heeft 

aangetoond dat de emotie relevant is binnen verscheidene domeinen. Zo heeft 

onderzoek naar interpersoonlijk gedrag aangetoond dat het opwekken van compassie 

de behoefte om het leed van anderen te verzachten en de bereidheid om hulp aan te 

bieden versterkt (Batson, O'Quin, Fultz, Vanderplas, & Isen, 1983; Batson, Early, & 

Salvarini, 1997). Meer recent onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat de neiging tot 

milieuvriendelijk gedrag toeneemt wanneer compassie voor lijdende anderen 

(Pfattheicher, Sassenrath, & Schindler, 2016) of het milieu zelf (Berenguer, 2007) 

wordt opgewekt. In het domein van intergroepsgedrag is compassie gerelateerd aan 

diverse uitkomsten, zoals een afname in de mate waarin de ingroup (een groep waar 

men zelf toe behoort) en een outgroup (een groep waar men zelf niet toe behoort) als 

verschillend worden gezien (Finlay & Stephan, 2000) en een meer positieve houding 

ten opzichte van een outgroup (Batson et al., 1997).  

 

Compassie en de andergerichte-focus 
 

Deze effecten worden over het algemeen toegedicht aan de karakteristieke 

andergerichte-focus van compassie. Compassie bestaat uit het herkennen van het 

lijden van een andere persoon of groep en het voelen van een behoefte om hulp te 

bieden (Lazarus, 1991). Compassie voor een andere groep komt vooral voor wanneer 

het lijden van de andere groep gezien wordt als oneerlijk, illegitiem en buiten hun 

eigen schuld liggend (Leach, Snider, & Iyer, 2002). Doordat de focus bij compassie 

volledig op de ander ligt, wordt het lijden van de ander saillant en verdwijnen zelf-

gerelateerde gevoelens en gedachten over de potentiële kosten die het bieden van hulp 

met zich zouden kunnen meebrengen naar de achtergrond (Batson et al., 1988; Leach 

et al., 2002; Thomas et al., 2009). Hierdoor zijn er geen barrieres die het ontwikkelen 

van positieve gevoelens ten opzichte van de ander, of het bieden van hulp, in de weg 
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staan. Het doel van deze these was niet om deze eerdere bevindingen te betwisten, 

maar om te onderzoeken of er omstandigheden bestaan waarin deze andergerichte-

focus ook kan leiden tot tegenovergestelde effecten.   

 

De rol van identificatie 
 

De specifieke omstandigheid die wij in deze these met dit doel hebben 

onderzocht betreft een situatie waarin een persoon (hoofdstuk 3), of de groep waar 

diegene toebehoort (hoofdstuk 2 en 4), een andere persoon of groep iets heeft 

aangedaan. We hebben ons hierbij in eerste instantie gericht op onderzoek in een 

intergroepscontext, aangezien hiervoor meer een basis aanwezig was in de literatuur.  

Eerder onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat het bedreigend voor het zelfconcept 

kan zijn om geconfronteerd te worden met het feit dat een groep waar wij toe behoren 

verantwoordelijk is voor het lijden van een andere groep (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Hoe 

mensen reageren in dergelijke situaties hangt in groot opzicht af van de mate waarin 

zij zich identificeren met de groep. Voor lage identificeerders is de groep niet erg 

belangrijk. Om die reden staan zij vaak open voor het voelen van zelf-kritische 

emoties betreffende het gedrag van de groep en is de kans dat zij defensief reageren 

relatief klein (Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 2002). Een sterke andergerichte-focus 

(zoals de focus die compassie kenmerkt), zou daarom niet tot andere effecten moeten 

leiden dan in situaties waarin een derde partij verantwoordelijk is voor het lijden van 

de outgroup. Compassie zou daarom neutrale of positieve effecten moeten hebben op 

de mate waarin deze lage identificeerders zelf-kritische emoties ervaren, als mede de 

mate waarin ze zich verantwoordelijk voelen voor het lijden van de outgroup en de 

wens ervaren hier iets aan te doen. 

