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Compassion—the warm, caregiving emotion that emerges from witnessing the suffering of others—has long
been considered an important moral emotion for motivating and sustaining prosocial behavior. Some suggest
that compassion draws from empathic feelings to motivate prosocial behavior, whereas others try to disentangle
these processes to examine their different functions for human prosociality. Many suggest that empathy, which
involves sharing in others’ experiences, can be biased and exhausting, whereas warm compassionate concern is
more rewarding and sustainable. If compassion is indeed a warm and positive experience, then people should
be motivated to seek it out when given the opportunity. Here, we ask whether people spontaneously choose to
feel compassion, and whether such choices are associated with perceiving compassion as cognitively costly.
Across all studies, we found that people opted to avoid compassion when given the opportunity, reported com-
passion to be more cognitively taxing than empathy and objective detachment, and opted to feel compassion
less often to the degree they viewed compassion as cognitively costly. We also revealed two important bound-
ary conditions: first, people were less likely to avoid compassion for close (vs. distant) others, and this choice
difference was associated with viewing compassion for close others as less cognitively costly. Second, in the
final study we found that with more contextually enriched and immersive pleas for help, participants preferred
to escape feeling compassion, although their preference did not differ from also escaping remaining objectively
detached. These results temper strong arguments that compassion is an easier route to prosocial motivation.
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When faced with the suffering of others—such as the plea of a
homeless person—people are equipped with a variety of moral
responses. Across the sciences and humanities, two of the most
well-studied are empathy and compassion. There is some debate
on the differences between empathy and compassion, with many
suggesting that empathy entails vicarious resonance with others’
experiences, whereas compassion entails a caring concern and
motivation to help (Singer & Klimecki, 2014). Furthermore, many
scholars have proposed that empathy and compassion are worth
cultivating, with studies revealing links to prosocial behaviors (for

reviews, see Batson, 2011; Decety et al., 2016; Goetz et al., 2010).
However, an important discussion has emerged about whether and
how empathy and compassion may have different psychological
characteristics, with possible implications for sustaining prosocial
motivations.

Conceptualizing Compassion and Empathy

Compassion and empathy have been conceptualized in differ-
ent ways across psychology and neuroscience, with part of the
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discrepancies reflecting different usages of the terms involved
(see Batson, 2011; Goetz et al., 2010). Some scholars (e.g., Bat-
son, 2009; Decety & Cowell, 2014; Hall & Schwartz, 2019)
have discussed the many processes that can be captured by the
term empathy. Though generally considered to have multiple
facets, empathy is often described by its component parts such
as experience sharing—that is, sharing in the experiences and
feelings of another person—or cognitive perspective-taking—
putting oneself into the mind of another person and imagining
what they are thinking or feeling (Decety & Cowell, 2014; Zaki
& Ochsner, 2012). At times, empathy may be constrained to
just experience sharing, which is often contrasted with compas-
sion in debates over their respective prosocial implications
(Bloom, 2017; Jordan et al., 2016; Klimecki & Singer, 2012;
Prinz, 2011). For example, in discussions of the costs of care-
giving within close relationships and in more professional
(e.g., medical) settings, the risks of burnout from emotionally
matching the suffering of others through empathy is contrasted
against having more caring emotional stances through compas-
sion (Bloom, 2017; Figley, 2002; Klimecki & Singer, 2012).
On one hand, some conceptualize compassion as a separate but

related emotional experience from empathy (e.g., DeSteno, 2015),
with one review defining it explicitly as “the feeling that arises in
witnessing another's suffering and that motivates a subsequent
desire to help” (Goetz et al., 2010, p. 531). Compassion has been
further defined as:

Not a sharing of another person's emotional state, which will vary
depending on what the other person's emotional experience seems to be,
but an emotion of its own. . .In compassion, the emotion is felt and
shaped in the person feeling it not by whatever the other person is
believed to be feeling, but by feeling personal distress at the suffering of
another and wanting to ameliorate it” (Lazarus, 1991, p. 289, as cited in
Goetz et al., 2010).

On the other hand, some conceptualize compassion as a motiva-
tional subcomponent of the broader empathy construct (see Decety
& Cowell, 2014). For instance, contemplative traditions view em-
pathic resonance as a core feature of fully developed compassion,
with compassion including emotion, motivation, and behavior
(Roeser et al., 2018). Furthermore, Strauss and colleagues (2016)
reviewed conceptualizations of compassion and proposed that
compassion includes recognition of suffering and its universality,
emotional resonance/empathy, tolerating personal distress, and a
motivation to relieve suffering.
Similarly, Batson’s (2011) model of empathic concern and altru-

istic motivation proposes notable overlap between compassion and
empathy. This model defines empathic concern as “other-oriented
emotions elicited by and congruent with the perceived welfare of
someone else” (Batson, 2011, p. 11). According to this definition,
empathic concern involves congruence with the affective valence of
another’s experience, which resembles experience sharing. Batson
(2011) further suggests that empathic concern has the capacity to
produce altruistic motivation, including a range of feelings that
resemble compassion. Even as compassion and empathy may be
separated in some cases, they may often overlap in many others
(Batson, 2011; Decety & Cowell, 2014; Depow et al., in press;
Goetz et al., 2010; Kanske et al., 2015). Recently, researchers have
also used ecological momentary assessment (EMA) methods to

examine how people experience empathy in naturalistic settings,
with people reporting experience sharing and compassion (as well
as perspective-taking) co-occurring in roughly 75% of their experi-
ences (Depow et al., in press). Nevertheless, the scientific and ethi-
cal debates over empathy and compassion suggest important
distinctions between them to consider, and the current project was
motivated to empirically examine this contrast.

Some work has attempted to distinguish compassion and empa-
thy based on their consequences for the person experiencing them.
Empathy facilitates understanding what other people are feeling
(Batson & Ahmad, 2009; Bruneau et al., 2015; Schumann et al.,
2014) but is thought to pose risks for vicarious distress and burn-
out that may impede prosocial motivation (Bloom, 2017; Prinz,
2011). By contrast, compassion generates warm and affiliative
responses—like a parent tending to a crying child (Singer & Kli-
mecki, 2014)—with less immediate costs to the caregiver and
instead, more positive affective states (Stellar & Keltner, 2014)
that may sustain prosocial motivation. Additionally, some research
in neuroscience has found that compassion may be more pleasant
than empathy: when focused on suffering strangers, people
described empathy as aversive whereas compassion was described
as pleasant, and these reports were associated with neural activity
associated with distress for empathy (e.g., insula) and reward for
compassion (e.g., ventral striatum; Klimecki et al., 2014). Other
related work found that compassion-meditation when viewing
others’ suffering promoted more positive affect states (Engen &
Singer, 2015). However, other work found that although compas-
sion was forecasted as positive, it was actually experienced by par-
ticipants as a negative state (Condon & Barrett, 2013).

More recent work using factor analysis has found that self-
reported trait empathy and compassion loaded onto separate factors
(Jordan et al., 2016; Mayukha et al., 2020) that differentially associ-
ated with prosocial behavior (Jordan et al., 2016) and empathic ac-
curacy (Mayukha et al., 2020), but this work did not test the
relative costs of each. Moreover, some work has found that trait
compassion may also associate with empathic performance tasks
(e.g., Dziobek et al., 2008). Although compassion is thought by
some to be less challenging to cultivate than empathy (Bloom,
2017), these supposedly distinct experiences have similar deficits
(e.g., in response to mass suffering, Cameron & Payne, 2011; in
response to outgroups, Cikara et al., 2011). Moreover, some work
suggests that to cultivate compassion, people might need to exert
effortful control to avoid being overwhelmed with personal distress
(Eisenberg & Eggum, 2009; Eisenberg et al., 1996, 1998; Gilbert,
2019; Goetz et al., 2010). Therefore, a key feature of these findings
is that if people fail to exert this effortful control, then distress may
ultimately outweigh any compassionate feelings and motivation to
care for others. Finally, many contemplative traditions suggest that
intentional practice may be needed to sustain compassion for a
broad array of targets (Roeser et al., 2018), implying that compas-
sionate feelings may require considerable effort.

Summary

There are some perspectives that treat compassion and empathy
as distinct psychological experiences and others that treat compas-
sion as merely a motivational facet of empathy. Regardless of
these definitional debates, compassion and empathy are often con-
sidered to have different consequences for effective care, with
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empathy usually positioned as disadvantageous because of liabil-
ities for burnout and compassion promoted as a positive alterna-
tive. Yet not all positions agree on whether compassion is easy or
challenging to cultivate. Here, we directly examine the role of ease
and effort in choosing to generate compassion.

The Law of Less Work andMoral Emotions

Decades of research documented peoples’ strong preferences to
avoid mental and physical effort: The law of less work suggests
that humans and nonhuman animals prefer less effortful courses of
actions (Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Hosking et al., 2014; Hosking,
Cocker, & Winstanley, 2015; Hosking, Floresco, & Winstanley,
2015; Hull, 1943; although see Inzlicht et al., 2018). To study
mental effort avoidance in humans, cognitive neuroscience studies
have adopted free choice approaches. For instance, Kool and col-
leagues (2010) provided people with two decks to choose from—

one that provided participants with more instances of task switch-
ing (thought to involve mental effort), and the other with less
instances of task switching. Participants were found to avoid the
deck with a higher proportion of task switching, and their prefer-
ences associated with perceiving this deck as more mentally
demanding (Kool et al., 2010). In related work, Westbrook and
colleagues (2013) similarly adopted free choice approaches and
found that people were willing to forgo higher payouts to avoid
completing more mentally demanding tasks.
Affective scientists can adopt these free choice approaches

(e.g., Lockwood et al., 2017; Miralles et al., 2019) to assess moti-
vation to feel moral emotions rather than rely on self-reports. This
methodological advance is important given people may fear the
social and reputational consequences of not appearing compas-
sionate (Batson, 2011). As an example of adopting free choice
approaches to examine motivation to generate moral responses,
prior work examined whether people would choose to feel empa-
thy for strangers (Cameron et al., 2019). Participants completed
trials of the empathy selection task in which they chose between
either feeling empathy or remaining objectively detached from
strangers, modeling the response options from prior empathy regu-
lation research (Shaw et al., 1994). The free choice approach
allowed participants to use situation-selection, an antecedent form
of emotion-regulation (Gross, 2001). In this work, participants
preferred to avoid empathy when given the choice, and their pref-
erences associated with posttask ratings of felt cognitive effort.
Furthermore, their choices for empathy were impacted by experi-
mental manipulations of empathic efficacy (Cameron et al., 2019),
showing that effort costs accounted for motivation to avoid empa-
thy. This method has also been extended to examine empathy reg-
ulation in physicians (Cameron & Inzlicht, 2020), motivational
incentives for empathy regulation (e.g., financial and social-rela-
tional; Ferguson et al., 2020), and whether loneliness associates
with empathy regulation (Hu et al., 2020). Therefore, the free
choice approach may afford a new avenue for isolating compas-
sion from empathy, examining whether motivations to regulate
one over the other may differ in meaningful ways, and determine
why this might be the case (e.g., differing effort costs).

Do People Choose Compassion?

The present studies modeled these same free choice methods to
advance the debate about the nature of compassion. These studies
address a new question: When and why do people avoid compas-
sion compared with alternative courses of action (such as empathy
and objective detachment)? This question addresses the phenome-
nal nature of compassion as well as the scientific and ethical
debates about the relative merits of different responses to the suf-
fering of others (compassion, empathy). Our work is among the
first to directly contrast how people choose to relate to compassion
and empathy, extending the free choice logic used in the empathy
selection task to a broader range of moral responses. Importantly,
this work contributes to the methodological diversity with which
researchers can test for claims about compassion as a moral
emotion.

In Studies 1–5, we examined whether people spontaneously
selected or avoided compassion over alternative courses of action
—including objective detachment and empathy—and whether
preferences to choose or avoid compassion associated with percep-
tions of compassion as more or less cognitively costly. We address
pivotal questions about the nature of compassion: Do people
choose to engage in compassion for strangers when given the
choice, and if so, why? From the perspective that compassion is an
easier alternative to empathy (e.g., Bloom, 2017; Jordan et al.,
2016; Singer & Klimecki, 2014); one might expect that people
would freely choose compassion when given the opportunity, and
rate it as less cognitively taxing than alternative courses of action.
On the other hand, from the perspective that compassion can be
challenging to cultivate and require control and efficacy (e.g.,
Eisenberg et al., 1996; Goetz et al., 2010), one might expect that
people would freely choose to avoid compassion, and rate it as
more cognitively taxing.

Prior studies of compassion tend to examine this emotion using
trait self-report measures (e.g., the Empathic Concern scale of the
Interpersonal Reactivity Index; Davis, 1983), experimental induc-
tions of compassion (e.g., Klimecki et al., 2013, 2014; Oveis et al.,
2010), or with state compassion ratings (Västfjäll et al., 2014) as
well as with physiological responses thought to reflect compassion
(Stellar et al., 2012; Stellar et al., 2015) in response to stimuli or
during interpersonal interactions. Although each of these methods
have advantages, the current approach affords multiple distinct
benefits by comparison. Self-report measures of compassion may
be susceptible to social desirability or inaccurate self-concepts
(Batson, 2011), and so examining how people actively choose
compassion or not may be a more sensitive test. Similarly,
whereas experimental inductions of compassion compel people to
experience an emotion, the free-choice approach used here allows
for a different type of test: whether people control exposure to
compassion in the first place. Furthermore, recent work (Rom et
al., 2020) found that perceiving low autonomy for engaging in one
task may increase perceptions of its opportunity costs (i.e., missing
out on the value of another task; Kurzban et al., 2013) and subse-
quently increase felt effort. To examine the felt effort of compas-
sion in a more naturalistic state, the free choice approach provides
an opportunity to assess compassion regulation behaviors and how
such regulation behaviors associate with motivations and values
(Tamir, 2009). In the current studies, we examined whether people
are motivated to avoid compassion and whether this is linked with
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cognitive costs. This method provides a novel approach for testing
claims about perceived benefits and/or costs of compassion.

