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Abstract In two studies (N’s = 57 and 115), we dem-
onstrate that type of perspective-taking instruction
(“imagine self” vs. “imagine other™) differentially affects
two motives for helping: self-other overlap and empathic
concern. Imagine-self instructions produce greater self-
other overlap than imagine-target and objective instruc-
tions, while both types of perspective-taking instruction
promote empathic concern relative to an objective condi-
tion. In Study 2, imagine-self instructions indirectly
increased the likelihood of helping via empathic concern
and self-other overlap, while imagine-target instructions
led indirectly to greater helping only through empathic
concern. We discuss how different perspective-taking
instructions may implicate different emotional and moti-
vational paths to increasing helping.

Keywords Perspective taking - Instructions - Self-
other overlap - Empathy - Helping

Introduction

Normal, everyday people sometimes do “bad” things,
acting in ways that are universally condemned. People fail
to consider others’ feelings, discriminate against and act
unkindly towards others, and sometimes refuse to help

M. W. Myers (I<)
Showa University, Tokyo, Japan
e-mail: mike.w.myers79@gmail.com

S. M. Laurent
University of Wyoming, Laramie, WY, USA

S. D. Hodges
University of Oregon, Eugene, OR, USA

@ Springer

others who are in need, even when helping would require
only minimal effort. However, the simple act of perspec-
tive taking has been shown to reduce all of these “every-
day” bad behaviors—and others too (Hodges et al. 2011).
Past research has shown that perspective taking is associ-
ated with increased feelings of emotional empathy for
targets (Batson 1987, 1991; Skorinko et al. in press),
decreased stereotyping of outgroups (Galinsky and Mo-
skowitz 2000), and decreased aggression (Richardson et al.
1994). Of particular note is the extensive research showing
that perspective taking leads to an increased willingness to
help the target of perspective taking (i.e., the person whose
perspective has been taken), especially when that person is
in need (e.g., Coke et al. 1978; Toi and Batson 1982).

However, perspective taking is a cognitively complex
task. Observers draw from a variety of sources of informa-
tion and use many varied strategies to infer what others are
thinking or feeling (Ickes 1997; Myers and Hodges 2012),
including heuristics (Karniol and Shomroni 1999), stereo-
typing, and projection (Ames 2004), with the balance of
strategies used depending on the particular situation. In fact,
Gehlbach and Brinkworth (2012) identified at least 12 sep-
arable strategies that people regularly use when trying to take
the perspective of another person. In this paper, we focus on
two strategies that have been researched extensively (Batson
et al. 1997a). In one of these strategies, perceivers are asked
to consider the other person and his or her situation, imag-
ining how this person feels (“I wonder how that person is
feeling right now in that situation?”). This strategy is often
labeled “imagine other.” In the second strategy, people are
asked to imagine how they would feel if they actually were
that other person, looking out at the world through that
person’s eyes and walking in that person’s shoes (“I wonder
how I would feel if I were in that person’s situation?”). This
strategy is often labeled “imagine self.”
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Does the type of perspective-taking strategy used matter
in terms of outcomes? Research suggests that the type of
strategy does matter, and that these two seemingly similar
instruction sets—“imagine self” and “imagine other”—are
associated with different cognitions, emotions, and even
physiological reactions. In one of the first studies to
examine differences between these two types of perspec-
tive taking instructions, Stotland (1969) found that partic-
ipants who were told to imagine themselves as the target
person before watching that target experience a painful
medical procedure exhibited more palmar sweat. In con-
trast, those who received imagine-other instructions
exhibited greater vasoconstriction.

Davis et al. (2004) gave similar “imagine-self” or
“imagine-other” perspective-taking instructions to partici-
pants, and then asked them to list all of the thoughts that
came into their head while watching a video of another
person. Those instructed to imagine themselves as the
target (i.e., imagine-self instructions) reported a greater
percentage of self-related thoughts and memories. They
also reported significantly fewer target-related thoughts and
fewer positive responses to the target (i.e., less praise and
admiration) than the imagine-other group.

Finally, Batson et al. (1997a) found that use of these
two different perspective-taking strategies differentially
activated two empathic emotions: empathic concern and
personal distress. Empathic concern (which Batson et al.
called “empathy”) 1is an other-oriented emotional
response congruent with the plight of the person in need
and is characterized by target-directed feelings such as
sympathy, concern, and compassion. In contrast, personal
distress reflects a self-oriented and aversive emotional
response and is associated with feeling distressed,
alarmed, and upset in response to the target’s situation.
Batson et al. (1997a) found that relative to objective
control instructions, participants given instructions to use
either an imagine-self or imagine-other strategy felt
increased empathic concern toward the target and the
amount of empathic concern did not differ between the
two perspective-taking conditions. However, participants
reported greater personal distress in the imagine-self
condition relative to imagine-other or objective condi-
tions, with no significant differences in personal distress
between these latter two conditions.

In sum, while “imagine self” and “imagine other” may
seem like two nearly indistinguishable strategies for per-
spective taking, each is actually associated with a unique
constellation of emotional and socio-cognitive reactions.
What is less known, and what we investigate in the current
paper, is whether the pathways connecting these two sets of
perspective-taking instructions to more distal, pro-social
changes in behavior (such as helping another person) also
differ.