Voor hoge identificeerders ligt de situatie echter anders: voor deze mensen 

maakt de groep een belangrijk deel uit van hun zelfconcept. Gezien de centrale plek 

die de groep inneemt in hun zelfconcept, zijn zij sterk gemotiveerd om de groep 

positief te zien en sterk gemotiveerd om zelfkritische emoties zoals schuld, schaamte 
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en woede over het gedrag van de groep, te vermijden (Ellemers et al., 2002). 

Onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat hoge identificeerders verschillende strategieën 

kunnen gebruiken om dit doel te bereiken. Zo kunnen ze bijvoorbeeld de ernst van 

het lijden van de andere groep bagatelliseren, ontkennen dat de groep 

verantwoordelijk is voor het lijden, of de outgroup de schuld geven van het lijden 

(McGarty et al., 2005). Het is echter de vraag of dergelijke strategieën altijd realistisch 

zijn. Wat gebeurt er wanneer hoge identificeerders het lijden van de outgroup wél zien 

als oneerlijk, illegitiem en buiten de schuld van de groep zelf liggend (met andere 

woorden, wanneer voldaan is aan de voorwaarden voor het ontstaan van compassie)?  

 

De rol van focus 
 

Wij beargumenteren dat compassie onder deze omstandigheden de 

zelfbeschermende behoeften van hoge identificeerders kan dienen. Hier zijn drie 

(gerelateerde) redenen voor. De eerste en belangrijkste reden is dat de andergerichte-

focus, die zo karakteristiek is voor compassie, in deze situatie een tegengesteld effect 

kan hebben. De reden hiervoor is dat zelfkritische emoties zoals schuld, schaamte en 

(in mindere mate) woede over het gedrag van de eigen groep, zoals de naam al 

suggereert, sterk zelfgericht zijn. Door de focus te verleggen naar het lijden van de 

andere groep, stelt compassie hoge identificeerders dus in staat om zich exclusief te 

richten op het leed van de outgroup en tegelijkertijd om de meer onplezierige 

zelfkritische emoties zoals schuld, schaamte en woede over het gedrag dat het lijden in 

de eerste plaats veroorzaakt heeft, te vermijden. 

Hierbij is het belangrijk om, ten tweede, te noemen dat de reden dat 

compassie hoge identificeerders hiertoe in staat stelt, is dat de emotie gekenmerkt 

wordt door het behoud van barrières tussen het zelf en de ander (Thomas et al., 2009). 

In een intergroepscontext betekent dit dat de ingroup en outgroup worden gezien als 

duidelijk van elkaar gescheiden groepen. Hierdoor zal het richten op het lijden van de 

ander een minimale focus op het zelf met zich meebrengen. In een context waarin een 
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focus op het zelf ongewenste zelfkritische emoties met zich mee kan brengen, is dit 

mogelijk een plezierige uitkomst voor hoge identificeerders. Het dient immers hun 

behoefte om het zelfconcept te beschermen. 

Tot slot is compassie in de literatuur reeds beschreven als een emotie die 

ongerelateerd is aan het voelen van verantwoordelijkheid of blaam (Thomas et al., 

2009; Weiner, 1995; Leach et al., 2002). Dit in tegenstelling tot de eerder genoemde 

zelfkritische emoties. Eerder onderzoek heeft bijvoorbeeld aangetoond dat schuld 

sterk gerelateerd is aan het voelen van verantwoordelijkheid (Berndsen & Manstead, 

2007; Frijda, 1993). Met andere woorden, hoge identificeerders kunnen ‘veilig’ 

compassie ervaren, omdat het niet geassocieerd is met de perceptie dat ze 

verantwoordelijkheid dragen voor het lijden van de outgroup. 

Kortom, wij denken dat compassie, in een situatie waarin een groep een 

andere groep iets heeft aangedaan, verschillende effecten zal produceren voor hoge en 

lage identificeerders. Wanneer men zich niet druk hoeft te maken over het imago van 

de groep (lage identificeerders), dan is het aannemelijk dat een sterke andergerichte-

focus zal leiden tot neutrale effecten of een toegenomen behoefte om te helpen: de 

confrontatie met het lijden van de andere groep doet de lage identificeerder mogelijk 

realiseren wat de ernst van de situatie is. Aangezien er geen noodzaak is om defensief 

te reageren, is het aannemelijk dat deze mensen bereid zijn om zelfkritische emoties te 

ervaren, alsmede om zich verantwoordelijk te gaan voelen voor het lijden van de 

andere groep. Maar voor hoge identificeerders, die proberen om te gaan met de 

bedreiging die de confrontatie met het lijden van de andere groep vormt voor hun 

zelfconcept, kan deze andergerichte-focus mogelijk een subtiele uitweg bieden.  