Potential Boundary Conditions on Compassion
Regulation

Motivational accounts of empathy (Keysers & Gazzola, 2014;
Zaki, 2014) suggest that context matters for whether people regu-
late empathic emotions. In Studies 6–8, we examined two potential
boundary conditions: social proximity and contextual immersion.

Social Proximity

Compassion is thought to have evolved as a caregiving emotion
(Blaffer Hrdy, 2011; Goetz et al., 2010; Marsh, 2019; Preston,
2013) that can build relationships (DeSteno, 2015) and be relevant
for intergroup conflicts (Klimecki, 2019). Numerous studies have
documented intergroup empathy gaps, with empathic outcomes
reduced for suffering out-group (vs. in-group) targets (e.g., Cikara
et al., 2014; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012). Such intergroup empathy
deficits may be impacted by motivation, with some work finding
that these deficits may change depending on one’s beliefs about
empathy’s capacity (Schumann et al., 2014). This work follows
from the theoretical framework that empathy for close (vs. distant)
others might involve richer representations of the experiences of
close others (Preston & de Waal, 2002).
Similarly, but perhaps even more so, we might expect such inter-

group effects for compassion. One important point distinguishing
empathy and compassion is that the latter involves the provision of
care and resources, and so may be sensitive to expected reciprocal
benefit (DeSteno, 2015; Marsh, 2019). As noted by DeSteno (2015),
social similarity cues might be useful heuristics to establish where it
is most sensible to allocate compassionate concern, and as such, cues
to similarity could motivate compassionate choices. Prior work
reveals that inducing compassion can lead people to feel more simi-
larity to targets in need (Oveis et al., 2010), and similarity inductions
can in turn increase compassion (Valdesolo & DeSteno, 2011).
Extending beyond human targets, people are less likely to choose
compassion for animals that are less (vs. more) phylogenetically sim-
ilar (Miralles et al., 2019).
Although we might expect intergroup effects on compassionate

outcomes, little work has examined how motivated emotion regu-
lation might create such effects, much less whether any choice
effects are linked to perceived cognitive effort. It might be
expected that compassion for close others might feel less taxing
and be approached rather than avoided. In discussions about the
scope of compassion, a division is sometimes drawn between com-
passion for kin and friends and more diffuse compassion spread
across intercultural and global targets (e.g., out-groups and human-
ity as a whole; Ekman, 2014; Roeser et al., 2018), which might be
more difficult to cultivate (for discussion, see Ekman, 2014).
There might simply be less representations of the experiences of
distant or dissimilar others to work from as the basis for empathic
processes, with compassion included (Preston & de Waal, 2002).
In Studies 6 and 7, we test social proximity as a boundary con-

dition, with the expectation that although people would avoid
compassion for strangers, they would choose compassion more of-
ten for close others, and that this would associate with changes in
felt cognitive costs. These studies are among the first to examine

whether and how motivated emotion regulation creates intergroup
compassion gaps, in conjunction with felt effort, and we general-
ized this contrast for compassion against empathy (Study 6) and
objective detachment (Study 7).

Contextual Immersion

For the majority of the studies here, we used the empathy selec-
tion task as a repeated-trial, behavioral measure of compassion reg-
ulation. To capture sequential choices to generate compassion and
better isolate its perceived effort costs, the task removed detailed
context about the nature of the target, or the suffering involved
(although in Studies 6 and 7 we did add the suffering cause and
stipulated the target relationship). One drawback to this approach is
that it did not allow for more enriched and immersive presentation
of a single target of compassion. When more contextual details are
provided, this can lead to more engaged and sometimes different
responses (e.g., FeldmanHall et al., 2012). To examine whether
people would opt to avoid compassion when presented with a more
elaborately specified target, in Study 8 we used a different paradigm
with audio stimuli drawing upon previous research in empathy and
altruism (Shaw et al., 1994; Toi & Batson, 1982).

Overview of Studies

Across studies, we adapted the empathy selection task (Cameron
et al., 2019) to assess desire to feel compassion. In Studies 1 and 2,
participants chose between a compassion deck and an objective
detachment deck. In these studies, we assigned participants to com-
plete a compassion version of the task (i.e., compassion vs. objec-
tivity) or an empathy version (i.e., empathy vs. objectivity) to
assess whether preferences to feel compassion and empathy dif-
fered. In Studies 3–5, we examined the contrast often posed in the
literature (e.g., Bloom, 2017): when given the choice between com-
passion and empathy, which would people prefer?

In Studies 6 and 7, we examined whether relationship closeness
influenced choice to feel compassion: Do people choose compassion
more for close others than for distant others, and do any differences in
choice preference associate with different felt costs and reward? This
approach allowed us to examine whether any preferences for compas-
sion across Studies 1–5 would be shifted when focused on targets that
may be more frequent and potentially relevant for compassionate
responding—familiar kin or favorable targets. These studies also
included methodological changes to strengthen inferences about com-
passion as measured in these studies, such as removing the need to
write about feelings and including state compassion ratings to attempt
to disentangle compassion and empathy choices in the task.

In Studies 1–7, our dependent variable was proportion of choos-
ing compassion across trials, which served as our measure of com-
passion propensity. After completing the choice task, participants
completed items adapted from the NASA Task Load Index (Hart
& Staveland, 1988) to provide ratings of felt cognitive work for
each deck. We used this measure to examine whether compassion
was perceived as entailing more or less cognitive work than empa-
thy and objectivity, and whether these cognitive costs associated
with preferences to avoid compassion.

Finally, Study 8 aimed to generalize the findings from the Studies
1–7 beyond the empathy selection task to a more immersive context.
Participants were instructed to listen to two different radio broadcasts
in which strangers described their suffering (Shaw et al., 1994; Toi &
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Batson, 1982), under compassion and objective detachment instruc-
tions, and given the option of escaping the broadcasts at the halfway
point or continuing to listen to them (see also Schumann et al.,
2014). This final study differed from Studies 1–7 by only presenting
one-shot choices to continue engaging with compassion and objectiv-
ity, while also providing a more contextually enriched setting with
enhanced ecological validity and realism. This study more closely
resembles the everyday exposures people have to compassionate
pleas, while also representing the choice to simply escape from them.
Removing repeated trials within this study lowers ability to examine
decreases in persistence or willingness to engage with compassion
over time (Lin et al., 2020), but aimed to improve the ecological rep-
resentation of being faced with choosing compassion.
All studies were approved by the institutional review board.

Studies 1–7 were not formally preregistered, but Study 8 was pre-
registered (see As Predicted link: https://aspredicted.org/4da6z
.pdf). Data, syntax, and study materials can be accessed at the
Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/k25yr/.

Studies 1 and 2: Do People Choose Compassion for
Strangers?

Method

Participants

Study 1 included 150 MTurk participants (93 female, 57 male,
Mage = 36.04 years, SDage = 11.87), and Study 2 included 215
MTurk participants (148 female, 62 male, two another identifica-
tion not listed, three unreported, Mage = 40.45 years, SDage =
12.65). These final samples excluded participants who skipped tri-
als (n = 2 in Study 1, n = 8 in Study 2) and who provided nonsense
responses (n = 1 in Study 1). For our sensitivity analyses, we focus
on the ability to detect preferences to feel compassion, or empathy,
within each of two between-subjects conditions. Sensitivity analy-
ses using G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) suggest that for a one-
sample two-tailed t test, Study 1 and Study 2 had 80% power to
detect effect sizes as small as d = .23 and d = .19, respectively. For
details about samples, see the online supplemental materials.

Materials and Procedure

In both studies, participants were randomly assigned to either the
compassion condition or the empathy condition. The difference
across these conditions was in the nature of the choice task: in the
compassion conditions participants chose between compassion and
objective detachment, and in the empathy conditions participants
chose between empathy and objective detachment. Thus, the empa-
thy conditions in these first two studies served as replications of ear-
lier work using the empathy selection task (Cameron et al., 2019).
The primary difference across Studies 1 and 2 was in the instruc-
tions provided for generating compassion and empathy.
In the pretask instructions, participants were told that they would

complete a series of trials in which they would see two decks of
cards. Participants were instructed that they should choose between
the two decks, and depending on their choice, they would see a set of
instructions paired with an image of a person. In both conditions, par-
ticipants were told that if they chose the objective deck during the
task, they should be detached and focus on the person’s physical

characteristics. In the compassion condition, participants were told
that if they chose the compassion deck during the task, they would
be told to feel compassion. In the empathy condition, participants
were told that if they chose the empathy deck during the task, they
would be told to feel empathy. For complete instructions, see the
online supplemental materials.

Participants completed 40 trials, on each trial making a choice
between the decks. Across conditions in Studies 1 and 2, the objective
deck was always on the left in red and labeled as “DESCRIBE.” In the
compassion conditions, the compassion deck was always on the right
in blue labeled as “CARE,” and in the empathy conditions, the empa-
thy deck was always on the right in blue labeled as “FEEL.” After
making a choice on any trial, participants saw an image of a child refu-
gee (i.e., a stranger, as in Cameron et al., 2019). In Study 1, if partici-
pants selected the objective deck they were instructed: “Look at the
person in the picture and try to notice details about this person. Objec-
tively focus on the external features and appearance of this person.
Please write one sentence describing the age and gender of this per-
son.” Instructions were very similar for Study 2 except that the final
line read “Write one sentence about this person’s age and gender.”

The instructions for the compassion and empathy decks differed
between Studies 1 and 2. In Study 1, if participants were in the
compassion condition and selected the compassion deck they read:
“Look at the person in the picture and try to feel compassion for
this person. Compassionately focus on the internal experiences
and feelings of this person. Please write one sentence describing
how you want to care for this person.” In Study 1, if participants
were in the empathy condition and selected the empathy deck they
read: “Look at the person in the picture, and try to feel what this
person is feeling. Empathically focus on the internal experiences
and feelings of this person. Please write one sentence describing
the experiences and feelings of this person.”

In Study 2, we changed the instructions to more closely match
the compassion and empathy decks, such that they both called for
writing about feelings but only differed in which emotion should
be generated. We adapted instructions from prior work comparing
compassion and empathy meditation (Klimecki et al., 2014) to
allow the current work to adopt a similar approach with prior com-
parisons of these emotions.

If participants were in the compassion condition and selected the
compassion deck they read: “Look at the person in the picture and
try to feel compassion for this person. Generate warm feelings and
caring for this person. Write one sentence describing these feel-
ings.” If participants were in the empathy condition and selected the
empathy deck they read: “Look at the person in the picture, and try
to feel what this person feels. Share the suffering and experiences
of this person. Write one sentence describing these feelings.” In all
studies, trials were randomized and a timer prevented participants
from submitting written responses until 10 seconds had elapsed.

After the task, participants completed open-ended responses
about their performance (see the online supplemental materials).
Subsequently, participants rated cognitive effort for each deck using
questions adapted from the NASA Task Load Index (Hart & Stave-
land, 1988): “How mentally demanding was this deck?” “How hard
did you have to work to accomplish your level of performance with
this deck?” “How insecure, discouraged, irritated, stressed, and
annoyed were you by this deck?” “How successful were you in
accomplishing what you were asked to do in this deck?” As in prior
work (Cameron et al., 2019), the first two questions correspond to
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felt effort, the third question to aversion, and the fourth question to
efficacy/success. For details about individual difference and demo-
graphic measures, see the online supplemental materials.

Results and Discussion

Compassion Choice

First, we examined whether participants in the compassion condi-
tions showed preferences to choose or avoid compassion by contrast-
ing the proportion of compassion choice against chance (.50) in
Studies 1 and 2. As shown in Table 1 and Figure 1, participants in
the compassion conditions preferred to avoid compassion, choosing
the compassion deck 25.89% of the time (SD = .24) in Study 1,
t(72) = �8.66, p , .001, 95% CI of the Mdiff from .50 [�.30, �.19],
Hedges’ g = �1.00; and 21.20% of the time (SD = .25) in Study 2,
t(99) = �11.57, p, .001, 95% CI [�.34,�.24], Hedges’ g =�1.15.
Second, and replicating prior work (Cameron et al., 2019), partici-
pants in the empathy conditions preferred to avoid empathy, choos-
ing the empathy deck 30.62% of the time (SD = .28) in Study 1,
t(76) = �5.98, p , .001, 95% CI [�.26, �.13], Hedges’ g = �.68,
and 29.46% of the time (SD = .29) in Study 2, t(114) = �7.71, p ,
.001, 95% CI [�.26, �.15], Hedges’ g = �.71. Third, comparing

across conditions, preferences to choose compassion and empathy
did not differ in Study 1, F(1, 148) = 1.21, p = .273, 95% CI [�.13,
.04], hp

2 = .01, but participants chose compassion somewhat less fre-
quently than empathy in Study 2, F(1, 213) = 5.03, p = .026, 95% CI
[�.16, �.01], hp

2 = .02, although this effect is small.

Cognitive Costs

Participants preferred to avoid compassion—but why was this
the case? To examine this question, we examined differences in
three cognitive cost measures—effort, aversion, and efficacy—
across decks. The primary analyses focused on results within the
compassion conditions of Studies 1 and 2. Tables 2–4 display
results for each of these measures across Studies 1–7. Compared
with the objective deck, participants rated the compassion deck as
more effortful (Study 1: F(1, 72) = 15.03, p , .001, Hedges’ g =
.45; Study 2: F(1, 99) = 35.74, p , .001, Hedges’ g = .64), more
aversive (Study 1: F(1, 72) = 4.17, p = .045, Hedges’ g = .24;
Study 2: F(1, 99) = 6.14, p = .015, Hedges’ g = .26), and less effi-
cacious (Study 1: F(1, 72) = 14.99, p , .001, Hedges’ g = �.51;
Study 2: F(1, 99) = 29.25, p, .001, Hedges’ g = �.61).