Self-other overlap and perspective taking instructions

One proximal consequence of perspective taking is that
perceivers can feel greater self-other overlap—that is,
psychological overlap—with the target whose perspective
is taken (e.g., Cialdini et al. 1997; Davis et al. 1996; Ga-
linsky and Moskowitz 2000; Goldstein and Cialdini 2007,
Laurent and Myers 2011; Maner et al. 2002). Research on
self-other overlap has shown that overlap can mediate the
route between perspective taking and helping behavior
(e.g., Cialdini et al. 1997; Maner et al. 2002) and other pro-
social outcomes, such as decreased stereotyping (Galinsky
and Moskowitz 2000) and greater sharing of the target’s
attitudes and beliefs (Laurent and Myers 2011). Thus, the
felt connection between the self and the target captured by
self-other overlap measures may provide the fundamental
motivation for many pro-social effects of perspective
taking.

What is self-other overlap?

Unfortunately, research into self-other overlap and per-
spective taking is characterized by multiple definitions and
measures of self-other overlap. Recently, Myers and
Hodges (2012) conducted a factor analysis of measures of
self-other overlap and demonstrated that they tap at least
two distinct facets: conscious perceptions of closeness and
a more implicit form of overlap in describing the self and
other. In this paper, we refer to these two forms respec-
tively as “direct” and “indirect” overlap (see also Laurent
and Myers 2011), because in the former case, these mea-
sures are tapping participants’ consciously endorsed sense
of felt closeness with the target. In the latter case, partic-
ipants rate themselves and the target on a set of traits (or
select traits to describe both the self and the target) and
overlap is indexed by the extent to which perceivers use the
same traits to describe themselves and the target (for a
thorough review of the theoretical, conceptual, and meth-
odological differences between these two forms of overlap,
see Myers and Hodges 2012; see also Preston and Hofelich
2012).

Most relevant to the current studies, Myers and Hodges
(2012) found that direct measures of overlap were more
consistently boosted by perspective taking than were
indirect measures. A review of the literature offers a
similar pattern. Studies that have reported an association
between self-other overlap and helping (e.g., Cialdini
et al. 1997; Maner et al. 2002) have often used measures
that loaded on the direct overlap factor identified by
Myers and Hodges (2012). In contrast, Batson et al.
(1997¢) used a measure identified by Myers and Hodges
(2012) as an indirect form of overlap, and found that
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perspective taking did not affect this type of overlap.
While Davis et al. (1996) found that perspective taking
increased indirect overlap with the target person (espe-
cially on positive traits), they did not find that this type of
overlap differed depending on the form of perspective-
taking instructions.

Consequently, in the current research we focused
solely on direct overlap. We hypothesized that imagine-
self instructions would produce greater direct overlap
relative to objective and imagine-other instructions, but
that imagine-other and objective instructions would not
differ in producing this type of overlap (Hypothesis 1).
We made this prediction for two reasons. First, it is based
on the theory that direct overlap in particular emphasizes
both the self and the other person (Laurent and Myers
2011; Myers and Hodges 2012). For example, imagine-
self perspective taking heightens both self-oriented emo-
tions (i.e., empathic concern) and other-oriented emotions
(i.e., personal distress), suggesting that observers focus
both on themselves (“how would 7 feel...”) and the other
person (“...if I were in that person’s situation?”). In
contrast, the imagine-target strategy (“/ wonder how that
person is feeling right now in that situation?”) only
activates half of this equation, namely other-oriented
feelings of empathic concern (Batson et al. 1997a). Sec-
ond, activation of self-related information in particular
appears vital in the connection between perspective taking
and self-other overlap. For example, Davis et al. (2004)
concluded “...that the greater ‘merging’ of self and other
that is produced by perspective taking...is due at least in
part to an increased availability of self-related informa-
tion” (p. 1632). However, in line with previous research
by Batson et al. (1997a), we also expected that both
imagine-self and imagine-target instructions would lead to
a heightened emotional response of empathic concern
toward the target person relative to an objective condition
(Hypothesis 2).

In Study 2, we were also interested in how empathic
concern and perceived closeness would differentially
mediate the effects of perspective-taking instructions on
helping. According to Hypotheses 1 and 2, the primary
effect of an imagine-other strategy should be to activate
empathic concern, while imagine-self instructions should
promote similar levels of empathic concern but greater
levels of direct overlap, relative to imagine-other and
objective instructions. Given that both empathic concern
and direct overlap have been viewed as motivations for
helping after perspective taking, we predicted that
empathic concern would mediate helping behavior for
participants given imagine-self or imagine-other instruc-
tions, but that direct overlap would mediate helping only
for participants given imagine-self instructions (Hypoth-
esis 3).

@ Springer

Study 1: perspective-taking instructions and self-other
overlap

The primary purpose of Study 1 was to initially test
Hypotheses 1 and 2. To do this, we conducted a study
patterned on Batson et al. (1997a), in which participants
were randomly assigned to receive one of the two sets of
perspective-taking instructions or to receive objective
instructions.! To this basic design, we added measures of
direct overlap.