Enige ondersteuning voor dit idee is reeds gevonden door Zebel, Doosje en 

Spears (2009). De resultaten van hun onderzoek naar schuldgevoelens  over het 

gedrag van de groep lieten zien dat compassie positief gerelateerd was aan 

schuldgevoelens voor lage identificeerders, maar negatief gerelateerd voor hoge 

identificeerders. Compassie werd echter gemeten en niet gemanipuleerd in dit 

onderzoek, en er werd geen bewijs voor het onderliggende mechanisme aangeleverd 
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(aangezien schuld en niet compassie het onderwerp van dit onderzoek vormde). In het 

huidige onderzoek hebben wij gepoogd de tegenintuitieve, andere kant van compassie 

uitgebreid te verkennen. Hieronder volgt een overzicht van de drie empirische 

hoofdstukken die deel uitmaken van deze these. 

 

Hoofdstuk 2 
 

In dit hoofdstuk rapporteren we de bevindingen van vijf onderzoeken, die we 

presenteren in de vorm van een meta-analyse, naar het voorspelde interactie-effect 

tussen compassie en identificatie. In alle vijf onderzoeken hebben we identificatie 

gemeten en compassie gemanipuleerd aan de hand van een korte instructie (de 

instructie om een moment na te denken over het lijden van de andere groep). In een 

zesde onderzoek hebben we de focus (zelfgericht versus andergericht) rechtstreeks 

gemanipuleerd, zodat we het mechanisme, waarvan wij vermoeden dat het ten 

grondslag ligt aan de effecten van compassie, rechtstreeks konden testen.  

In alle zes onderzoeken gebruikten wij dezelfde context: onze Nederlandse 

deelnemers kregen een artikel te lezen over het Nederlandse verleden in Indonesië. 

Deze context is niet gekozen omdat wij speciaal geïnteresseerd zijn in zelfkritische 

emoties over handelingen uit het verleden (wat slechts éèn voorbeeld van een situatie 

is waarin compassie een rol kan spelen), maar vanwege twee specifieke redenen. De 

voornaamste is dat de context in eerder onderzoek is gebruikt en dat daarin werd 

aangetoond dat deelnemers een gemiddelde mate van schuld voelden na het lezen van 

een artikel hierover (Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998; Doosje, 

Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 2006). Dit is belangrijk, omdat het voor het testen 

van het effect van compassie op zelfkritische emoties natuurlijk noodzakelijk is dat 

deze emoties in enige mate aanwezig zijn. Doordat deze context eerder getoetst was, 

konden we de kans van slagen van onze manipulatie verhogen. Daarnaast, en hieraan 

gerelateerd, namen we aan dat onze deelnemers (veelal jonge universiteitsstudenten) 

waarschijnlijk geen sterke, reeds bestaande mening of uitgebreide kennis over deze 



 
   

166 
 

situatie zouden hebben. Dit verminderde de kans dat overige variabelen onze 

resultaten zouden kunnen beïnvloeden en verhoogde daarmee de kans van slagen van 

onze manipulatie.  

De bevindingen waren in lijn met onze voorspellingen. Op lage 

identificeerders leek de compassie-manipulatie geen invloed te hebben (we vonden 

over het algemeen nuleffecten) maar onze focus-manipulatie (in Studie 6) had wel 

effect: een andergerichte-focus leidde tot een toename in zelfkritische emoties, steun 

voor pogingen om de schade te herstellen en gevoelens van individuele en 

groepsverantwoordelijkheid (in vergelijking met een zelfgerichte-focus). Dit effect is, 

op basis van de bestaande literatuur, niet erg verrassend. 

Voor hoge identificeerders leidden compassie en een andergerichte-focus 

echter, zoals voorspeld, tot een afname van zelfkritische emoties, steun voor pogingen 

om de schade te herstellen en gevoelens van verantwoordelijkheid (echter alleen voor 

percepties van individuele verantwoordelijkheid, niet groepsverantwoordelijkheid). 