We next examined whether these differences in perceived cog-
nitive costs across decks associated with choosing compassion. As
displayed in Table 5, although there were not consistent relation-
ships for effort and aversion, participants did choose compassion
more when they felt more efficacious at it (Study 1: r = .36, p =
.002, Study 2: r = .24, p = .015). Thus, participants felt that com-
passion was more cognitively costly than objective detachment,
and in particular, feeling less efficacious at compassion associated
with choosing compassion less often.

In the empathy conditions, results largely replicated previous
work (Cameron et al., 2019 see Supplemental Table S5): partici-
pants rated the empathy deck as more effortful, aversive, and less
efficacious than the objective deck, and perceiving the empathy
deck as less efficacious associated with choosing the empathy
deck less often. Across both studies, the cognitive costs of com-
passion and empathy appeared similar and associated similarly
with choice behavior. These results contrast with the perspective
that compassion is cognitively and emotionally easier than empa-
thy (e.g., Bloom, 2017; Jordan et al., 2016). Participants avoided
compassion for strangers, much as they avoided empathy for

Table 1
Compassion Choice in Studies 1–7

Study
Compassion
choice M (SD) 95% CI Mdiff t p N Hedges’ g

1. Compassion vs. Objectivity 0.26 (0.24) [�0.30, �0.19] �8.66 ,.001 73 �1.00
2. Compassion vs. Objectivity 0.21 (0.25) [�0.34, �0.24] �11.57 ,.001 100 �1.15
3. Compassion vs. Empathy 0.39 (0.27) [�0.17, �0.06] �4.19 ,.001 98 �0.42
4. Compassion vs. Empathy 0.42 (0.29) [�0.13, �0.02] �2.94 .004 123 �0.26
5. Compassion vs. Emp. vs. Obj. 0.18 (0.17) [�0.20, �0.11] �7.43 ,.001 62 �0.93
6. Compassion vs. Empathy

Close others 0.46 (0.21) [�0.07, �0.01] �2.73 .007 183 �0.20
Distant others 0.40 (0.23) [�0.13, �0.06] �5.51 ,.001 �0.41

7. Compassion vs. Objectivity
Close others 0.62 (0.26) [0.08, 0.16] 6.21 ,.001 177 0.46
Distant others 0.44 (0.28) [�0.10, �0.02] �2.83 .005 �0.21

Meta-analytic effect ,.001 816 �0.61

Note. The meta-analytic effect excludes the close others conditions in Studies 6 and 7. The meta-analytic effect is Hedges’ g = �.61, 95% CI [�.87,
�.35], Z = �4.64, p , .001.

Figure 1
Compassion Choice Across Studies

Note. The dotted line represents chance, against which compassion
choice was contrasted in Studies 1–4 and 6 and 7; in Study 5, which had
three deck options, chance was .333. Error bars reflect SEM. See the
online article for the color version of this figure.
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strangers, and reported that both entailed similar cognitive costs.
Whereas these studies highlighted how preferences for compas-
sion and empathy might be similar, in the next studies we exam-
ined how compassion and empathy might differ: when pit directly
against each other, which do people prefer, and which do they rate
as more challenging?

Studies 3–5: Do People Prefer Compassion or
Empathy?

In the next three studies, we compared preferences for com-
passion and empathy against each other. Scientific and ethical
debates about empathy and compassion have often focused on
whether compassion is felt as a less costly and more sustainable
alternative to empathy (see Bloom, 2017; Klimecki & Singer,
2012). Although empathy and compassion may often intertwine

—because empathy might either lead to compassion (Klimecki
& Singer, 2012) or be a constituent of it (Strauss et al., 2016)—
they need not be (Batson, 2011), and the larger debate about how
to foster effective prosocial engagement typically positions these
options as two contrasting courses of action. The free choice
approach provided by the empathy selection task is a viable
means to test this contrast, by allowing participants to freely
choose between them and seeing which they prefer. Rather than
assuming that compassion is more or less costly than empathy,
the current approach is to see what participants prefer to do
when given the option, and to assess any related perceptions of
cognitive costs. On one hand, if compassion is less psychologi-
cally costly than empathy, as some suggest (Bloom, 2017), then
when given the choice between compassion and empathy, partic-
ipants should ostensibly prefer compassion, and also rate it as
less cognitively demanding. On the other hand, if compassion is

Table 3
NASA Task Load Index Aversion Ratings, Studies 1–7

Study
Compassion
deck M (SD)

Contrast
deck M
(SD) Mdiff [95% CI] p

Hedges’
g

1. Compassion vs. Objectivity 3.00 (1.41) 2.67 (1.33) 0.33 [0.01, 0.65] .045 0.24
2. Compassion vs. Objectivity 3.28 (1.38) 2.92 (1.36) 0.36 [0.07, 0.65] .015 0.26
3. Compassion vs. Empathy 3.33 (1.31) 3.21 (1.29) 0.11 [�0.07, 0.30] .235 0.09
4. Compassion vs. Empathy 3.43 (1.36) 3.29 (1.40) 0.15 [�0.03, 0.33] .106 0.11
5. Compassion vs. Emp. & Obj. 3.11 (1.26) 2.88 (1.13) 0.23 [�0.04, 0.50] .088 0.19
6. Compassion vs. Empathy

Close others 2.35 (1.35) 2.13 (1.23) 0.22 [0.07, 0.37] .005 0.17
Distant others 2.31 (1.29) 2.16 (1.19) 0.14 [�0.02, 0.30] .077 0.11

7. Compassion vs. Objectivity
Close others 1.91 (1.16) 2.16 (1.28) �0.25 [�0.42, �0.09] .003 �0.21
Distant others 2.05 (1.24) 1.97 (1.19) 0.07 [�0.08, 0.22] .338 0.06

Meta-analytic effect ,.001 0.12

Note. In Study 5, the ratings of the empathy and objective deck were collapsed and compared with the rating of the compassion deck. The close others
conditions of Studies 6 and 7 were excluded from the meta-analysis for deck differences in costs. Meta-analytic estimates are from random-effects meta-
analyses (Borenstein et al., 2009, 2013).

Table 2
NASA Task Load Index Effort Ratings, Studies 1–7

Study
Compassion
deck M (SD)

Contrast
deck M
(SD) Mdiff [95% CI] p

Hedges’
g

1. Compassion vs. Objectivity 3.43 (1.26) 2.89 (1.13) 0.54 [0.26, 0.82] ,.001 0.45
2. Compassion vs. Objectivity 3.57 (1.13) 2.82 (1.20) 0.75 [0.50, 0.99] ,.001 0.64
3. Compassion vs. Empathy 3.60 (1.23) 3.46 (1.10) 0.14 [�0.04, 0.32] .133 0.12
4. Compassion vs. Empathy 3.74 (1.06) 3.76 (1.05) �0.02 [�0.15, 0.11] .754 �0.02
5. Compassion vs. Emp. & Obj. 3.48 (1.12) 2.98 (0.97) 0.50 [0.29, 0.71] ,.001 0.47
6. Compassion vs. Empathy

Close others 2.81 (1.18) 2.65 (1.14) 0.16 [0.04, 0.28] .010 0.14
Distant others 2.86 (1.18) 2.68 (1.10) 0.18 [0.05, 0.32] .008 0.16

7. Compassion vs. Objectivity
Close others 2.64 (1.14) 2.54 (1.18) 0.10 [�0.08, 0.28] .275 0.08
Distant others 2.72 (1.19) 2.32 (1.18) 0.40 [0.22 0.58] ,.001 0.34

Meta-analytic effect ,.001 0.29

Note. In Study 5, the ratings of the empathy and objective deck were collapsed and compared with the rating of the compassion deck. The close others
conditions of Studies 6 and 7 were excluded from the meta-analysis for deck differences in costs. Meta-analytic estimates are from random-effects meta-
analyses (Borenstein et al., 2009, 2013).
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challenging to cultivate and experience, then participants should
prefer empathy over compassion, and rate compassion as more
demanding. Alternatively, if participants view compassion and
empathy as similar experiences, then participants should not pre-
fer either option (i.e., choices resembling 50% chance). Whereas
Studies 3 and 4 compared compassion and empathy, Study 5
reintroduced objective detachment as a third option to test
whether changing the choice context would shift preferences for
empathy over compassion.

Method

Participants

Study 3 included 98 MTurk participants (66 female, 32 male,
Mage = 38.26 years, SDage = 12.19), Study 4 included 122 MTurk
participants (72 female, 48 male, three unreported, Mage = 42.09
years, SDage = 14.82), and Study 5 included 62 MTurk participants
(43 female, 19 male, Mage = 37.21 years, SDage = 11.71). These
final samples excluded participants who skipped responses on the
Empathy Selection task (n = 1 in Study 3, n = 7 in Study 4, n = 2
in Study 5) and completed earlier studies in the sequence (n = 2 in
Study 3, n = 5 in Study 4, n = 1 in Study 5). Sensitivity analyses
using G*Power 3.1 suggest that for a one-sample two-tailed t test,
these studies had 80% power to detect effect sizes as small as d =
.29, d = .26, and d = .36, respectively (Faul et al., 2009), all of
which are smaller than the average effect size in psychology
(Richard et al., 2003). For details about samples, see the online
supplemental materials.

Materials and Procedure

Across Studies 3 and 4, participants chose between a red empa-
thy deck that was always on the left labeled “FEEL” and a blue
compassion deck that was always on the right labeled “CARE.”
Pretask and trial-level instructions were identical for Study 3 and
Study 1, and for Study 4 and Study 2. In Study 5, participants
chose between a red empathy deck that was always on the left

labeled “FEEL,” a green compassion deck that was always in the
middle labeled “CARE,” and a blue objective deck that was
always on the right labeled “DESCRIBE.” For full details about
the instructions, see the online supplemental materials. After the
task, participants completed posttask open-ended questions and
the NASA Task Load Index.1 For details about individual differ-
ence and demographics, see the online supplemental materials.

Results and Discussion

Compassion Choice

In Studies 3 and 4, and as shown in Table 1 and Figure 1, partic-
ipants preferred to avoid compassion, choosing the compassion
deck 38.65% of the time (SD = .27) in Study 3, t(97) = �4.19, p,
.001, 95% CI [�.17, �.06], Hedges’ g = �.42, and 42.38% of the
time (SD = .29) in Study 4, t(122) = �2.94, p = .004, 95% CI
[�.13, �.02], Hedges’ g = �.26. That is, people preferred empa-
thy over compassion in both studies. In Study 5, when we reintro-
duced the objective deck as a third option, participants no longer
preferred empathy over compassion, choosing the compassion
deck 17.62% of the time (SD = .17), t = �7.43, p , .001, 95% CI
of theMdiff from .333 [�.20, �11], Hedges’ g = �.93, and the em-
pathy deck 20.24% of the time (SD = .18), t = �5.65, p , .001,

Table 4
NASA Task Load Index Efficacy Ratings, Studies 1–7

Study
Compassion
deck M (SD)

Contrast
deck M
(SD) Mdiff [95% CI] p

Hedges’
g

1. Compassion vs. Objectivity 3.37 (1.29) 3.96 (0.92) �0.59 [�0.89, �0.29] ,.001 �0.51
2. Compassion vs. Objectivity 3.40 (1.31) 4.11 (0.92) �0.71 [�0.97, �0.45] ,.001 �0.61
3. Compassion vs. Empathy 3.69 (1.13) 3.96 (0.91) �0.27 [�0.51, �0.02] .037 �0.26
4. Compassion vs. Empathy 3.53 (1.17) 3.75 (1.01) �0.22 [�0.39, �0.06] .009 �0.20
5. Compassion vs. Emp. & Obj. 3.74 (1.14) 3.97 (0.78) �0.23 [�0.49, 0.04] .088 �0.22
6. Compassion vs. Empathy

Close others 3.93 (0.94) 4.01 (0.95) �0.08 [�0.22, 0.07] .293 �0.08
Distant others 3.66 (1.14) 3.90 (1.01) �0.25 [�0.41, �0.08] .003 �0.23

7. Compassion vs. Objectivity
Close others 4.07 (1.05) 3.77 (1.19) 0.29 [0.11, 0.48] .002 0.26
Distant others 3.84 (1.06) 3.95 (1.14) �0.12 [�0.31, 0.07] .226 �0.11

Meta-analytic effect ,.001 �0.28

Note. In Study 5, the ratings of the empathy and objective deck were collapsed and compared with the rating of the compassion deck. The close others
conditions of Studies 6 and 7 were excluded from the meta-analysis for deck differences in costs. Meta-analytic estimates are from random-effects meta-
analyses (Borenstein et al., 2009, 2013).

1 In Study 1, there was a typo in the NASA Task Load Index
instructions such that regardless of condition (empathy, compassion) when
participants made effort ratings about the deck on the right it was referred
to as “Feel.” Because of the between-subjects manipulation and constant
position of the deck in the empathy selection task (i.e., Care on right in the
compassion condition), we do not consider this to be an issue. In Study 3,
there was a typo in the survey such that for some participants, the decks in
the NASA Task Load Index were referenced as the one on the left being
“Describe” and the one on the right being “Feel.” This typo was partially
corrected for remaining participants such that the deck on the right was
labeled as “Care.” Because the items instructed participants to answer with
respect to the deck that was always on the right (i.e., compassion) or always
on the left (i.e., empathy), we have opted to retain these ratings in overall
analyses. Meta-analytic results for cost effects detailed below do not
change substantially when omitting Study 3 NASA ratings from inclusion.
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95% CI of the Mdiff from .333 [�.18, �.08], Hedges’ g = �.71,
with the clear preference being for the objective deck (M =
62.14%, SD = .26). Thus, in our first direct comparison of compas-
sion and empathy for strangers, participants preferred empathy
over compassion in Studies 3–4. Importantly, Study 5 reveals that
this preference depends on the choice context and the opportunity
costs of other options—expanding the choice set to include a less
effortful option eliminated preferences for empathy over compas-
sion as participants opted for the less effortful objective option.