Method
Participants

Participants were 57 students (18 males, M, = 21.50,
SD = 6.62) from a state university in the Pacific North-
western US who completed the study in partial fulfillment
of course requirements. The majority of these participants
(79 %) identified themselves as Caucasian. Five partici-
pants reported that English was not their primary language,
but they all had been speaking English for at least 4 years
(and some as many as 13 years).

Procedure

Participants completed the study at individual computer
stations separated by cubicle dividers. Participants were
told that the study was pilot testing possible programming
ideas for the local university radio station, and that they
had been (ostensibly randomly) assigned to listen to a
program called News from the Personal Side, a program
designed to go beyond the facts of local events in order to
report how these events affected the lives of those
involved. The radio program was about a woman named
Katie Banks [the same target used by Batson et al. (1997a)]
who recently lost her parents in a car accident. During the
program, she talks about her struggle to care for two
younger siblings and financially support herself and them
while still in college. Because she was identified as a stu-
dent from the University of Kansas, participants in our
study were told that the program they were going to hear
had been originally developed at another university’s radio
station.

Before listening to the audio broadcast, participants
were randomly assigned to a specific “listening” instruc-
tion condition, and were told that these instructions were
designed to ensure that everyone approached the audio

! Although this condition has been called “objective” in the past
literature, a practice we follow, researchers (Davis et al. 2004) have
rightly pointed out that these instructions actually emphasize a
detached state and thus are not a “control” condition in the traditional
sense.
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broadcast in the same way. Participants were led to believe
that everyone received the same instructions. The experi-
menter was blind to which set of instructions each partic-
ipant heard. Participants in the objective condition read the
following instructions:

While you are listening to this broadcast, try to be as
objective as possible about what has happened to the
person interviewed and how it has affected his or her
life. To remain objective, do not let yourself get
caught up in imagining what this person has been
through and how he or she feels as a result. Just try to
remain objective and detached.

Participants in the imagine-other condition read the
following instructions:

While you are listening to this broadcast, try to
imagine how the person being interviewed feels about
what has happened and how it has affected his or her
life. Try not to concern yourself with attending to all
the information presented. Just concentrate on trying
to imagine how the person interviewed in the
broadcast feels.

Finally, participants in the imagine-self condition read the
following instructions:

While you are listening to this broadcast, try to
imagine how you yourself would feel if you were
experiencing what has happened to the person being
interviewed and how this experience would affect
your life. Try not to concern yourself with attending
to all the information presented. Just concentrate on
trying to imagine how you yourself would feel.

Next, participants listened to the audio broadcast about
Katie Banks, and then completed a questionnaire packet
containing the measures of self-other overlap and emo-
tional reaction toward Katie Banks.

Dependent measures: self-other overlap and empathic
concern

Participants completed two measures of self-other overlap
shown previously to tap direct overlap with another person
(Myers and Hodges 2012)—the Inclusion of Other in the
Self scale (IOS; Aron et al. 1992) and a scale asking them
to rate their perceived similarity to the target. The I0S
consists of 7 pairs of circles—one circle representing the
self and the other representing the target—that vary in the
extent to which they overlap. Participants were instructed
to indicate which pair of circles best described their rela-
tionship with the target person (Katie Banks). Participants
were also asked to evaluate how similar they thought Katie
Banks was to them on a 9-point scale from 1 (“not at all”)

to 9 (“extremely”). As expected, these items were related
to each other (Cronbach’s o = .58), so we standardized
and aggregated the measures to form one measure of
overlap where higher numbers correspond to greater per-
ceived closeness.

Replicating Batson et al. (1997a), participants responded
to a list of 26 adjectives describing different emotional
states, rating the extent to which they felt each emotion
during the broadcast on a 7-point scale from 1 (“not at all”)
to 7 (“extremely”). Six of these adjectives—sympathetic,
softhearted, warm, compassionate, tender, and moved—
have been used in prior research to assess participants’
emotional empathy (Batson 1987; Batson et al. 1991,
1997b) and we aggregated responses to these items to form
our measure of empathic concern (Cronbach’s o = .88).
After providing their responses, participants were fully
debriefed and thanked for their participation.’

Results and discussion

To test our two hypotheses, two separate sets of analyses
were conducted. The first set focused on self-other overlap
using two planned contrasts where (a) imagine-self instruc-
tions were first pitted against imagine-other and objective
conditions combined, and (b) the difference between imag-
ine-other and objective conditions was explored. In support
of Hypothesis 1, imagine-self instructions (M = 0.46,
SD = 0.85) led to significantly greater overlap than imag-
ine-other and objective combined (M(SD)imagine-Other =
—0.05(0.93); M(SD)Objective = —0.35(0.53); Mcombined =
—0.20, SDpoorea = 0.73; 1(54) = 2.93, p = .005, d = .83),
but there was no significant difference between imagine-
other and objective conditions, #54) = 1.18, p = .24,
d = 40 (see Fig. 1, left side).’