Hier moet wel bij worden genoemd dat niet alle effecten significant waren en dat, in 

het algemeen, de effecten van de focus-manipulatie sterker leken dan die van de 

compassie-manipulatie (al is het mogelijk dat dit een statistisch toeval is, aangezien de 

statistische power van Studie 6 laag was). Al met al ondersteunen de resultaten onze 

voorspelling dat de effecten van compassie gemodereerd worden door identificatie, 

alsmede het idee dat focus hierbij een belangrijke rol speelt. 

 

Hoofdstuk 3 
 

In hoofdstuk 3 verleggen we onze aandacht van het intergroepsdomein naar 

het interpersoonlijke domein. In het vorige hoofdstuk hebben we beargumenteerd dat 

de effecten van compassie gemodereerd worden door de mate waarmee men zich met 

de groep identificeert. In hoofdstuk 3 stellen we dat de mate waarin men zich 

identificeert met een eerder-zelf – de persoon die we waren toen we iemand anders 

iets aan hebben gedaan – een soortgelijke rol kan spelen in interpersoonlijke situaties. 
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Onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat mensen duidelijk onderscheid maken tussen 

het huidige-zelf en verscheidene eerdere incarnaties van het zelf (Wilson & Ross, 

2003). Dat wil zeggen dat mensen zichzelf in het heden zien als duidelijk verschillend 

van de persoon die ze in een eerder stadium van hun leven waren. Een belangrijke 

reden hiervoor is dat het ons in staat stelt om ons te distantiëren van pijnlijke 

mislukkingen uit ons verleden en om op die manier een positief beeld van het huidige-

zelf in stand te houden (Wilson & Ross, 2003; Higgins, 1996; Baumeister, 1998). 

Onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat de manier waarop we deze verscheidene eerdere 

incarnaties van het zelf bekijken kan worden vergeleken met de wijze waarop we 

andere mensen evalueren (Libby & Eibach, 2002). Dat wil echter niet zeggen dat we 

ons volledig distantiëren van onze eerdere incarnaties. De manier waarop we 

informatie verwerken over ons eerdere-zelf kan worden vergeleken met de manier 

waarop we informatie verwerken over mensen die ons dierbaar zijn. De manier 

waarop we ons eerdere-zelf beschermen, valt dus wellicht te vergelijken met de manier 

waarop we een goede vriend in bescherming zouden kunnen nemen.  

Noemenswaardig is echter dat mensen verschillen in de mate waarin ze 

verschuivingen in hun identiteit waarnemen (Wilson & Ross, 2003). Met andere 

woorden: sommige mensen hebben mogelijk nog steeds sterk het gevoel dat ze 

dezelfde persoon zijn die ze tien jaar geleden waren, terwijl andere het gevoel hebben 

dat ze intussen sterk veranderd zijn. Wij wilden onderzoeken of verschillen in de mate 

van identificatie met het eerdere-zelf invloed zouden uitoefenen op de manier waarop 

mensen reageren wanneer ze geconfronteerd worden met een herinnering uit het 

verleden waarbij ze een ander iets hebben aangedaan. Wij beargumenteren dat deze 

confrontatie bedreigend kan zijn voor mensen die zich sterk identificeren met het 

eerdere zelf, net zoals een confrontatie met negatief groepsgedrag uit het verleden 

bedreigend kan zijn voor mensen die zich sterk identificeren met hun groep 

(hoofdstuk 2). We wilden testen of een compassie-manipulatie dezelfde effecten zou 

hebben als in de eerder onderzochte intergroepssituaties. Analoog aan onze 

voorspelling uit hoofdstuk 2, verwachtten we dat compassie zou leiden tot een 
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vermindering van zelfkritische emoties en percepties van blaam voor mensen die zich 

sterk identificeren met hun eerdere-zelf, terwijl we nuleffecten of een toename 

verwachtten voor lage zelf-identificeerders. Er is voor hen geen reden om een 

defensieve houding aan te nemen, aangezien ze zichzelf immers als zeer verschillend 

zien ten opzichte van de persoon die ze waren toen ze het kwalijke gedrag 

vertoonden. 