Cognitive Costs

To understand why people chose to avoid compassion in favor
of empathy, we examined differences in the cognitive cost meas-
ures—effort, aversion, and efficacy—across decks. Tables 2–4 dis-
play results for each of these measures, and descriptive statistics
of each effort cost for each deck across studies are in the online
supplemental materials. In Studies 3 and 4, which compared com-
passion and empathy, participants did not rate compassion as
more effortful (Study 3: F(1, 97) = 2.30, p = .133, Hedges’ g =
.12; Study 4: F(1, 121) = .10, p = .754, Hedges’ g = �.02) or
aversive (Study 3: F(1, 97) = 1.43, p = .235, Hedges’
g = .09; Study 4: F(1, 121) = 2.65, p = .106, Hedges’ g = .11),
but did report feeling less efficacious at compassion than empa-
thy (Study 3: F(1, 97) = 4.49, p = .037, Hedges’ g = �.26; Study
4: F(1, 121) = 7.02, p = .009, Hedges’ g = �.20).
In Study 5, we compared each of the cognitive costs across the

three decks. For effort, there was a main effect of deck type, F(2,
122) = 21.62, p , .001, hp

2 = .26, such that the compassion deck
(M = 3.48, SD = 1.12) was rated as more effortful than the objec-
tive deck (M = 2.63, SD = 1.18), p , .001, 95% CI on difference
in estimated marginal means [.46, 1.25], but not more effortful
than the empathy deck (M = 3.34, SD = 1.12), p = .314, 95% CI
[�.08, .37]. For aversion, there was also a main effect of deck
type, F(2, 122) = 7.37, p = .001, hp

2 = .11, such that the compas-
sion deck (M = 3.11, SD = 1.26) was rated as more aversive than
the objective deck (M = 2.60, SD = 1.34), p = .026, 95% CI [.05,
.98], but not more than the empathy deck (M = 3.16, SD = 1.28),
p = .970, 95% CI [�.34, .25]. Finally, for efficacy, there was a
main effect of deck type, F(2, 122) = 4.95, p = .009, hp

2 = .08,
such that the compassion deck (M = 3.74, SD = 1.14) was rated as

less efficacious than the objective deck (M = 4.16, SD = .89), p =
.024, 95% CI [�.80, �.04], but not less than the empathy deck
(M = 3.77, SD = 1.05), p = .995, 95% CI [�.39, .32]. For the sake
of examining how deck differences between compassion and com-
parison decks associated with compassion choice, we averaged
cognitive costs of the empathy and objective decks. Tables 2–4
display deck comparisons between the compassion deck and the
empathy/objective composite on each of the cognitive costs.

In summary, when contrasting compassion and empathy directly on
cognitive costs, participants felt less successful at generating compas-
sion than empathy in Studies 3 and 4, with no differences in effort or
aversion. In Study 5, the effect for efficacy changed, as compassion
and empathy were both seen as less efficacious than objective detach-
ment but were not rated as different from each other in efficacy. It
may be that in this three-deck context, the opportunity costs of a much
easier option (i.e., detachment) minimized apparent cost differences
between compassion and empathy, mirroring the changed choice
preferences.

Importantly, across Studies 3–5 and as shown in Table 5, felt ef-
ficacy at compassion (compared with empathy in Studies 3 and 4,
or empathy and objectivity in Study 5) associated with choosing
compassion more often (Study 3: r = .51, p , .001; Study 4: r =
.49, p , .001; Study 5: r = .49, p , .001). Replicating Studies 1
and 2, when participants felt that they were less successful at com-
passion, they were less likely to want to care for others. In sum,
participants preferred to feel empathy rather than compassion in
response to strangers, and this preference associated with perceiv-
ing compassion to be a difficult feeling to generate.

Studies 6 and 7: Do People Prefer Compassion for
Close Others?

In Studies 1–5, participants preferred to avoid choosing compas-
sion, whether the contrast was objective detachment or empathy,
and this preference associated with perceptions that compassion
was cognitively costly—specifically, when they felt inefficacious at
generating it. However, it may be that social proximity provides an
important boundary condition on compassion avoidance. In Studies
6 and 7, we examined whether participants would choose compas-
sion more for close others than distant others, and whether any

Table 5
Correlations of Compassion Choice With NASA Task Load Index Ratings

Effort Aversion Efficacy

Study r p r p r p N

1. Compassion vs. Objectivity 0.06 .600 �0.15 .218 0.36 .002 73
2. Compassion vs. Objectivity �0.13 .186 �0.10 .302 0.24 .015 100
3. Compassion vs. Empathy �0.25 .014 �0.08 .460 0.51 ,.001 98
4. Compassion vs. Empathy 0.07 .429 �0.05 .608 0.49 ,.001 122
5. Compassion vs. Emp. & Obj. �0.17 .179 �0.08 .558 0.49 ,.001 62
6. Compassion vs. Empathy

Close others �0.12 .113 �0.05 .468 0.33 ,.001 183
Distant others �0.23 .002 �0.12 .098 0.31 ,.001

7. Compassion vs. Objectivity
Close others �0.14 .055 �0.11 .128 0.34 ,.001 177
Distant others �0.28 ,.001 �0.18 .020 0.49 ,.001

Meta-analytic effect �0.13 .010 �0.12 ,.001 0.41 ,.001 815

Note. For meta-analytic estimates, choice and costs were averaged across the within-subjects target manipulation in Studies 6 and 7.
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choice difference would associate with differences in felt cognitive
costs and reward.
Additionally, to address the concern that participants are avoid-

ing verbal description of compassion, rather than compassion
itself, we adapted the task so that no verbalization of compassion
was required. Lastly, we assessed self-reported feelings of arousal,
valence, and concern to examine whether participants actually
increased their feelings of concern when they chose to feel com-
passion for targets over the alternatives of empathy (Study 6) and
objective detachment (Study 7). Doing so allowed a test of
whether participants were avoiding compassion per se instead of
mundane features of the task, and also to test whether choosing
compassion would increase state feelings of compassionate con-
cern—thus operating as a manipulation check of the compassion
choice instructions in the task. If participants report higher levels
of state concern on trials in which they choose compassion
(instead of empathy), this provides additional evidence that partici-
pants are able to disentangle compassion from empathy, strength-
ening inferences about related cognitive costs.

Method

Participants

Study 6 included 183 MTurk participants (74 male, 109 female,
Mage = 36.73 years, SDage = 10.95). Study 7 included 177 MTurk
participants (84 male, 93 female, Mage = 36.57 years, SDage =
11.03). These final samples excluded participants who completed
the survey twice (n = 3 in Study 6, n = 7 in Study 7), did a prior
study in the project sequence (n = 2 in Study 6, n = 4 in Study 7),
did not follow task instructions to input the names of close and dis-
tant others (n = 11 in Study 6, n = 8 in Study 7), and did not fully
respond to the state affect items in the Empathy Selection task
(n = 2 in Study 6, n = 3 in Study 7). Sensitivity analyses using
G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) suggest that given the sample
sizes of these studies, we have 80% power to detect effect sizes as
small as d = .21 (in both studies) comparing compassion choice
for close and distant others in a paired-samples t test. For details
about samples and additional individual difference and demo-
graphic measures, see the online supplemental materials.

Materials and Procedure

Participants were first asked to input the name of someone with
whom they had a close relationship with as well as someone with
whom they had a distant relationship (adapted from Kumashiro &
Sedikides, 2005; for a similar approach, see Ferguson et al., 2020).
Specifically, participants were instructed: “Please think of a person
that you have a warm and positive relationship with (e.g., a family
member). Please write down the first and last name of this person.”
Participants were then asked to “Please think of a person that you
know but only have a minimal relationship with (e.g., an acquaint-
ance). Please write down the first and last name of this person.”
For both of these people, participants were also asked to “Please
write down the nature of the relationship you have with this
person.”
After inputting the names of these two individuals, participants

were told that they would see the name of one these two people, as
well as hypothetical events that could happen to them. The names
were piped in from the text that participants entered at the start of the

task and paired with a mild misfortune (e.g., “[entered name] sat in
gum on a park bench”; Bruneau et al., 2015; for details, see the
online supplemental materials). During the choice task, participants
were asked to make choices between two decks. In Study 6, choices
were between a red deck labeled “FEEL” (i.e., empathy) and a blue
deck labeled “CARE” (i.e., compassion). In Study 7, choices were
between a red deck labeled “DESCRIBE” (i.e., objective detach-
ment) and a blue deck labeled “CARE” (i.e., compassion). In these
two studies, the deck sides were counterbalanced between each trial
to rule out habituation to the assigned deck sides. Unlike in prior
studies, participants did not input any text to describe their feelings
but instead were instructed to advance to the next trial once they felt
that they had achieved the given deck’s directions. Participants were
unable to advance until at least 5 seconds had elapsed.

In both studies, if participants chose the compassion deck they were
instructed: “Think about this person and try to feel compassion for
them. Generate warm feelings and caring for this person. Once you
have generated COMPASSION, press continue.” In Study 6, if partici-
pants chose the empathy deck they were instructed: “Think about this
person, and try to feel what this person feels. Share the feelings and
experiences of this person. Once you have generated EMPATHY,
press continue.” In Study 7, if participants chose the objective deck
they were instructed: “Think about this person and try to be objective
toward them. Focus on external details of what is happening to this
person. Once you have become OBJECTIVE, press continue.” After
completing the chosen deck’s instructions on each trial, participants
made arousal, valence, and concern ratings. Specifically, participants
were asked “How calm/aroused do you currently feel?” (1 = calm to
9 = aroused), “How negative/positive do you currently feel?” (1 = neg-
ative to 9 = positive), and “How concerned are you for (the close other
name or distant other name displays here)?” (1 = not at all concerned
to 9 = extremely concerned) using self-assessment manikins (Bradley
& Lang, 1994; Dziobek et al., 2008). We included these ratings to
examine whether participants felt more concern when choosing to feel
compassion for targets, but also to determine whether participants rea-
sonably distinguished between instructions to feel compassion against
alternatives. Participants completed two counterbalanced blocks (close
others, distant others) of 16 trials each, for a total of 32 choice trials.
The same 16 events were used in both blocks.

After each block, participants completed a posttask question-
naire and questions about cognitive effort adapted from the NASA
Task Load Index. In these studies, participants also completed two
exploratory questions measuring perceived reward (“How emo-
tionally rewarding was this deck?” “How socially rewarding was
this deck?”) and one question measuring perceived value (“How
valuable did you find this deck?”) for each deck within the given
block. For details about additional individual difference and demo-
graphic measures, see the online supplemental materials.

Results and Discussion

Compassion Choice

As displayed in Table 1 and Figure 1, participants were more
likely to choose compassion for close others than for distant others
(Study 6: F[1, 182] = 10.29, p = .002, 95% CI [.02, .09], hp

2 = .05;
Study 7: F[1, 176] = 80.85, p , .001, hp

2 = .31). For distant others,
results replicated earlier studies, with participants choosing to
avoid compassion (Study 6: M = 40.47%, SD = .23, t(182) =
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�5.51, p , .001, 95% CI [�.13, �.06], Hedges’ g = �.41; Study
7: M = 44.03%, SD = .28, t(176) = �2.83, p = .005, 95% CI
[�.10, �.02], Hedges’ g = �.21). For close others, this avoidance
effect weakened or reversed. In Study 6, with the compassion-em-
pathy contrast, participants avoided compassion but to a lesser
extent than for distant others (M = 45.87%, SD = .21, t(182) =
�2.73, p = .007, 95% CI [�.07, �.01], Hedges’ g = �.20); in
Study 7, with the contrast between compassion-objectivity con-
trast, participants showed a reversal, choosing to approach rather
than avoid compassion (M = 62.18%, SD = .26, t(176) = 6.21, p ,
.001, 95% CI [.08, .16], Hedges’ g = .46). In summary, partici-
pants were more willing to choose compassion for close others,
revealing an important boundary condition on compassion avoid-
ance. The strongest effect of the manipulation occurred when
objective detachment was the contrast rather than empathy, possi-
bly because empathy can be a viable response to suffering of close
others, whereas being detached may seem less desirable.

State Affect and Concern Ratings

Next, we examined the degree to which choosing compassion
influenced ratings of valence, arousal, and concern, also modeling
the interaction with target type (close, distant). For these analyses,
we conducted multilevel models using SPSS MIXED, nesting tri-
als within participants. Because target type was blocked and
randomized, confounding target type with timing, we opted
against modeling the repeated measures aspect of the design for
the interaction test.2 Details of these analyses are provided in
Tables 6 and 7. In Study 6, choosing the compassion (vs. empathy)
deck was not linked with differences in arousal (p = .816) or va-
lence (p = .141), but was associated with increased concern (p ,
.001). There were no interactions of deck choice with target type
(ps . .320). When participants chose compassion (over empathy),

they did not report differences in state affect but did report greater
concern. This result provides a manipulation check: Choosing
compassion (instead of empathy) led participants to feel more con-
cern for the target they were focused on. Participants had different
levels of state concern when choosing compassion instead of em-
pathy, which suggests that the directions participants were pro-
vided, when chosen, led to different compassion responses within
the context of the task.

In Study 7, with the contrast between compassion and objective
detachment, there were significant effects for deck type, target type,
and the target 3 deck interaction (ps # .001). Participants reported
higher levels of arousal, negative valence, and concern after choosing
the compassion deck than after choosing the objective deck, and
these differences were amplified on trials involving close others, sug-
gesting parochial emotional responding in favor of close others.
Across Studies 6 and 7, participants reported feeling more concern
after choosing compassion thereby validating an important feature of
the task: those who chose compassion felt more concern. Effects on
valence and arousal depended upon whether the contrast deck was
emotional (i.e., empathy) or not (i.e., objectivity).