The next analyses focused on empathic concern
(Hypothesis 2), and tested a set of planned contrasts to
examine (a) whether perspective-taking instructions,
regardless of the form, led to greater empathic concern than
the objective condition, and (b) whether the two perspec-
tive-taking instruction sets differed from one another. In
this case, the first contrast showed that participants in the
objective condition (M = 3.01, SD = 1.06) felt signifi-
cantly less empathic concern for the target relative to the

2 In Study 1, the measures of self-other overlap and empathic concern
were correlated at 7 = .53. In Study 2, the correlation between these
measures was r = .31.

3 Because the IOS and similarity questions were on different scales,
they were standardized prior to aggregation. However, for descriptive
purposes, we scaled the similarity question to be on the same metric
as the IOS (i.e., a 7-point scale), aggregated the two measures, and
present the M and SD within conditions here: Objective (M = 1.89,
SD = 0.69); Imagine-Target (M = 2.29, SD = 1.24); Imagine-Self
(M =297, SD = 1.14).
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Fig. 1 Effect of listening instructions on standardized self-other
overlap measure for Study 1 and Study 2 (*p < .05)

combined perspective-taking conditions (M(SD)imagine-
other = 4.21(2.15), M(SD)lmagine—Self = 4.52(0.69); Mcom-
bined = 4.36, SDpoorea = 1.17), #(54) = 4.26, p < .001,
d =1.21* Also in line with Hypothesis 2, the second
contrast showed no significant difference in empathic
concern between the two perspective-taking instruction
sets, #(54) = 0.84, p = .40, d = .19 (see Fig. 2, left side).

The novel goal of Study 1 was to provide initial evi-
dence that imagining oneself in the other person’s situation
(i-e., imagine-self condition) would lead to greater overlap
than imagining the target’s situation without specifically
using the self as a reference (i.e., imagine-other condition),
or receiving control instructions (i.e., objective condition).
As expected, self-other overlap did not significantly differ
between the imagine-other condition and the objective
condition, but together, these conditions were lower in
overlap than the imagine-self condition. Also as expected,
empathic concern was significantly higher in both per-
spective-taking conditions than it was in the objective
condition, but did not differ as a function of the two dif-
ferent perspective-taking sets. This suggests that perspec-
tive taking in general enhances feelings of empathic
concern, but that overlap is driven to a greater extent by
imagine-self instructions.

4 For all reported contrast analyses throughout this paper, contrast
SEs were constructed using the MSE term from the appropriate
omnibus ANOVA term (see, e.g., Howell 2010). While the variances
of the imagine-self and imagine-target conditions were quite different
here, the pooled term is simply a descriptive estimate of the variance
in empathic concern as a function of using any perspective taking
instruction. For the critical (i.e., inferential) comparison in this case,
the MSE from the omnibus test was used to construct the error term
for the contrast. However, when conservatively using only the larger
variance (i.e., from the imagine-other condition) to compute a
standard error of this contrast, and using the Welch approximation
(i.e., for unequal variances), the contrast remained significant,
#(53) = 3.18, p < .01.
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Fig. 2 Effect of listening instructions on reported empathic concern
for Study 1 and Study 2 (*p < .05)

In contrast to the current study, Davis et al. (1996) found
no difference between the two forms of perspective taking
on their measure of “overlapping representations.” How-
ever, the form of overlap measured in our study (i.e., direct
overlap) differs from the measure of self-other overlap
used by Davis et al. (i.e., percentage of overlapping
adjectives used to describe the self and other), which has
since been shown to tap a more indirect form of overlap
(Myers and Hodges 2012). Thus, while the results of Davis
et al. suggest that indirect overlap is unaffected by different
perspective-taking instructions, the current study shows
that more explicit perceptions of self-other overlap can be
affected by using perspective-taking strategies that focus
perceivers on their own thoughts and feelings and their
connection to the target.

This distinction between indirect and direct self-other
overlap constructs has further implications regarding the
effect of perspective-taking instructions on helping. When
past studies have shown a link between self-other overlap
and willingness to help others, the measures used have all
been direct measures of overlap (Cialdini et al. 1997;
Maner et al. 2002); no such link has been demonstrated
when using indirect measures of overlap (Batson et al.
1997a; Davis et al. 1996). Additionally, research has shown
that empathic concern also motivates helping (Batson et al.
1991, 1997b, c). That imagining the self as the target leads
to increased empathic concern and increased perception of
closeness with the target, while simply imagining what the
target is feeling leads primarily to an increase in empathic
concern (with no significant effect on perceived overlap
with the target), suggests that there may be multiple routes
to helping, depending on the type of perspective-taking
instructions used. That is, while both types of perspective-
taking instruction have been shown to increase helping, the
process by which they evoke such behavior may differ as a
function of instruction. Study 2 was designed to examine
this idea.
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Study 2

Study 2 addressed two goals. First, we wanted to replicate
results from Study 1 and provide further support for
Hypotheses 1 and 2. In addition, we wanted to test our third
hypothesis, that both imagine-self and imagine-other
instructions, relative to objective instructions, would work
through empathic concern to create a greater likelihood of
helping (Hypothesis 3a), while only imagine-self instruc-
tions, relative to imagine-other and objective instructions,
would work through measures of direct overlap to create a
greater likelihood of helping (Hypothesis 3b).