We presenteren de resultaten van zeven verschillende onderzoeken naar het 

effect van compassie, als mede naar de effecten van drie andere strategieën die 

mensen mogelijk kunnen gebruiken om gevoelens van verantwoordelijkheid te 

vermijden, in interpersoonlijke situaties. We rapporteren deze bevindingen in de vorm 

van vier meta-analyses (één analyse per strategie). In alle zeven onderzoeken hebben 

we de deelnemers gevraagd om zich een gebeurtenis te herinneren waarbij zij een 

andere persoon iets aangedaan hadden, die vijf tot tien jaar geleden plaats had 

gevonden. Hierna manipuleerden we de verscheidene strategieën die we 

onderzochten. We bekeken wat de effecten waren van a. een korte compassie-

instructie (de instructie om even na te denken over het lijden van de andere persoon); 

b. het beschrijven van de situatie vanuit een derdepersoonsperspectief in plaats van 

een eerstepersoonsperspectief ; en c. het nadenken over manieren waarop het huidige-

zelf verschilt of overeenkomt met het eerdere-zelf. Tot slot bekeken we ook of 

deelnemers zich gedurende het onderzoek zouden distantiëren van het eerdere-zelf.  

Onze resultaten met betrekking tot compassie kwamen overeen met onze 

verwachtingen. Compassie leidde bij deelnemers die zich sterk identificeerden met 

hun eerdere-zelf tot een afname in zelfkritische emoties en blaam, terwijl we dit over 

het algemeen gelijk zagen blijven of zagen toenemen bij lage zelf-identificeerders. Het 

innemen van een derdepersoonsperspectief (versus een eerstepersoonsperspectief) bij 

het memoreren van de gebeurtenis uit het verleden leidde tot een afname in 

zelfkritische emoties voor zowel hoge als lage zelf-identificeerders. We vonden een 

significant interactie-effect op de mate waarin deelnemers zich verantwoordelijk 

voelden (hoge zelf-identificeerders ervoeren minder blaam wanneer ze een 
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derdepersoonsperspectief innamen). Het benadrukken van verschillen (in plaats van 

overeenkomsten) tussen het huidige- en eerdere-zelf had een positieve effect voor lage 

zelf-identificeerders, voor hoge zelf-identificeerders werden geen effecten gevonden. 

Tot slot leken deelnemers zich niet te distantiëren van het huidige-zelf gedurende het 

experiment, hoewel we wel een kleine afname in de mate van identificatie zagen bij 

mensen die aan het begin van het experiment rapporteerden dat ze hoge zelf-

identificeerders waren. Hierbij moet wel genoemd worden dat verscheidene van de 

bovengenoemde effecten niet significant waren. Al met al leek onze compassie-

manipulatie de meest consistente en sterke effecten te hebben. Dit is noemenswaardig, 

aangezien het eveneens de meest subtiele van de gebruikte manipulaties was. 

 

Hoofdstuk 4 
 

In hoofdstuk 4 keerden we terug naar het intergroepsdomein. Ons doel in dit 

hoofdstuk was allereerst om compassie op theoretische grond te onderscheiden van 

twee verschillende vormen van empathie: inbeelden hoe een ander zich voelt (ander-

inbeeldende empathie) versus inbeelden hoe men zich zou voelen in de situatie van de 

ander (zelf-inbeeldende empathie). Dit is belangrijk omdat in de huidige literatuur niet 

altijd duidelijk onderscheid wordt gemaakt tussen deze drie concepten. Wij 

beargumenteren dat de concepten op twee belangrijke dimensies van elkaar 

verschillen: perspectief nemen en focus.  

Met betrekking tot het eerstgenoemde, stellen wij dat het innemen van een 

bepaald perspectief altijd deel uitmaakt van empathie, maar niet van compassie. In lijn 

met Davis (2004) zien wij empathie als bestaande uit een cognitieve component, 

terwijl we compassie zien als een specifieke emotie die volgt uit het herkennen van 

(maar niet het inbeelden van) het lijden van een andere persoon of groep (Lazarus, 

1991). Wat betreft focus, is met betrekking tot empathie beschreven dat het bestaat uit 

een zekere menging tussen het zelf en de ander (Davis, 2004; Cialdini et al., 1997). 