As an exploratory analysis, we examined whether trial-level rat-
ings of valence, arousal, and concern changed over the course of
the task. Because target type was counterbalanced across blocks,
we estimated separate models for close others and distant others,
focusing on each of the three ratings (concern, valence, and

Table 6
Multilevel Models for State Affect and Concern Ratings, Studies 6 and 7

Study and outcome Effect F df p

Study 6
Valence Target 131.91 5670.80 ,.001

Choice 2.17 5731.79 .141
Target 3 Choice 0.51 5692.05 .474

Arousal Target 196.56 5670.68 ,.001
Choice 0.05 5721.43 .816

Target 3 Choice 0.95 5688.14 .330

Concern Target 293.79 5670.83 ,.001
Choice 78.11 5732.21 ,.001

Target 3 Choice 0.51 5692.23 .477

Study 7
Valence Target 89.15 5487.94 ,.001

Choice 374.74 5565.53 ,.001
Target 3 Choice 11.38 5508.56 .001

Arousal Target 154.31 5487.47 ,.001
Choice 941.37 5558.95 ,.001

Target 3 Choice 19.13 5506.26 ,.001

Concern Target 289.10 5489.75 ,.001
Choice 1512.50 5604.54 ,.001

Target 3 Choice 17.28 5522.89 ,.001

Note. The table presents type III tests of fixed effects.

2 In auxiliary analyses which model time as a repeated measure with an
autoregressive covariance structure (and coding time to reflect trials 1–32,
such that for some participants trials 1–16 reflect close others and for others
these trials reflect distant others, and vice versa for trials 17–32), results for
the Target 3 Choice interactions in Studies 6 and 7 are statistically similar
in terms of fixed effects and paired comparisons between estimated
marginal means.
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arousal). These were specified as linear mixed models with trials
nested within participants, with random effects of intercept and slope
for time, and an autoregressive covariance structure for within-sub-
jects time. These models did not take into account participants’
choices. In both Studies 6 and 7, state concern decreased over time,
though this was not the case for distant others in Study 6 (Study 6
close others: B = �.02, SE = .01, t = �2.25, p = .026, Study 6 distant
others: B = �.02, SE = .01, t =�1.97, p = .050; Study 7 close others:
B = �.04, SE = .01, t = �4.94, p, .001, Study 7 distant others: B =
�.03, SE = .01, t = �3.34, p = .001). Valence changed over time,
becoming more negative, in Study 7 (close others: B = �.02, SE =
.01, t = �2.70, p = .007; distant others: B = �.02, SE = .01, t =
�2.61, p = .010), but not Study 6 (close others: B = �.01, SE = .01,
t = �1.71, p = .089; distant others: B = �.01, SE = .01, t = �1.25,
p = .212). Arousal did not change over time in either study (Study 6
close others: B = .00, SE = .01, t = .63, p = .528; Study 6 distant
others: B = �.01, SE = .01, t = �.90, p = .371; Study 7 close others:
B = �.00, SE = .01, t = �.29, p = .775; Study 7 distant others: B =
.00, SE = .01, t = .10, p = .924). Thus, in both studies, state levels of
compassionate concern became weaker as participants completed
more trials of the empathy selection task.

Cognitive Costs

Studies 1–5 suggest that differences in cognitive costs, particu-
larly efficacy, may explain compassion choice differences. We

examined differences in felt costs and reward across decks, model-
ing the interaction with target type. Tables 2–4 display descriptive
and inferential statistics for effort, aversion, and efficacy, and
Tables 8 and 9 display these for the deck ratings of reward and
value which were additions to these studies.

In Study 6, participants reported that the compassion deck (vs. em-
pathy deck) was more effortful, F(1, 182) = 10.50, p = .001, hp

2 =
.05, 95% CI [.07, .28], more aversive, F(1, 182) = 8.52 p = .004,
hp
2 = .04, 95% CI [.06, .30], and less efficacious, F(1, 182) = 8.92,

p = .003, hp
2 = .05, 95% CI [�.27, �.05], but did not report differen-

ces in reward, F(1, 182) = 1.66, p = .199, hp
2 = .01, 95% CI [�.03,

.15], or value, F(1, 182) = 2.38, p = .125, hp
2 = .01, 95% CI [�.17,

.02]. There were no target x deck interactions for effort, F(1, 182) =

.09, p = .770, aversion, F(1, 182) = .63, p = .430, efficacy, F(1,
182) = 2.33, p = .128, or reward, F(1, 182) = .01, p = .919. How-
ever, a target x deck interaction emerged for value, F(1, 182) = 4.46,
p = .036, hp

2 = .02: participants valued compassion less than empathy
for distant others, F(1, 182) = 7.36, p = .007, hp

2 = .04, Hedges’ g =
�.15, but not for close others, F(1, 182) = .09, p = .760, hp

2 = .00,
Hedges’ g = .02. Similar to the state concern ratings, participants per-
ceived increasing levels of cognitive effort when trying to feel com-
passion over empathy, suggesting that participants separated these
two emotional states on their cognitive effort demands.

In Study 7, participants reported that the compassion deck (vs.
objective deck) was more effortful, F(1, 176) = 12.60, p , .001,

Table 7
Estimated Marginal Means From Multilevel Models, Studies 6 and 7

Study and
outcome Target type

Compassion
deck M (SE)

Contrast
deck M
(SE) p [95% CI] Mdiff

Study 6
Valence Close others 4.40 (.10) 4.37 (.10) .561 [�0.07, 0.13]

Distant others 4.84 (.10) 4.76 (.10) .125 [�0.02, 0.19]
Arousal Close others 4.63 (.13) 4.58 (.12) .393 [�0.07, 0.17]

Distant others 4.01 (.13) 4.04 (.12) .620 [�0.15, 0.09]
Concern Close others 5.55 (.12) 5.09 (.12) ,.001 [0.33, 0.59]

Distant others 4.75 (.13) 4.36 (.12) ,.001 [0.26, 0.53]
Study 7
Valence Close others 4.25 (.10) 5.10 (.10) ,.001 [�0.95, �0.75]

Distant others 4.68 (.10) 5.30 (.10) ,.001 [�0.72, �0.52]
Arousal Close others 4.68 (.13) 3.10 (.13) ,.001 [1.45, 1.70]

Distant others 4.00 (.13) 2.78 (.13) ,.001 [1.09, 1.33]
Concern Close others 5.93 (.11) 3.68 (.12) ,.001 [2.11, 2.39]

Distant others 4.93 (.11) 3.09 (.11) ,.001 [1.71, 1.99]

Table 8
Reward Ratings for Compassion and Contrast Decks, Studies 6 and 7

Study
Compassion
deck M (SD)

Contrast
deck M
(SD) Mdiff [95% CI] p

Hedges’
g

6. Compassion vs. Empathy
Close others 2.92 (1.01) 2.87 (1.09) 0.05 [�0.07, 0.18] .405 0.05
Distant others 2.68 (1.08) 2.61 (1.08) 0.06 [�0.05, 0.17] .259 0.06

7. Compassion vs. Objectivity
Close others 3.27 (1.19) 2.42 (1.21) 0.85 [0.66, 1.04] ,.001 0.70
Distant others 2.98 (1.20) 2.45 (1.15) 0.53 [0.36, 0.69] ,.001 0.44
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hp
2 = .07, 95% CI [.11, .39], valuable, F(1, 176) = 37.84, p , .001,

hp
2 = .18, 95% CI [.34. .67], and rewarding, F(1, 176) = 75.09, p,

.001, hp
2 = .30, 95% CI [.53, .84]. There were no deck differences

in efficacy, F(1, 176) = 1.31, p = .255, hp
2 = .01, 95% CI [�.06.

.24], or aversion, F(1, 176) = 2.81, p = .095, hp
2 = .02, 95% CI

[�.20, .02]. However, unlike in Study 6, in Study 7 there were target
3 deck interactions for all measures, including effort, F(1, 176) =
7.31, p = .008, hp

2 = .04, aversion, F(1, 176) = 7.73, p = .006,
hp
2 = .04, efficacy, F(1, 176) = 12.77, p , .001, hp

2 = .07, value,
F(1, 176) = 8.57, p , .001, hp

2 = .05, and reward, F(1, 176) =
15.60, p , .001, hp

2 = .08. The interactions all followed a similar
pattern: when faced with close (vs. distant) others, relative effort
costs of compassion were reduced, and potential reward of com-
passion were increased. For distant others, participants rated the
compassion deck (vs. objective deck) as more effortful, F(1, 176) =
19.79, p , .001, hp

2 = .10, Hedges’ g = .34, more rewarding,
F(1, 176) = 41.72, p , .001, hp

2 = .19, Hedges’ g = .44, and more
valuable, F(1, 176) = 10.76, p = .001, hp

2 = .06, Hedges’ g = .27,
with no differences for aversion, F(1, 176) = .92, p = .338,
hp
2 = .01, Hedges’ g = .06, or efficacy, F(1, 176) = 1.48, p = .226,

hp
2 = .01, Hedges’ g = �.11. By contrast, for close others, there

was no more effort attributed to the compassion (vs. objective)
deck, F(1, 176) = 1.20, p = .275, hp

2 = .01, Hedges’ g = .08, but
participants did rate the compassion deck as less aversive, F(1,
176) = 9.34, p = .003, hp

2 = .05, Hedges’ g = �.21, and more effi-
cacious, F(1, 176) = 9.72, p = .002, hp

2 = .05, Hedges’ g = .26.
Additionally, there were stronger deck effects for reward, F(1,
176) = 77.58, p , .001, hp

2 = .31, Hedges’ g = .70, and value, F(1,
176) = 42.78, p, .001, hp

2 = .20, Hedges’ g = .55.
In terms of cognitive costs for distant others, compassion was

rated as more effortful but not more aversive or less efficacious;
by contrast, for close others compassion was not rated as more

effortful and was rated as less aversive and more efficacious. In
terms of reward, compassion was rated as more rewarding and val-
uable regardless of target type, but these differences were stronger
for close others than distant others.

Table 5 (cognitive costs) and Table 10 (reward and value) pres-
ent correlations of each of the cost/reward measures with compas-
sion choice separately for each target type. The primary analysis of
interest was whether differences in compassion choice across target
type would associate with differences in perceived costs and reward
across target type. We created parochial bias scores for choice (i.e.,
compassion choice close others � compassion choice distant others) as
well as each cost and reward measure (e.g., calculating this for effi-
cacy: efficacy difference score close others � efficacy difference score

distant others). Overall, parochial compassion choice was correlated
with parochial target differences in felt effort and reward. Partici-
pants were more likely to choose compassion for close (vs. distant)
others when they felt that compassion for close (vs. distant) others
was more efficacious (Study 6: r = .33, p , .001; Study 7: r = .30,
p , .001), more rewarding (Study 6: r = .18, p = .016; Study 7: r =
.19, p = .009), and more valuable (Study 6: r = .29, p, .001; Study
7: r = .31, p , .001), although this relationship varied for effort
(Study 6: r = �.11, p = .125; Study 7: r = �.16, p = .029) and was
not present for aversion (Study 6: r = �.04, p = .586; Study 7: r =
�.05, p = .521).

In summary, participants chose compassion more often for close
others than distant others and importantly experienced more con-
cern for close (vs. distant) others after choosing to feel compassion
over alternatives, even empathy. When participants felt that com-
passion for close (vs. distant) others involved less cognitive work
and more reward, they were more likely to choose compassion in
favor of close others.

Table 9
Value Ratings for Compassion and Contrast Decks, Studies 6 and 7

Study
Compassion
deck M (SD)

Contrast
deck M
(SD) Mdiff [95% CI] p

Hedges’
g

6. Compassion vs. Empathy
Close others 3.13 (1.12) 3.11 (1.11) 0.02 [�0.12, 0.16] .760 0.02
Distant others 2.81 (1.17) 2.98 (1.19) �0.17 [�0.30, �0.05] .007 �0.15

7. Compassion vs. Objectivity
Close others 3.36 (1.24) 2.67 (1.22) 0.68 [0.48, 0.89] ,.001 0.55
Distant others 3.07 (1.27) 2.74 (1.18) 0.33 [0.13, 0.52] .001 0.27

Table 10
Correlations of Compassion Choice With Ratings of Reward and Value

Reward Value

Study r p r p N

6. Compassion vs. Empathy
Close others 0.12 .102 0.23 .002 183
Distant others 0.12 .096 0.26 ,.001

7. Compassion vs. Objectivity
Close others 0.32 ,.001 0.32 ,.001 177
Distant others 0.22 .004 0.50 ,.001
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Interim Meta-Analyses of Studies 1–7

In this section, we report results for meta-analyses of compas-
sion choice in the empathy selection task, felt cognitive costs of
compassion, and the relationship between the two. These relation-
ships were examined across Studies 1–7 using random-effects
meta-analyses (Borenstein et al., 2009, 2013). For the choice anal-
ysis and comparison of cognitive costs across decks, we excluded
the close others conditions of Studies 6 and 7, in which compas-
sion avoidance and cognitive costs were reduced. We made this
analytic choice because we had expected that overall compassion
avoidance and cognitive costs of compassion would be reduced in
the close others conditions of these studies. When we were meta-

analyzing the correlations between cognitive costs and compassion
choice, we averaged across the within-subjects manipulation, such
that we examined associations between overall compassion choice
(collapsing across target condition) and each of the cognitive costs
(collapsing across target condition), because cognitive costs were
not expected to relate differently to compassion choice behavior
depending on target type.

Choosing Compassion in the Empathy Selection Task

The preference to avoid compassion was large and robust:
across studies, participants chose to avoid compassion (standar-
dized mean difference of compassion choice in Hedges’ g = �.61,

Figure 2
Meta-Analytic Forest Plot of Compassion Choice Across Studies

Note. The plot excludes close others conditions of Studies 6 and 7 because compassion avoidance was expected to
be reduced.