Method
FParticipants

Participants were 115 undergraduates (80 % female) from
a state university in the Pacific Northwestern US who
participated in exchange for course credit.” Demographic
makeup was similar to Study 1. Eight participants reported
that English was not their primary language, but they all
had been speaking English from 2 to 14 years.

Procedure

The procedure and method for Study 2 were identical to
those of Study 1, except for the addition of a measure of
helping. In order to collect this measure, we followed a
procedure used by Batson et al. (1997c). At the end of the
study, participants received a letter ostensibly written by
the researcher conducting the study, which discussed how
some students might, upon hearing the Katie Banks inter-
view, be interested in helping her. The letter went on to say
that the radio station that had originally aired the program
was currently conducting a fund-raiser for Katie Banks by
mailing letters to 200 potential donors. Participants were
told that they could help Katie Banks by spending time
stuffing and addressing envelopes.

Along with the letter was a brief response form that
participants could use to indicate how much (if any) time
they wished to donate stuffing and mailing letters. Fol-
lowing Batson et al. (1997c¢), three increments of time were
available on the form: 2 to 4 h, 5 to 7 h, and 8 to 10 h.
Participants who did not wish to volunteer any time were
instructed to leave the form blank. To maintain anonymity,
participants were told to provide their email address only if
they were interested in volunteering, and were provided a

s Originally, 118 participants were run in this study. Unfortunately,
the helping data from three participants were lost because of
experimenter error. Consequently, these three participants were
removed from the study and we only used the data from the
remaining 115 participants.

small envelope addressed to the researcher in which to seal
their response form. After being given the opportunity to
volunteer, participants were completely debriefed about the
true nature of the study.

Results

Asin Study 1, our first tests examined the impact of condition
on self-other overlap using two planned contrasts.® As was
found in Study 1, and in support of Hypothesis 1, the imag-
ine-self condition (M = 0.21, SD = 0.78) produced signif-
icantly greater direct self-other overlap than the imagine-
other and objective conditions combined (M(SD)imagine-
other = —0.02(0.88); M(SD)Objective = —0.20(0.75); Mcom-
bined = —011, SDPOO]ed = 081), t(112) = 201, p< 05,
d = 40.” However, the imagine-other and objective condi-
tions did not significantly differ from one another,
1(112) = 0.98, p = .33, d = .22 (see Fig. 1, right side).

The results for empathic concern also replicated Study 1.
The planned contrast testing the objective condition
(M = 3.57, SD = 1.17) against the combined perspective-
taking conditions (M(SD)imagine-other = 4.42(1.27),
M(SD)Imagine—Self = 4.49(1.23), Mcombinea = 4.46,
SDpoolea = 1.25) was significant, #(112) = 3.63, p < .001,
d = .74. No significant difference was found between the two
perspective-taking conditions on the emotional response of
empathic concern, #(112) = 0.26, p = .80, d = .06 (see
Fig. 2, right side). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was again fully
supported.

Next, before examining our hypotheses regarding dif-
ferent routes to helping as a function of perspective-taking
instructions, we explored whether helping was directly
affected by perspective taking, regardless of instruction set.
Although the Batson et al. (1997¢c) helping measure also
used in the current study has traditionally been analyzed as
a continuous variable, in the current study no participants
chose to offer help in the highest category of helping (i.e.,
8-10 h), and only 3 of 115 participants opted for the next-
highest category of helping (i.e., 5-7 h), so treating helping
as a continuous variable did not seem warranted. We thus
recoded helping as a dichotomous variable to reflect the
presence or absence of helping and used this variable in
subsequent analyses (we suspect the low frequencies of

% In Study 1, there were not enough males in each condition to
examine participant gender as a factor. In Study 2, when including
gender as a factor, no main or interactive effects involving gender
emerged for any dependent variable, nor did any of the other factors
change in their patterns of significance; thus, participant gender is not
discussed further.

7 Again, for descriptive purposes, we present raw M and SD for the
IOS and perceived similarity variables, aggregated after scaling
similarity to be on a 7-point scale: Objective (M = 2.25, SD = 0.97);
Imagine Target (M = 2.47, SD = 1.13); Imagine Self (M = 2.78,
SD = 1.00).
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helping had to do with the fact that Katie was from a
distant university). Using this new helping variable (no
helping = 0, any helping = 1), we found that helping was
not directly associated with either type of perspective
taking (i.e., the total effect was not significant). In fact,
helping was equally distributed across all three condi-
tions—10 participants (37 %) from the objective condition
offered any help, 11 (39 %) from imagine target, and 11
(39 %) from imagine self.