Empathie is dus altijd zowel zelfgericht als andergericht, terwijl (zoals hiervoor al 
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uitvoerig besproken) compassie juist gekenmerkt wordt door de sterke andergerichte-

focus (Thomas et al., 2009). Hoewel empathie dus altijd zowel een beetje zelfgericht 

als andergericht is, heeft eerder onderzoek aangetoond dat de twee vormen van 

empathie wel van elkaar verschillen: inbeelden hoe de ander zich voelt blijkt, 

logischerwijs, meer andergericht te zijn dan inbeelden hoe men zich zelf zou voelen in 

de omstandigheden waarin de ander zich bevindt (Davis et al., 2004; Batson, 2008). 

Aangezien wij vermoedden dat focus het onderliggende mechanisme is dat de effecten 

van compassie die we in hoofdstuk 2 en 3 vonden verklaart, waren we vooral 

geïnteresseerd in het verschil tussen zelf-inbeeldende empathie (aangezien dit het 

meest zelfgerichte concept van de drie is) en compassie (aangezien dit het meest 

andergerichte concept van de drie is).  

We rapporteren de resultaten van een meta-analyse van drie onderzoeken 

waarin we compassie hebben vergeleken met de twee vormen van empathie. 

Deelnemers kregen hetzelfde scenario te lezen als in hoofdstuk 2.1  Onze verwachting 

was dat hoge identificeerders in de compassieconditie minder zelfkritische emoties, 

verantwoordelijkheid en de behoefte tot het steunen van initatieven ter compensatie 

zouden ervaren, in vergelijking met deelnemers in de zelf-inbeeldende 

empathieconditie. Voor lage identificeerders voorspelden we het tegenovergestelde. 

Wat betreft de verschillen tussen ander-inbeeldende empathie en de overige twee 

concepten hadden we geen specifieke voorspellingen geformuleerd. 

Onze resultaten ondersteunden onze voorspellingen betreffende onze meting 

van spijt (maar niet de overige zelfkritische emoties) en steun voor pogingen om het 

leed te compenseren: de compassie-manipulatie resulteerde in minder spijt en steun 

voor hoge identificeerders, vergeleken met de manipulatie van zelf-inbeeldende 
                                                   

1 Hierbij moet worden vermeld dat twee van de drie onderzoeken in deze meta-analyse ook 
deel uitmaakten van de meta-analyse die in hoofdstuk 2 is gerapporteerd. Oorspronkelijk 
bestonden deze onderzoeken uit vier experimentele condities: een controle conditie, een 
compassie conditie, een zelf-inbeeldende conditie en een ander-inbeeldende conditie. Voor de 
meta-analyse die in hoofdstuk 4 is gerapporteerd, vergeleken we de laatste drie condities. 
Verdere informatie over de individuele onderzoeken en de designs is te vinden in hoofdstuk 2 
en hoofdstuk 4. 
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empathie. Voor lage identificeerders was het patroon, zoals verwacht, omgekeerd. De 

resultaten van deelnemers in de ander-inbeeldende conditie vielen het meest te 

vergelijken met deelnemers in de compassieconditie wat betreft de emoties, maar 

vielen meer te vergelijken met deelnemers in de zelf-inbeeldende empathieconditie op 

onze metingen van verantwoordelijkheid en steun voor herstelpogingen. Het feit dat 

de ander-inbeeldende empathie en compassie conditie vergelijkbaar scoorden op onze 

emotie-metingen, suggereert dat focus wellicht voornamelijk een rol speelt wanneer het 

emoties betreft (aangezien beide condities andergericht zijn, terwijl de zelf-

inbeeldende empathie conditie meer zelfgericht is). Het feit dat de ander-inbeeldende 

empathie conditie sterk vergelijkbaar was met de zelf-inbeeldende conditie waar het 

verantwoordelijkheid en steun voor herstelpogingen betrof, suggereert dat perspectief 

nemen wat betreft deze factoren het meest relevant is (aangezien het innemen van een 

perspectief een rol speelt voor beide vormen van empathie, terwijl het geen onderdeel 

uitmaakt van compassie).  