Table 11
Influence of Time Course on Probability of Compassion Choice

Study B SE t p Exp(B)
95% CI
Exp (B)

1 �.04 .01 �4.78 ,.001 0.97 [0.95, 0.98]
2 �.06 .01 �7.74 ,.001 0.94 [0.93, 0.96]
3 �.02 .01 �3.04 .002 0.98 [0.96, 0.99]
4 �.02 .01 �2.63 .009 0.98 [0.96, 0.99]
5 �.07 .01 �6.27 ,.001 0.93 [0.92, 0.95]
6 close others �.01 .01 �1.12 .265 0.99 [0.98, 1.01]
6 distant others .00 .01 0.38 .701 1.00 [0.99, 1.02]
7 close others �.01 .01 �1.32 .186 0.99 [0.97, 1.01]
7 distant others .02 .01 1.87 .061 1.02 [1.00, 1.04]
Meta-analytic
effect

�.03 .01 .013 0.97 [0.95, 0.99]

Note. Results from generalized linear model predicting binary choice on each trial of the empathy selection task, with coefficient corresponding to the
log odds for the time effect and Exp(B) referring to the odds ratio. Meta-analysis excludes close others conditions of Studies 6 and 7.
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95% CI [�.87, �.35], Z = �4.64, p , .001). Figure 2 displays the
meta-analytic forest plot across studies.
In each of the studies, we were also able to assess whether

choices to feel or avoid compassion changed over the duration of
the empathy selection task. We conducted generalized linear
mixed models in SPSS to understand the influence of time on
probability of choosing compassion, with trials nested within
participants. The model estimated a fixed effect for time (i.e.,
order of question, centered to start at 0 and end at one less than
the maximum number of trials in a given study), and random
effects for the intercept and time. Table 11 depicts model results
and the meta-analytic estimate (excluding the close others condi-
tions of Studies 6 and 7), which reveals a modest tendency for
compassion choices to decline over time, although this effect
was more notable in Studies 1–5 and not Studies 6 and 7, which
could potentially be attributable to the fewer number of trials in
each within-subject block of the latter studies.

Cognitive Costs and Compassion Choice

Although it is important to test whether people choose to
avoid compassion, an equally important question is why people
have this preference. We predicted that cognitive costs of com-
passion would associate with compassion avoidance. Partici-
pants perceived compassion (vs. empathy or objectivity) as
more effortful, Hedges’ g = .29, 95% CI [.13, .45], Z = 3.52,
p , .001, more aversive, Hedges’ g = .12, 95% CI [.06, .18],
Z = 4.09, p , .001, and less efficacious, Hedges’ g = �.28, 95%
CI [�.41, �.16], Z = �4.57, p , .001. Importantly, across stud-
ies participants chose compassion less often when they viewed
it as more effortful, r = �.13, Z = �2.57, p = .010, and more
aversive, r = �.12, Z = �3.44, p , .001, and chose compassion
more often when they viewed it as more efficacious, r = .41,
Z = 9.52, p , .001. Figure 3 displays the relationship between
compassion choice and each of these costs aggregated across
studies. In contrast to claims that compassion is an easy alterna-
tive to empathy, here we found that participants avoided com-
passion for strangers, found it to be a cognitively challenging
emotional experience, and that felt cognitive costs associated
with compassion avoidance.

Study 8: Escaping Immersive Compassion

The first seven studies assessed compassion choice by adapting
the empathy selection task. One advantage of this task is that it
captures compassion regulation moment-to-moment, and over
repeated instances. However, one potential drawback is that these
studies did not provide enough contextual information about the
individuals who were suffering, which might change how compas-
sion is experienced. Affective science has often treated compas-
sion as an emotional state which includes appraisals about costs
and benefits, such as judgments of deservingness as well as coping
resources to effectively help those who are suffering (DeSteno,
2015; Goetz et al., 2010). Therefore, contextual information
around a person’s suffering may change the costs of experiencing
compassion for them. Additionally, although the repeated trials
can provide more robust estimation of preferences to choose com-
passion, such an approach might be dissimilar to how compassion
choices occur in everyday life for most people (with perhaps the
exception of those who are repeatedly presented with suffering
individuals, such as medical professionals; Figley, 2002). For
instance, compassion regulation may involve a single decision to
continue engaging with a compassion-inducing situation or not,
such as a charitable news story or radio program. In everyday life,
it may be more common for people to find themselves in compas-
sion-inducing situations (e.g., interacting with a donation solicitor)
and then decide whether to stay or leave.

In this final study, we aimed to use a more ecologically repre-
sentative paradigm in which participants could opt to continue lis-
tening or not to audio broadcasts in which a target described a
personal account of suffering (drawn from previous studies; Shaw
et al., 1994; Toi & Batson, 1982). This approach captures situation
modification rather than situation selection (Gross & Thompson,
2007) and is similar to ease-of-escape paradigms in the empathy-
altruism literature (e.g., Batson et al., 1983; Schumann et al.,
2014; for review see Batson, 2011). Participants in this final study
only made two choices: of whether to modify the situation and
escape listening when under compassion instructions, and again
when under objective instructions. This approach constrained the
number of choices to a one-shot decision for each condition, which
increases immersion and realism, but may decrease the ability to
observe the impact of effort costs on choices (Lin et al., 2020).
However, this approach disentangled the relative choices between
compassion and objectivity made in the empathy selection task in
previous studies, allowing examination of choices in relation to
each task in isolation (and also in comparison to each other).

Figure 3
Associations of Compassion Choice With NASA Task Load Index Ratings of Effort, Aversion, and Efficacy, Aggregated Across Studies
1–7

Note. See the online article for the color version of this figure.
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Finally, in this study we measured cognitive costs after an initial
exposure to the stimuli but prior to choices of whether to continue,
allowing us to test whether cognitive costs prospectively related to
choices.

Method

Participants

Based on an a priori power analysis in G*Power 3.1 for our
repeated measures within-subject design, to adequately achieve 80%
power to obtain a small-to-moderate effect size (e.g., d = .2), we
would need to obtain 52 participants (Faul et al., 2009). However,
we were also aiming to recruit enough participants to test whether
there was a correlation between cognitive effort and decisions to con-
tinue in each of the two conditions, as well as with the individual dif-
ference measures. To test for these correlations, an a priori power
analysis in G*Power 3.1 for a small-to-medium correlation of r = .20
using a two-tailed test with 80% power indicated that we would
require 191 participants (Faul et al., 2009). Thus, we sought to recruit
200 participants from Amazon.com Mechanical Turk using Turk-
Prime (Litman et al., 2017) to also account for any participants who
may leave the study (see https://aspredicted.org/4da6z.pdf).
Though we recruited and paid for the desired sample size, we were

slightly below our target after accounting for the preregistered exclu-
sion criteria. In Study 8, our final sample was 172 participants (Mage =
38.71, SDage = 11.82, one unreported; 92 men, 74 women, six another
gender identity). Of the 269 participants who started the survey, we
excluded participants who did not complete the dependent measures
(i.e., choice outcomes, NASA Task Load Index items, state affect and
concern ratings; n = 66), participants who indicated not attempting to
follow the listening perspective instructions (responding “1 = Not at
all”; n = 6), participants who indicated that the audio clip did not play
for them (n = 8), and participants who provided nonsense responses
(i.e., random letters and numbers, nonsensical words) on our open-
ended responses asking for the name of the person in the audio clip,
their instructed listening perspective, and any thoughts they had about
the broadcast programs within each condition (n = 17).

Listening Task

Participants were provided with the following cover story: “This
experiment is part of an ongoing pilot test for new programs for
local radio stations. You will listen to and report your reactions to
some available pilot recordings for each of the proposed programs.
The programs are attempting a more personalized approach to news
events.” They then read (adapted from Shaw et al., 1994):

All of the pilot recordings are based on real events, but none of the pro-
grams has been officially aired yet. As you listen to these programs, we
are asking that you adopt a specific listening perspective while you hear
each broadcast. We will present part of each broadcast program for you
to listen to. We are trying to assess your evaluations of these broadcast
programs at different stages. After you listen to each program, we will
assess your evaluations of that program for future use. Press continue
when you are ready for the first broadcast program.

After viewing this information, participants completed the pri-
mary dependent measure. In this paradigm, participants com-
pleted two trials in which they had the opportunity to continue
with or exit from an audio stimulus describing personal

suffering. In the within-subjects design, participants were ran-
domly assigned to see the compassion or objective listening task
first, which was then followed by the other task. The compassion
and objectivity tasks were randomly paired with one of two
edited audio clips from prior work (i.e., Carol Marcy, from Toi
& Batson, 1982; or Harold Mitchell, from Shaw et al., 1994),
described in more detail below.

In the objective detachment listening task, participants were
instructed to remain detached during the audio clip:

While you are listening to this broadcast, try to listen carefully to the
information presented. Try to be as objective as possible, evaluating
the information presented about the situation and about the person
who is being interviewed. Concentrate on trying to listen objectively
to the information being presented in this broadcast.

By contrast, in the compassion listening task, participants were
instructed to generate feelings of compassion during the audio clip:

While you are listening to this broadcast, try to feel compassion for the
person being interviewed. Try to generate warm feelings for the person
who is being interviewed, feeling caring concern for them. Concentrate
on trying to feel compassion for the person being interviewed in the
broadcast.

The content of the audio clips was counterbalanced in order and
pairing with the compassion and objective detachment listening
instructions. These clips were adapted from prior research (Shaw
et al., 1994; Toi & Batson, 1982),3 edited to remove location refer-
ences and so that a comparable amount of time was spent across
clips listening to the person being interviewed. This provided us
with two approximately two-minute long clips, each of which we
split into two approximately one-minute halves. Before the Carol
Marcy program, participants read the following:

Auto accidents continue to kill and maim Americans, but the tragic
impact of automobile accidents is often lost in the cold fact of statis-
tics. Two were killed, four injured, and one is in critical condition.
The reality of the tragedy implicit in such statements was brought
home for Carol Marcy, a university student. She was riding in the car
with her parents as they returned to their former home to visit friends.
Recently, I talked with Carol about what happened next.

Before the Harold Mitchell program, participants read the
following:

Harold Mitchell is 56 years old. He became homeless three years ago
after losing his job because of an illness. His age and health problems
have kept him from securing employment since then. He has no imme-
diate family to assist him. What he needs is help in everyday type
activities as well as some support in getting “back on his feet.”

Participants were always reminded of their listening instructions
before they went on to the program’s first audio clip, and when they
were on the audio clip screen, they were instructed to “Please ensure
that your volume is turned on and that you have no other audio clips
playing on your computer. On the next page, you will listen to the

3We thank C. Daniel Batson for sharing the original audio materials that
were adapted for use in this study.

CARING IS COSTLY 187

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lA

ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
tt
o
be

di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

https://aspredicted.org/4da6z.pdf


pilot radio program using an audio player. Press continue when you
are ready to proceed.” On the next page, participants read “Please
ensure that your volume is turned on and that you have no other
audio clips playing on your computer. Press the play button below to
listen to the clip.” For all audio clips within the survey, participants
could see an audio player on screen that they could play and stop at
any point, and then advance to the next screen.

Cognitive Costs

After listening to the first one-minute clip for each program,
participants completed items adapted from the NASA Task Load
Index (Hart & Staveland, 1988) as in previous studies. The items
were adapted to be in reference to “the listening instructions for
this program.” The reward and value items from Studies 6 and 7
were also included.

Escape Paradigm

Our main dependent variable was whether participants chose to
continue engaging with the audio program after listening to the
first part. Participants read: “Thank you for listening to this radio
broadcast program. Please indicate below whether you would like
to continue listening to more of the radio broadcast program, or if
you feel you have enough experience with the broadcast program
to provide further evaluations.” Participants could then choose
between: “continue listening” or “do not continue listening.” If
participants selected to continue listening, they could listen to the
second half of the audio clip, and then advanced to the state affect
and concern ratings. If participants selected to not continue listen-
ing, they advanced directly to the state affect and concern ratings.

State Affect and Concern Ratings

Similar to Studies 6 and 7, participants then provided state
affect and concern ratings: “How calm/aroused were you when lis-
tening to this program?” (1 = calm; 9 = aroused) “How negative/
positive did you feel when listening to this program?” (1 = nega-
tive; 9 = positive) “How concerned were you for Carol Marcy/Har-
old Mitchell?” (1 = not at all; 9 = extremely). As in Studies 6 and
7, the items were paired with the self-assessment manikin (Bradley
& Lang, 1994).

Attention Check

After participants completed their state affect and concern rat-
ings, participants then answered the following items: “Did the ra-
dio broadcast program audio that you were just presented with
play?” (yes, no) “For our records, what was the name of the person
in the last clip?” (open-ended) “What was the listening perspective

that you were asked to take?” (open-ended) “To what extent did
you attempt to follow the instructions about the listening perspec-
tive you were instructed to take on?” (1 = Not at all; 7 =
Extremely) “In the space below, please let us know if you have
any thoughts about this radio broadcast program” (open-ended
essay).

Individual Differences

After completing both the radio broadcast program evaluations,
participants completed individual difference measures. Partici-
pants completed the Apathy-Motivation Index (Ang et al., 2017),
the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1983), the Empathy
Index (Jordan et al., 2016), and an exploratory measure of lay the-
ories of empathy and compassion. Participants then answered de-
mographic questions as in previous studies. These measures are
described in the online supplemental materials.

Results

Choice to Continue

In our first preregistered analysis, we examined the descriptive
statistics of choosing to continue within each of the two listening
instruction conditions. Collapsing across counterbalanced program
assignment (i.e., Carol Marcy or Harold Mitchell) and task order,
participants were not very likely to opt to continue during either
the compassion task (M = 15.70%, SD = .36, for comparison
against chance: t(171) = �12.33, p , .001, 95% CI of the Mdiff

[�.40, �.29]) or the objective task (M = 19.19%, SD = .39, for
comparison against chance: t(171) = �10.23, p , .001, 95% CI
[�.37, �.25]). In an exploratory analysis, we found descriptive
differences in choice to continue based on task order (Objective
task first: CompassionM = 11.11%, CompassionSD = .32, Objecti-
veM = 28.89%, ObjectiveSD = .46; Compassion task first: Compas-
sionM = 20.73%, CompassionSD = .41, ObjectiveM = 8.54%,
ObjectiveSD = .28). Overall, participants were not very likely to
continue listening to the second halves of the programs. It is possi-
ble that participants opted to avoid continuing to exit the study
sooner, regardless of condition.