However, given past debates about what mediates the
effects of perspective taking on helping (e.g., Batson et al.
1997c¢; Cialdini et al. 1997) and that we were interested in
the different routes to helping that might occur as a func-
tion of perspective-taking instruction set, we proceeded to
test our hypotheses regarding mediation. Mediation can
still be present even when there is no significant total effect
of an independent variable on a dependent variable (see,
e.g., MacKinnon et al. 2000; Zhao et al. 2010, for discus-
sions regarding this topic). Given that our earlier contrasts
in support of Hypotheses 1 and 2 were significant and that
the point-biserial correlations of helping with empathic
concern (r = .27, p = .004) and with overlap (r = .22,
p = .017) were both positive and significant, we examined
Hypotheses 3a and 3b using a method developed by
Preacher and Hayes (2008); (see also Hayes 2009). This
method uses a bootstrapping technique to estimate the
standard error of the indirect effect, and can also approx-
imate these effects when the dependent variable is
dichotomous rather than normally distributed (i.e., using
the Wald statistic). In current best practices, testing
mediation using bootstrapping is recommended over older
approaches, such as Sobel tests (e.g., see Rucker et al.
2011). We used 5,000 bootstrap replications to estimate
standard errors, and we provide coefficients, standard
errors, and significance levels for all predictors, and also
include 95 % confidence intervals for the indirect effects.

Two models were estimated with the dichotomously
coded helping variable (no helping = 0, any helping = 1)
as the outcome (see Fig. 3). Thus, change in helping was
based on odds ratios and described the probability or
likelihood of helping as a function of predictors in the
model. The first model used the contrast testing the
objective condition against the combined perspective-tak-
ing conditions as an exogenous independent variable pre-
dicting empathic concern and helping, with empathic
concern also serving as an endogenous predictor of helping
(Fig. 3, Top Panel). While the direct path from the con-
dition contrast to helping was not significant (p = .35), the
condition contrast significantly predicted empathic concern
(b = .30, SE=0.08, p<.001), and greater empathic
concern significantly increased the likelihood of helping,
Exp(B) = 1.79, B = .58, SE = 0.20, p = .004. Supporting
Hypothesis 3a, the indirect effect of the condition contrast
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on likelihood of helping, through empathic concern, was
positive and significant, Exp(B) = 1.19, B = .17 (95 % CI
0.04, .39), SE = 0.09, p < .05.

The next model used the contrast testing the imagine-
self condition against the combined imagine-other and
objective conditions as a predictor of overlap and helping,
with overlap also used to predict helping (Fig. 3, Bottom
Panel). Again, results from this model indicated that the
direct path from the condition contrast to helping was not
significant (p = .74). However, the condition contrast
significantly predicted direct overlap (b = .11, SE = 0.05,
p < .05), and greater overlap significantly predicted a
greater likelihood of helping, Exp(B) = 1.83, B = .60,
SE = 0.26, p = .02. Furthermore, supporting Hypothesis
3b, the indirect effect of this condition contrast on likeli-
hood of helping, through overlap, was significant,
Exp(B) = 1.07, B = .06 (95 % CI 0.01, .19), SE = 0.04,
p<.058

Meta-analysis

Because our Hypotheses 1 and 2 received support in
Studies 1 and 2, and Hypotheses 3a and 3b also received
support in Study 2, we wanted to explore pairwise differ-
ences across both studies in how our instruction sets
affected empathic concern and overlap. Specifically, we
wanted to examine pairwise differences across both studies
to see whether imagine-self and imagine-target instructions
both result in significantly greater feelings of empathic
concern than objective instructions (but do not differ from
one another) and whether imagine-self instructions result in
greater overlap than both objective and imagine-target
instructions (which should not differ from one another). In
addition, combining the results from Studies 1 and 2 gave
us a larger sample size, allowing us to check the robustness
and stability of our findings.

To address these questions, we meta-analytically
examined the results from Studies 1 and 2. In Table 1, we
provide results from the meta-analysis, including the

8 Because the pattern of means across condition in both studies
suggested that self-other overlap was linearly increasing from
objective condition (lowest) to imagine other condition (moderate)
to imagine self condition (highest), an additional exploratory test
examined whether the effects of condition on likelihood of helping,
through overlap, took on a linear form. This was done by creating a
linear condition contrast (objective = —1, imagine-target = 0, imag-
ine-self = 1), and using this contrast as a predictor of overlap and
helping, with overlap also predicting helping. As with the test
reported above, while the direct effect of the contrast on helping was
not significant (p = .72), the effect of overlap on helping likelihood
was significant (EXP[B] = 1.84, p = .02), and the indirect effect of
the contrast on helping likelihood was significant, EXP(B) = 1.13,
p < .05.
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Fig. 3 Top panel path model
depicting the effects of
condition (objective vs.
combined perspective taking
conditions) and empathic
concern on dichotomously
coded helping. Bottom panel
path model depicting the effects
of condition (imagine-self
instructions vs. combined
imagine-target and objective
conditions) and overlap on
dichotomously coded helping

Condition Contrast:
(Objective= -2

Empathic Concern

EXP(B) = 1.79%*

Helping

EXP(B) = .85 No Offer of Help =0

N

Imagine Target = 1
Imagine Self = 1)

Offer of Help = 1

Note: b is a regression coefficient; EXP(B) are odds ratios. The indirect effect of the
condition contrast on likelihood of helping was significant (B = .17, 95%CI = (.04, .39),
EXP(B) =1.19), p <.05. The direct effect of the condition contrast on helping was

not significant, p = .35. **p<.01.