 
Implicaties 
 

Al met al wijzen onze resultaten er op dat de effecten van compassie, in een 

situatie waarbij een persoon of groep een andere persoon of groep iets aangedaan 

heeft, inderdaad worden gemodereerd door identificatie. Daarnaast lijkt het er op dat 

deze effecten zowel in het intergroeps- als in het interpersoonlijke domein op 

vergelijkbare wijze opereren. Onze bevindingen voor lage identificeerders in het 

intergroepsdomein (hoofdstuk 2) komen overeen met de effecten die normaliter in de 

literatuur beschreven worden: compassie had of neutrale of positieve effecten op 

zelfkritische emoties, percepties van verantwoordelijkheid en de steun voor 

compensatie. Deze bevindingen zijn, gezien het reeds bestaande onderzoek (bijv. Iyer 

et al., 2003; Harth, Kessler, & Leach, 2008) niet verrassend. Voorzover wij weten, zijn 

onze onderzoeken echter de eerste die uitgebreid aantonen dat deze effecten kunnen 

omkeren voor hoge identificeerders. 
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Hoewel onze bevindingen op het eerste gezicht mogelijk tegenintuïtief lijken, 

zijn wij van mening dat ze niet haaks staan op de resultaten van eerder onderzoek. In 

eerdere onderzoeken naar de situaties die wij hebben bekeken (bijv. Iyer et al., 2003), 

is simpelweg weinig rekening gehouden met de rol van identificatie. In een onderzoek 

dat dit wel deed en waar het huidige onderzoek deels op voort heeft gebouwd, bleek 

compassie voor lage identificeerders positief en voor hoge identificeerders negatief 

geassocieerd te zijn met schuldgevoelens (Zebel et al., 2009). Daar moet wel bij 

worden gezegd dat compassie in dit onderzoek gemeten werd, in plaats van 

gemanipuleerd. Daarnaast werd in dit onderzoek wel gebruik gemaakt van een 

manipulatie van een andere variabele, namelijk het innemen van het perspectief van 

een ander. Op basis van onze definities van empathie en compassie (zoals beschreven 

in hoofdstuk 4), was in dit onderzoek wellicht dus geen sprake van een meting van 

‘pure’ compassie (aangezien hierbij geen sprake is van het innemen van een 

perspectief). Desalniettemin suggereerden de resultaten van dit onderzoek al wel dat 

compassie mogelijk tegengestelde effecten kan hebben voor hoge en lage 

identificeerders. 

Onze resultaten stemmen ook overeen met onderzoek naar de rol van sociale 

identiteit, waarbij vastgesteld werd dat lage en hoge identificeerders over het algemeen 

verschillend reageren omdat laatstgenoemden sterk gemotiveerd zijn om het positieve 

beeld van hun groep te allen tijde te bevestigen (Ellemers et al., 2002) en verscheidene 

strategieën kunnen gebruiken om de negatieve gevoelens die deel uitmaken van 

zelfkritische emoties te verminderen (McGarty et al., 2005). Tot slot sluiten onze 

bevindingen ook aan bij eerdere beschrijvingen van compassie. Zo is eerder reeds 

beschreven dat compassie losstaat van het voelen van verantwoordelijkheid voor het 

lijden van de ander – het lijden wordt slechts herkend (Thomas et al., 2009; Weiner, 

1995; Leach et al., 2002). Aangezien gevoelens van verantwoordelijkheid dus niet 

inherent zijn aan compassie, is het niet verrassend dat onze resultaten laten zien dat 

compassie zowel kan bijdragen aan een toename als een afname van dergelijke 

gevoelens en afhankelijk zijn van andere factoren (identificatie).  
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Zowel onze theoretische argumentatie, alsmede enkele resultaten (met name 

Studie 6 in hoofdstuk 2) suggereren dat focus ten grondslag ligt aan de gevonden 

effecten. Er is in verscheidene eerdere onderzoeken gekeken naar de rol die focus 

speelt in dader/slachtoffer situaties. Er is echter in de meeste van deze onderzoeken 

niet gekeken naar identificatie (bijv. Imhoff et al., 2012, Studie 1; Iyer et al., 2014; Bal 

& Van den Bos, 2015) of er is gebruik gemaakt van een meer expliciete manipulatie 

van focus, in plaats van de subtiele manipulatie die wij hebben gebruikt. Zo 

manipuleerden Imhoff et al. (2012) focus bijvoorbeeld door hun deelnemers te vragen 

om het perspectief van de daders of de slachtoffers in te nemen. Het is met deze 

manipulatie niet mogelijk om onderscheid te maken tussen de rol van focus en de rol 

die perspectief nemen speelt, wat voor ons onderzoek een probleem geweest zou zijn. 