In our second preregistered analysis, we conducted a general-
ized linear mixed model examining the influence of emotion con-
dition (dummy coded as compassion = 1 and objective = 0) on
choices to continue. The nature of the design was such that there
were only two time points. We used SPSS GENLINMIXED to run
a model with a random intercept for subject and treating time as a
repeated measure. For the model to converge, we had to set the co-
variance for the repeated measures of time to be identity. We only

Table 12
Cost and Reward Ratings in Study 8

Measure Compassion M (SD) Objectivity M (SD) Mdiff [95% CI] F p Hedges’g

Effort 2.17 (1.16) 2.40 (1.18) [�0.41, �0.04] 6.04 .015 �0.19
Aversion 1.69 (1.07) 1.94 (1.20) [�0.41, �0.10] 10.42 .001 �0.22
Efficacy 4.12 (1.06) 3.97 (1.05) [�0.05, 0.34] 2.15 .145 0.14
Reward 2.81 (1.16) 2.58 (1.19) [0.09, 0.38] 9.67 .002 0.20
Value 3.19 (1.21) 2.93 (1.29) [0.09, 0.42] 9.68 .002 0.20

188 SCHEFFER, CAMERON, AND INZLICHT

T
hi
s
do
cu
m
en
ti
s
co
py
ri
gh
te
d
by

th
e
A
m
er
ic
an

Ps
yc
ho
lo
gi
ca
lA

ss
oc
ia
tio

n
or

on
e
of

its
al
lie
d
pu
bl
is
he
rs
.

T
hi
s
ar
tic
le
is
in
te
nd
ed

so
le
ly

fo
r
th
e
pe
rs
on
al
us
e
of

th
e
in
di
vi
du
al
us
er

an
d
is
no
tt
o
be

di
ss
em

in
at
ed

br
oa
dl
y.

https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0001073.supp


estimated a fixed effect of emotion condition. Contrary to our pre-
diction, there was not a difference in choosing to continue between
the compassion and objective conditions, B = �.43, t = �1.03, p =
.304, odds ratio = .65, 95% CI [.29, 1.47].

Cognitive Costs

In our third preregistered analysis, we conducted repeated meas-
ures ANOVAs to examine whether participants rated the compas-
sion listening instructions to be more effortful, aversive, and less
efficacious than the objective detachment listening instructions.
Contrary to expectations, participants rated compassion as less
effortful and less aversive than objective detachment, with no dif-
ferences emerging for efficacy (see Table 12). Additionally, partic-
ipants rated compassion as more rewarding and valuable than
objective detachment. Overall, the cost–benefit assessment of
compassion (relative to objective detachment) appeared to change
in this study, with fewer perceived cognitive costs and increased
felt reward and value, although the effect sizes for these differen-
ces were somewhat small.
In our fourth preregistered analysis, we examined correlations of

cognitive costs with choosing to continue listening to the radio
broadcast program within each of the two listening instruction con-
ditions. Within the compassion condition, participants were less
likely to choose to continue listening to the second half of the pro-
gram when they perceived the instructions to be more effortful (r =
�.16, p = .035), but there were no associations with aversion (r =
�.04, p = .622) or efficacy (r = .13, p = .081). Within the objective
condition, participants were less likely to choose to continue listen-
ing to the second half of the program when they perceived the
instructions to be more aversive (r = �.21, p = .005), but there were
no associations with effort (r = �.04, p = .609) or efficacy (r = .14,
p = .065). Thus, results provided mixed evidence for the hypothesis
that cognitive costs would associate with choice to continue. Addi-
tional analysis on the reward and value items revealed that within
the compassion condition, participants chose to keep listening when
they perceived compassion to be more rewarding (r = .20, p =
.008), more valuable (r = .25, p = .001), but such associations did
not emerge in the objective condition for perceived reward (r =
�.00, p = .988) or felt value (r = .04, p = .621).
To complement the preregistered analysis, we conducted an ex-

ploratory analysis testing the associations of difference scores for
the cost/reward measures (e.g., effort for compassion minus effort
for objective detachment) with the difference in choosing to con-
tinue between the compassion and objective tasks. This analysis
parallels the approach with the empathy selection task in Studies
1–7, in which deck selection was relative between two options and
then tested for associations with deck differences in costs. Here,
preference to continue with compassion (vs. objectivity) associated
negatively with perceptions of compassion (vs. objectivity) as
effortful (r = �.34, p , .001) and aversive (r = �.22, p = .003),
and positively with perceptions of compassion (vs. objectivity) as
rewarding (r = .21, p = .006) and valuable (r = .19, p = .013), with
no effect for efficacy (r = .14, p = .066).

State Affect and Concern Ratings

In our fifth preregistered analysis, we conducted linear mixed
effects models using SPSS MIXED to compare state concern rat-
ings after compassion and objective detachment listening

instructions (all means presented below are estimated marginal
means). Participants reported more concern for the person in the
radio broadcast program when in the compassion condition (M =
7.05, SE = .14) compared with the objective condition (M = 6.36,
SE = .14), B = .69, SE = .15, t(171) = 4.46, p , .001, 95% CI [.38,
.99], supporting our hypothesis. Additionally, we used similar
models to explore whether valence and arousal ratings differed
across the listening instructions. Participants reported higher
arousal after the compassion task (M = 3.85, SE = .17) compared
with the objective task (M = 3.53, SE = .17), B = .31, SE = .14, t
(171) = 2.21, p = .028, 95% CI [.03, .59]. There were no differen-
ces in valence between the compassion condition (M = 4.46, SE =
.13) compared with the objective condition (M = 4.48, SE = .13),
B = �.02, SE = .12, t(171) = �.19, p = .849, 95% CI [�.26, .22].

In summary, the current study used a more immersive audio pre-
sentation of suffering and a different paradigm to examine whether
and why people avoid compassion for others. Contrary to predic-
tions, participants did not prefer to escape compassion more than
objective detachment. Although the method in Study 8 moved
away from relative preferences between two choice options, it may
be that comparisons between the two tasks shaped people’s
responses. Importantly, participants still opted to avoid further ex-
posure to compassion, escaping the situation that was calling for
them to continue generating compassion, even though escape pref-
erences were not different for objective detachment. Furthermore,
the highly immersive nature of the stimuli in these studies—with
audio narration, substantive context, and only a single trial per con-
dition—may have limited the ability to detect decreasing unwilling-
ness to exert effort to generate compassion for these individuals.

Additionally, across task conditions, compassion in Study 8 was
seen as cognitively easier than the compassion task in previous
studies (see Table 5 for Studies 1–7, and Table 12 for Study 8). It
may be that the immersive, contextually enriched compassion stim-
ulus made the task of cultivating compassion easier compared with
previous studies. Additionally, cultivating compassion once may be
easier than cultivating compassion over a large number of trials.
Compassion choice over a larger number of trials (as in Studies
1–7) may allow a purer test of behavioral preferences to choose or
avoid compassion, building on previous free-choice approaches in
the study of effort avoidance (Kool et al., 2010) and emotion regu-
lation choice (Sheppes et al., 2014). Choice on any single trial may
be determined by a number of factors, and as such, it may be that
cognitive costs of compassion, and resulting compassion avoidance,
are more evident in situations where participants have to sustain
compassion over time. Here, we note that in the condition in which
compassion came first, participants rated compassion as involving
less cognitive effort, and as more rewarding and valuable, which
may suggest that the more immersive charitable pleas with more
context around the victim’s suffering may have provided some
motivation to continue cultivating compassion. The one-shot
choice, meant to capture ecological realism, may have limited our
ability to assess whether motivation to exert effort to generate com-
passion actually wanes over time.

Nevertheless, we still observed that participants opted to avoid
compassion in favor of escaping the charitable plea, which mimics
the choice to avoid compassion across Studies 1–7 for complete
strangers (though, avoidance was fairly consistent across objective
detachment and compassion conditions without taking task order
into account). This may suggest that introducing an escape route
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may have increased the perceived opportunity costs of further
engaging with compassion or objective detachment in their respec-
tive conditions (Kurzban et al., 2013). Lastly, cognitive costs such
as effort and aversion (but not efficacy) associated with subsequent
escape of compassion.

General Discussion

Compassion and empathy are often discussed as cornerstones of
prosociality, with much debate and difference of opinion as to their
appropriate relations to each other. Whereas some scholars have noted
that these psychological experiences share affective, cognitive, and
motivational components (Decety & Cowell, 2014; Zaki & Oschner,
2012), others separate their components to examine whether compas-
sion may be a more sustainable solution in motivating prosocial
behavior (Klimecki et al., 2013, 2014). For some, compassion is
thought to entail fewer costs, motivating ethical conclusions that com-
passion should guide prosociality over empathy (e.g., Bloom, 2017).
Yet not all agree that compassion is necessarily easier to generate and
sustain (for discussion, see Goetz et al., 2010). Without measuring
whether people want to feel compassion when given the choice and
examining how such preferences relate to felt cognitive demands,
such claims about compassion may be premature.
Our results challenge overly positive views of compassion:

When given the choice between compassion and an alternative
course of action—such as objective detachment and empathy—peo-
ple strongly preferred to avoid compassion for strangers. Though
compassion has been proposed by some (though not all) as easy
and pleasant (e.g., Bloom, 2017; Singer & Klimecki, 2014), partici-
pants in the current studies viewed compassion for strangers as hard
work and avoided it. We did reveal two important boundary condi-
tions: social proximity and contextual immersion. In Studies 6 and
7, participants avoided compassion for strangers but not close
others. Furthermore, in Study 8, participants chose whether to con-
tinue generating compassion for a single, contextually enriched tar-
get. Although participants did opt to avoid compassion in the final
study, this preference did not differ from the choice to avoid objec-
tive detachment. Furthermore, perceiving compassion as more cog-
nitively taxing associated with reduced compassion choice.
Appreciating how cognitive costs interact with decision-makers’
goals may help scientists, ethicists, and philanthropists better under-
stand when and why people care for others.

Motivated Regulation of Compassion

The current studies highlight the utility of examining compassion
regulation and choice, adding a new methodological approach to the
study of this emotion. Whereas much previous work examines com-
passion using trait self-report measures, experimental inductions, or
state compassion measures, these methods leave open the process of
how compassion is actively and spontaneously managed. Rather than
directing people to feel compassion, we let people choose to feel
compassion, allowing us to document choice preferences that associ-
ated with felt cognitive costs. We recommend such approaches using
situation selection be adopted to examine how people manage com-
passion in everyday life—by choosing to approach or avoid contexts
that elicit requests for compassionate concern. Experimental manipu-
lations do not provide people with the choice of engaging in these
feelings, and given that people may often be motivated to avoid

compassion, it is important to model this as a free choice to under-
stand the prevalence and causes of compassion. Self-report measures
of trait or state compassion can be useful in diagnosing either retro-
spective or current experiences of compassion but speak less to how
people might systematically shape those feelings using emotion regu-
lation strategies. By measuring the regulation of compassion, the cur-
rent work provides a new method to understand this potentially
important aspect of compassion. More specifically, the empathy
selection task allows testing of the propensity or willingness to
choose compassion (Keysers & Gazzola, 2014), and such focus on
motivated choices is uncommon in research on compassion (for
another example, see Miralles et al., 2019).

We additionally uncovered an important boundary condition for
compassion regulation: In Studies 6 and 7, participants were less
likely to avoid compassion for close others. These studies validated
that people generated stronger feelings of compassion when choos-
ing the compassion deck. Furthermore, compassion for close (vs.
distant) others was rated as less costly and more valuable, and these
differences in costs and reward of compassion associated with
choosing compassion more for close others. These results build
upon prior work showing parochial bias in empathy (e.g., Bruneau
et al., 2017) by revealing processes by which parochialism in com-
passion can be created—namely, through selecting out of situations
calling for compassion for distant (vs. close) others. It may be that
parochial bias in compassion reflects differences in responsiveness
to the suffering of close versus distant others. But it could equally
reflect preferences for whom people want to feel compassion to-
ward, and people may prefer choosing compassion for those who
seem to provide the most relationship benefits (DeSteno, 2015).
Not only do the current results help uncover how compassion regu-
lation might underpin parochialism, they also link parochial com-
passion regulation to one relevant motivational factor: cognitive
work. Prior work has linked anticipated emotional exhaustion to
dehumanization of outgroups (Cameron et al., 2016) but did not
systematically examine processes of emotion regulation or cogni-
tive effort as a motivational factor.

Compassion as Cognitively Taxing

Considering the cognitive costs of compassion can generate
new questions to expand the study of prosociality. Some conceptu-
alizations of compassion suggest that efficacy is an important com-
ponent (Goetz et al., 2010). To the extent that compassion for
strangers is felt as taxing and avoided for that reason, future work
could examine interventions to change these costs and in turn,
increase compassion choice. One approach would be to manipulate
cognitive costs such as efficacy. In Supplemental Studies S1–S3,
we experimentally manipulated perceived efficacy at compassion
but did not find consistent effects on compassion choice. The cur-
rent work suggests that contextual variation is another approach,
as social proximity reduced some cognitive costs of compassion
and offset them with perceived value. This social proximity effect
may reflect intergroup empathy deficits more generally (Cikara et
al., 2014); and it is possible that compassion for strangers could be
cultivated and made easier with practice (Ekman, 2014; Klimecki
et al., 2014; for discussion, see Roeser et al., 2018). Furthermore,
more immersive and contextually enriched contexts (Study 8)
appear to make compassion easier, suggesting another way to pro-
vide external support for compassionate choices.
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The current results leave open the question of whether compassion
choice is driven by perceived or actual cognitive work. Prior studies
suggest that expectations of cognitive effort can play a role in how
people make strategic task choices (Dunn et al., 2019), and other work
suggests that perceptions of autonomy for task engagement predicts
opportunity costs and subsequent felt effort (Rom et al., 2020). We
think that both could be plausible in the current studies. In Studies
1–7, ratings of cognitive effort, aversion, and efficacy were made after
the empathy selection task. These may capture retrospective judgments
about experienced cognitive costs of compassion and the contrast deck
during the empathy selection task. This correlational data cannot reveal
whether cognitive costs shaped compassion choices or were a post hoc
justification of choices to avoid compassion.
Nevertheless, we note the meta-analytic decline in compassion

choice over time, which might suggest strategic incorporation of
felt work to motivate further avoidance during the task. Addition-
ally, the declines in state compassionate concern over time in
Studies 6 and 7 might suggest a role both for anticipated and expe-
rienced effort of compassion as the task proceeded. Furthermore,
in Study 8, we assessed cognitive costs of compassion and objec-
tive detachment in between the first and second exposure to the
audio stimuli, allowing for prospective prediction of choice to con-
tinue (for each of the compassion and objectivity conditions,
respectively) from these ratings. We found that many of the cogni-
tive work ratings (effort and aversion, though here not efficacy)
associated with decisions to escape further exposure to the audio
stimuli, suggesting a role both for the experience of cognitive
work (based on prior exposure to first half) and expectations of
future work (about what the second half would be like).