Condition Contrast:
(Objective = -1

Self-Other Overlap

EXP(B) = 1.83*

Helping

EXP(B) = .95 No Offer of Help = 0

Imagine Target = -1
Imagine Self = 2)

Offer of Help = 1

Note: b is a regression coefficient; EYP(B) are odds ratios. The indirect effect of the
condition contrast on likelihood of helping was significant (B = .06, 95%CI = (.01, .19),
EXP(B) =1.07), p <.05. The direct effect of the condition contrast on helping was

not significant, p =.74. *p<.05.

weighted mean effect sizes from all six pairwise compar-
isons (objective vs. imagine-target and imagine-self, and
imagine-target versus imagine-self, for both empathic
concern and self-other overlap), standard errors of the
effects, Z scores, 2-tailed significance levels, 95 % confi-
dence intervals of the effects, and Q statistics (i.e., tests for
heterogeneity of effect sizes across the studies) along with
associated p values.

As can be seen in Table 1, combining the results from
our two studies, both types of perspective-taking instruction
were associated with significantly greater feelings of
empathic concern relative to the objective condition

(ps < .001), but did not differ from one another (p = .51).
Furthermore, combining both studies, imagine-self
instructions led to significantly greater self-other overlap
than either objective instructions (p < .001) or imagine-
target instructions (p = .04). However, unlike the strong
and significant difference between imagine-self and objec-
tive conditions on overlap, there was no significant differ-
ence between objective and imagine-target conditions on
this measure (p = .18). Finally, the non-significant test for
heterogeneity of effect sizes for the imagine-self versus
imagine-target comparison on overlap suggests that the
variability of these effect sizes across studies does not
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Table 1 Weighted mean effect sizes (combined effects across both
studies) and associated statistics

WMES  SEymes Z s 95 % CI 0 p,

OBJ versus 0.76 0.19 3.95 .0001 0.38,1.14 030 .58

IT (EC)

OBJ versus  1.01 020 501 <0001 061,140 3.88 .05
IS (EC)

IS versus 0.12 0.19 066 .51 —0.24,049 026 .61
IT (EC)

OBJ versus  0.25 019 133 .18  —0.12,062 005 .82
IT (OVLP)

OBJ versus ~ 0.72 020 370 .0002 034,110 226 .13
IS (OVLP)

IT versus 0.39 0.19 208 .038 0.02,0.76 086 .35
IS (OVLP)

All computational formulas were taken from Hedges (1986) and Hedges and
Olkin (1985). OBJ, objective; IT, imagine target; IS, imagine self; EC,
empathic concern; OVLP, self-other overlap; WMES, weighted mean effect
size; Q Homogeneity statistic (the non-significance of this statistic means that
there is no evidence that the effect sizes in the 2 studies were drawn from
different distributions; i.e., study does not moderate the effect)

exceed what might be expected from random sampling error
(i.e., the effect is not significantly moderated by study).

Discussion

Study 2 and subsequent meta-analysis combining both
studies provide further support that while both sets of per-
spective-taking instructions led to greater empathic concern
relative to objective instructions, only imagine-self
instructions led to greater direct overlap, relative to imag-
ine-other and objective instructions. In addition, although
there was no significant total effect of condition on helping
in Study 2, perhaps due to the restricted variance in helping
(which necessitated the dichotomization of this variable),
we found that perspective taking (regardless of instruction)
led to greater feelings of empathic concern, which indirectly
led to a greater likelihood of helping. However, because
imagine-self instructions—but not objective or imagine-
target instructions—increased self-other overlap (which
also mediated likelihood of helping), it appears that imag-
ine-self instructions may provide an additional indirect path
to helping that imagine-target instructions do not share.
We believe that finding significant indirect effects via
overlap and empathic concern provides initial evidence
that perspective taking may be associated with multiple
routes to helping (or to the likelihood of helping, as was the
case here), and that the routes that predict helping may
differ depending on the type of instructions used to pro-
mote perspective taking. While both imagine-self and
imagine-other instructions appear to indirectly increase
helping via empathic concern (see also Maner et al. 2002),
it may be that self-other overlap will transmit the effects of
perspective taking to helping only when participants
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imagine themselves as the target. At the least—given the
present findings—it seems likely that mediation through
self-other overlap will be most likely when imagine-self
instructions are used.

One unexpected result in the present research was that
we found indirect effects of perspective taking on helping
even while no total or direct effects emerged, despite using
a similar target, instruction set, and helping measure to
those that had been successfully used by Batson et al.
(19974, c). Although finding indirect effects in the absence
of direct effects might seem counterintuitive, Rucker et al.
(2011) discuss how this pattern of results might come
about, particularly if indirect effects are stronger than total
effects, or when the effect of an independent variable on a
dependent variable is fully transmitted by a mediator.