Powell, Branscombe en Schmitt (2005) namen identificatie wel op in hun onderzoek, 

maar als afhankelijke variable, in plaats van moderator. Daarnaast lieten zij hun 

deelnemers stellingen zien die ofwel gepresenteerd werden als voordelig voor de eigen 

groep, ofwel nadelig voor de andere groep. Onze manipulatie van focus was basaler: al 

onze deelnemers kregen exact hetzelfde verhaal te lezen en kregen daarna neutrale 

foto’s te zien van leden van de eigen groep of leden van de andere groep. Hoewel er in 

eerder onderzoek dus weliswaar gekeken is naar de rol die focus speelt in vergelijkbare 

situaties, is er voorzover wij weten geen onderzoek dat direct te vergelijken valt met 

het onze.  

In hoofdstuk 3 hebben we principes die afkomstig zijn uit het 

intergroepsdomein toegepast op het interpersoonlijke domein: we onderzochten of 

identifcatie met het eerdere-zelf de effecten van compassie modereerde, alsmede 

enkele andere strategieën die gebruikt zouden kunnen worden om gevoelens van 

verantwoordelijkheid te vermijden. Eerder interpersoonlijk onderzoek heeft zich 

gericht op de opvattingen over zelf-continuïteit die mensen hanteren (bijv. Sani, 

Bowe, & Herrera, 2008). Deze hebben meer te maken met de algemene ideeën die 

mensen hebben over de stabiliteit en de consistentie van het zelf. Onze analyse liet 

echter zien dat onze meting van identificatie met het eerdere zelf een sterkere 
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voorspeller was van onze afhankelijke variabelen. Daarnaast waren de twee concepten 

weliswaar gematigd sterk gecorreleerd, maar leken ze duidelijk van elkaar te 

verschillen. Deze verschillen met ogenschijnlijk gerelateerde concepten suggereren dat 

het mogelijk interessant kan zijn om het concept van identificatie met het eerdere-zelf 

verder te onderzoeken. 

In hoofdstuk 4 hebben we getracht onderscheid te maken tussen compassie 

en twee vormen van empathie. Hoewel in eerder onderzoek vergelijkbare verschillen 

zijn aangebracht zijn wij, voorzover wij weten, de eersten die de drie concepten 

onderscheiden aan de hand van de dimensies focus en perspectief nemen. Belangrijker 

is echter dat wij, voorzover wij weten, de eersten zijn die ze rechtstreeks met elkaar 

vergeleken hebben in empirisch onderzoek. Aangezien er in de bestaande literatuur 

geen duidelijke concensus bestaat over de definities en labels voor deze concepten, en 

aangezien wij enkele empirische verschillen tussen deze concepten hebben ontdekt, 

lijkt het van groot belang dat er in toekomstig onderzoek wederom gepoogd wordt de 

concepten van elkaar te scheiden en te vergelijken. 

Onze onderzoeken zijn slechts een eerste stap in het verkennen van de in 

deze these besproken fenomenen. Verder onderzoek moet verricht worden voordat er 

duidelijke conclusies getrokken kunnen worden.  

 

Conclusie 
 

Het onderzoek dat in deze PhD-these wordt gerapporteerd suggereert dat 

compassie inderdaad een kant heeft die tot dusverre niet in de literatuur is belicht: of 

compassie, in een situatie waarbij een groep of een persoon een andere groep of 

persoon iets heeft aangedaan, leidt tot een toe- of afname in zelfkritische emoties, 

gevoelens van verantwoordelijkheid en de behoefte om te helpen, hangt af van de 

mate van identificatie met de groep of het eerdere-zelf. Op basis van onze 

bevindingen lijkt het aannemelijk dat deze effecten veroorzaakt worden door de sterke 

andergerichte-focus van compassie, die de weg kan plaveien voor onbaatzuchtige 
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hulp, maar ook een comfortabele manier kan zijn om kwalijk gedrag uit het verleden 

te negeren. Onze resultaten laten zien dat het van groot belang is om de rol die 

identificatie en hieraan gerelateerde motivaties spelen in ogenschouw te nemen. 
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