Reconsidering Compassion

As noted in the Introduction, there is debate about the relation-
ship between compassion and empathy, with some suggesting that
compassion is a facet of empathy whereas others suggesting these
are distinct psychological states. One question that might arise from
this debate is whether people can sufficiently distinguish between
compassion and empathy in their own experience. Do people per-
ceive compassion as different from empathy, and does individual
variability in whether they do so shape whether they choose to
engage with or avoid compassion? We suggest this is an interesting
question for future research. Previous work has shown that guiding
participants to cultivate compassion or empathic resonance can lead
to different subjective effects (Klimecki et al., 2014), and self-
reported trait measures of these states can associate with different
outcomes (Jordan et al., 2016; Mayukha et al., 2020). Presently, the
broader debate which inspired this work directly contrasts the sub-
jective experience and behavioral effects of empathy and compas-
sion. Although empathy and compassion may often work together,
the question about the relative merits of each lends itself to a
method which pits them against each other and allows people to
make a free choice between them and also evaluate their cognitive
difficulty. We note that this sort of approach has precedent in cogni-
tive neuroscience (e.g., Kool et al., 2010; Westbrook et al., 2013),
which uses free choice to directly compare response options that
have different associated levels of value.
Empirically, we note that in Study 6, which contrasted compas-

sion and empathy for close and distant others, when participants
selected compassion (over empathy), they displayed higher trial-

level concern ratings. This result suggests that participants may be
disentangling these responses in reporting how they feel. More-
over, if they were unable to fully distinguish the two, it would be
unlikely for them to show a robust preference for one or the other,
and yet participants preferred to avoid compassion in favor of em-
pathy. We acknowledge that in naturalistic situations in which em-
pathy and compassion might be coactivated (Depow et al., in
press), the relative costs of each may not always be so clear cut,
and more work should be done to examine when and how people
are able to discern differences between compassion and empathy.

Not all perspectives treat compassion as an emotion, with some
contemplative traditions considering compassion to be more akin
to an attitude or orientation (Gilbert, 2019) that encompasses emo-
tion, motivation, and behavior. The current work focuses primarily
on compassion as an emotion, and future work should present
diversified approaches to compassion as a target of emotion regu-
lation. For example, the empathy selection task could be adapted
such that participants are encouraged to express a wish that some-
one be free from suffering and its causes, a behavioral focus which
is a part of many compassion meditation traditions (Jazaieri et al.,
2013; Roeser et al., 2018). The task instructions in Studies 1, 3,
and 5 did emphasize both compassion generation and also writing
about how to engage in caring behavior for the person, but more
work is needed to fully encompass the range of ways in which
compassion has been conceptualized across varying traditions of
research and practices of compassion.

Measuring Compassion Choice

These studies build upon previous work validating the empathy
selection task by extending the task’s scope to compassion and by
identifying social and motivational moderators of choice in the
task (see also Ferguson et al., 2020). Importantly, the boundary
condition of close versus distant others in Studies 6 and 7 reveals
the utility of the approach: Choice effects varied as a function of
who the target of compassion was, and these associated with corre-
sponding changes in perceived cognitive costs of compassion, pro-
viding a window onto emotion regulation processes as well as
their motivational precursors. The complementary approach in
Study 8, which used a more ecologically realistic and immersive
escape paradigm, also provides a platform for further research to
explore how contextual richness might matter for compassion
avoidance effects.

From a motivated empathy perspective (Cameron, 2018; Key-
sers & Gazzola, 2014; Zaki, 2014) and from work using the empa-
thy selection task (Cameron et al., 2019), it is important to
consider opportunity costs: how the potential alternative course of
action may matter for perceived effort and goal selection (e.g.,
Rom et al., 2020). We modeled the objective deck from previous
research on the empathy-altruism hypothesis (for review, see Bat-
son, 2011). Additionally, the objective deck was used in prior
work with the empathy selection task (Cameron et al., 2019) in
which participants were provided with the choice to feel empathy
or remain objectively detached from social targets. Objective
detachment has the potential to be demanding, particularly in
response to intense emotional stimuli; for example, choices to use
the related emotion regulation strategy of reappraisal seem sensi-
tive to emotional intensity and cognitive demands (Milyavsky et
al., 2019; Sheppes et al., 2014). Moreover, recent work about the
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nature of the contrast in empathy inductions (e.g., McAuliffe et
al., 2018, 2020) finds that the objective contrast condition in many
empathy-altruism studies drives empathic concern downward, sug-
gesting that it is important to attend to the contrast conditions in
empathy or compassion studies. The opportunity costs of choosing
to feel compassion may shift when lesser effortful pathways are
present; if compassion is contrasted against something more
effortful, for example, then presumably people would favor com-
passion. Such a result was observed in one condition of Study 8;
when participants saw the compassion trial before the objective
trial, they rated compassion as comparatively easier than objectiv-
ity and also were less likely to escape it.
Future work could usefully compare compassion against anger

or other negative-valence comparison decks, to understand
whether people might choose compassion differently depending
on the contrast in question. We predict that any such differences
would associate with felt differences in the cognitive costs of each
deck. For example, if directing anger at perpetrators was felt as
more cognitively demanding than generating compassion for vic-
tims, this might lead people to prefer compassion to anger, and
presumably they would rate the effort costs differently. On the
other hand, if anger felt easier to cultivate than compassion, people
might choose to up-regulate anger for perpetrators instead of com-
passion for victims.
One related limitation in Studies 1–7 is that the explicit labels

applied to the decks (“CARE,” “FEEL”) may have captured particular
semantic associations and created a distinction between compassion
and feelings more generally. We selected the terms “CARE” and
“FEEL” as two seemingly different terms to broadly connote the types
of tasks that would be required for each deck, without explicitly men-
tioning the terms “compassion” and “empathy” to avoid any preexist-
ing biases that people might have for those terms. Furthermore, prior
work with the empathy selection task finds fairly similar effects across
types of deck label (Cameron et al., 2019). We also suggest that the
trial-level instructions are very important for understanding partici-
pants’ decisions of which deck to avoid. For instance, in Studies 3 and
4, our trial-level instructions explicitly encouraged either compassion
or experience sharing in more substantial detail, and even with very
different instructions guiding these processes, similar preferences for
empathy over compassion emerged across the two studies. We also
note that even though task operationalizations changed across the eight
studies presented here, compassion avoidance effects emerged in all
studies.

Limitations

One limitation of the primary method used across Studies 1–7
—the empathy selection task—is that it presents minimal context
and may have less external validity and applicability to everyday
contexts of compassion. There are real-world analogues of situa-
tion selection involving compassion, such as deciding whether to
choose to read a petition about a cause; however, we recognize
this may be an important limitation. It may also be that the number
of choices presented to participants in the empathy selection task
may deviate from more typical single-shot encounters in everyday
life, potentially increasing felt cognitive burden (though as noted
in the introduction, the literature on compassion fatigue suggests
that repeated compassion exposure may have important real-world
analogues; Figley, 2002).

Even though this variation on the empathy selection task may
lack some degree of external validity, this concern may still be tol-
erable as long as the method can provide an internally valid test of
the questions of interest (i.e., by providing a structured examina-
tion of how people actively choose to engage with compassion or
not; see Mook, 1983; and Aronson et al., 1998; for discussion of
tradeoffs between external validity and internal validity). Although
there have been many valuable insights about the role of context
in empathy studies (e.g., FeldmanHall et al., 2012), we suggest
that there can sometimes be advantages of a “context-free”
approach so long as it provides a useful and valid test of psycho-
logical processes. The repeated measurement of choices builds
from previous work which uses repeated trials to establish reliable
estimates of behavioral preferences (e.g., Kool et al., 2010;
Sheppes et al., 2014). On the other hand, a single choice may be
determined by a number of factors (e.g., opportunity costs; Rom et
al., 2020), which may make felt effort as the reason for avoidance
harder to isolate. Similarly, for some psychological phenomena,
motivational factors (such as effort) may only reveal their role
through sustained engagement. For instance, it may be that people
have to cultivate compassion repeatedly to feel the cognitive effort
involved. Interestingly, even in the single-trial immersive para-
digm in Study 8, prospective ratings of cognitive effort predicted
subsequent compassion avoidance.

Although the empathy selection task approach in Studies 1–5
did not specify why the depicted targets were suffering or provide
identifying information about the targets, these details were added
in Studies 6 and 7 when participants imagined close and distant
others undergoing negative events. Study 8 used a more contextu-
ally immersive paradigm with only a single trial per condition,
with pairs of longer audio recordings used in prior work and opted
whether to proceed to the second half of each recording (once
under a compassion instruction, once under an objective instruc-
tion). Even in this single-shot approach, participants still opted to
avoid compassion, although they did not avoid compassion more
than they did for objective detachment. One notable finding from
the single-shot approach in Study 8 was that compassion was rated
as cognitively easier in this study compared with previous studies,
which may explain why there were not differential preferences to
avoid compassion and objective detachment. Future work should
continue to examine how adding detailed contextual information
and reducing the number of compassion targets might shape pref-
erences to choose compassion.

Another limitation of the current work is that participants did
not have the opportunity to engage in prosocial behavior, to act on
their compassion in a more concrete way. Given that one function
of compassion is to care for others (DeSteno, 2015; Goetz et al.,
2010); it is possible this created frustration in participants that they
could not act on compassion, leading them to avoid it compared
with empathy and objective detachment. The present studies
attempted to remove expected prosocial behavior as a material
cost of compassion, to isolate the cognitive effort costs that might
be associated with compassion (similar to the design logic in
Cameron et al., 2019). It is possible that giving people the sense
that their compassion will have a prosocial impact might make it
seem more useful and relevant (Tamir, 2009), but it could on the
other hand act as an additional deterrent above and beyond cogni-
tive costs (Cameron & Payne, 2011). In Studies 7 and 8, compas-
sion was rated as more rewarding and valuable than objective
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detachment, and associated positively with choices to feel compas-
sion, suggesting that even in the face of some cognitive effort costs
people might still find value in compassion and choose it. More
work needs to be done to systematically understand the role of
effort, utility, and value when considering how people understand
the cognitive work of compassion.
Although on average people prefer to avoid effort, there are

exceptions, and in these studies, there was variability in compas-
sion choice even for strangers. People who strongly value having a
compassionate identity may overlook compassion’s effort, or con-
strue such effort as more valuable, motivating them to choose
compassion (Inzlicht et al., 2018). Thus, we examined whether
trait compassion associated with compassion choice across studies.
In Studies 1–7, which assessed compassion choice using the empa-
thy selection task, there was a small relationship between the Em-
pathic Concern subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index
(Davis, 1983) and compassion choice, r = .11, Z = 2.02, p = .043
(using random-effects meta-analysis, Borenstein et al., 2009). In
Study 8, which assessed compassion choice using a more immer-
sive listening/escape paradigm, there was also a small effect, r =
.23, p = .002. Given these small effects, more work is needed to
understand the relationship between internalized values, costs and
reward, and compassionate choices.

Conclusion

We uncovered an underappreciated cost of compassion—partic-
ipants viewed compassion as cognitively taxing and, possibly for
this reason, chose to avoid it. When directed toward strangers,
compassion did not appear to be an easier alternative to empathy
and was rated as more challenging. This effect changed when
directed toward close others, where compassion was chosen more
frequently and perceived as easier. With a more contextually
enriched single target, participants still opted to avoid compassion,
although not to a greater extent than objective detachment. These
studies are the first to link compassion choice variation across rela-
tionships to cognitive costs and suggest novel directions for study-
ing compassion. If compassion for close others is felt as easier and
more rewarding, then by encouraging people to see similarity
between strangers and those they love, compassion choice might
be increased. Thus, compassion for others only emerges when you
are willing to put in the effort to care.

Context of the Research

This research developed with the broader psychological and eth-
ical debates about the utility of moral processes like empathy and
compassion for sustaining prosocial behavior (e.g., Bloom, 2017;
Singer & Klimecki, 2014)—with claims that empathy is felt as
fatiguing and liable to burnout, but compassion is felt as rewarding
and cost-free (Bloom, 2017; Klimecki et al., 2013, 2014). The cur-
rent work examines whether and why people choose to avoid com-
passion (compared with empathy and objective detachment),
building upon cognitive methodologies used to examine effort
avoidance (Kool et al., 2010) and empathy avoidance (Cameron et
al., 2019). These studies continue each authors’ distinct research
programs, including Scheffer’s work on compassion and morality
(Scheffer et al., in press), Cameron’s studies of motivated empathy
(Cameron et al., 2019), and Inzlicht’s research on effort (Lin et al.,

2020). Compassion, at least for strangers and in some contexts of
suffering, appears to have cognitive effort costs that associate with
people choosing to avoid it. The current work contributes to the
broader debate about whether compassion is a preferable process
for motivating and guiding prosocial decisions in everyday life
(Bloom, 2017): compassion is not always felt as pleasant and
rewarding for strangers, who largely represent the targets of phi-
lanthropic appeals. Instead, compassion and caring can sometimes
be cognitively costly, suggesting a need to study when and why
people choose to approach or avoid it.
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