We can also think of two methodological reasons that
may account for the observed null total effect. First, as
briefly alluded to earlier, by using the same audio stimulus
(i.e., the “Katie Banks” target) used by Batson et al. (1997a),
we unintentionally altered the relationship of our partici-
pants to the target. Our participants—students from a uni-
versity in the Pacific Northwestern US—did not attend the
same university nor did they likely come from the same part
of the country as Katie. In contrast, the participants reported
in Batson et al.’s (1997a) study attended the same university
(University of Kansas) as Katie, and many likely came from
the same state as Katie (i.e., Kansas). Second, because we
used Katie as our target person, we could not give our par-
ticipants a “hand-written” letter from Katie asking for help,
as was done by Batson et al. (1997¢), because the audio clip
mentioned that she came from Kansas; instead, the request
for help came from a researcher on behalf of Katie. Both of
these factors likely lessened the power of the perspective-
taking manipulations on helping, although indirect effects
were still found. Consistent with this explanation, Batson
et al. (1997c¢) reported that 63 % of their sample was willing
to volunteer some time (including 50 % of the participants
from the objective condition). In contrast, only 28 % of our
entire sample offered any help—Iless than half the percent-
age reported by Batson et al. (1997¢).

General discussion

The two studies reported here extend past findings
regarding distinct effects of perspective-taking instructions
by showing that imagining the self as the other leads to a
greater sense of consciously perceived connection to and
overlap with the other person. Greater overlap of this kind
is also associated with a greater likelihood of helping a
target who is in distress, thus providing evidence that the
type of instruction used can affect the routes by which one
ultimately arrives at pro-social behavior.
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The findings from these two studies also help elucidate
the relationship between perspective taking and self-other
overlap by indicating that some forms of perspective taking
do more to enhance self-other overlap (or at least the direct
form of overlap identified by Myers and Hodges 2012) than
other forms, which may help reconcile previous contradic-
tory research results. That is, while some research has
demonstrated an association between perspective taking and
self-other overlap (Cialdini et al. 1997; Davis et al. 1996;
Galinsky and Moskowitz 2000; Laurent and Myers 2011;
Maner et al. 2002), other research has failed to find a con-
nection between the two (Batson et al. 1997¢). Importantly,
in research where no connection between perspective taking
and self-other overlap has been found (e.g., Batson et al.
1997¢), imagine-other type instructions were used with a
measure of self-other overlap that was found to be part of the
indirect “overlapping representations” factor identified by
Myers and Hodges (2012). There is now evidence that type
of perspective-taking instructions, along with type of over-
lap measured, appear to moderate the relationship between
perspective taking and self-other overlap.

Are there multiple paths connecting perspective taking
and helping?

Emotional empathy (i.e., empathic concern) has been
consistently shown to predict helping of a target person
(see Batson 2010, for a review) but evidence suggests that
feelings of personal distress can also lead to helping. In
fact, Batson et al. (1997a) suggested “... if one wishes to
maximize motivation to help, then inducing an imagine-
self perspective may be more effective than inducing an
imagine-other perspective...” (p. 757) because the former
strategy activates more sources of motivation than the
latter. However, Batson et al. (1997a) did not empirically
test this. In the current research, we explored the idea of
multiple sources of motivation to provide help to another
person by also including a measure of self-other overlap.
Consistent with previous research, we found that perspec-
tive taking—whether imagining the other or imagining the
self as the other—led to increased feelings of empathic
concern, and consequently, to an increased likelihood of
offering help to the target. For participants who imagined
themselves as the target, however, an additional link to
helping came into play. Specifically, imagining the self as
the target led to greater self-other overlap with that person
than imagining what he or she was feeling or remaining
objective. Thus, whereas imagining what the other person
was feeling (“imagine other”) led indirectly to increased
likelihood of helping via empathic concern, imagining the
self as the target (“imagine self”’) led indirectly to an
increased likelihood of helping via both empathic concern
and direct self-other overlap.

Conclusion

As we mentioned at the start, people often act in “bad”
ways, and one way to decrease bad behavior (and promote
pro-social behavior) is through the use of perspective tak-
ing. However, there are several strategies that people use
when trying to take the perspective of another person, and
each strategy has its own set of emotional and cognitive
consequences, some of which may be shared with other
strategies and others that may be unique to a particular
strategy. The current studies show that along with acti-
vating other-oriented emotional responses, imagining
oneself in the other person’s situation also leads to
heightened perceptions of closeness to the target. These
results help resolve some disagreements in the literature
regarding the relationship between perspective taking and
self-other overlap, and provide promising evidence that the
best way to motivate helping might be to encourage mul-
tiple motivational routes to helping, by asking people to
imagine themselves as the other. More speculatively,
because helping others can often be costly to the self, the
more motivational reasons one has for helping, the more
motivated one might be to actually offer help! Thus,
because imagining the self as the other offers more than
one route to helping, this strategy might potentially be
superior to simply imagining the other.

Acknowledgments The authors would like to thank Colton Chris-
tian and Irina Kuzmina for their comments on an earlier draft of this

paper.

References

Ames, D. R. (2004). Inside the mind reader’s tool kit: Projection and
stereotyping in mental state inference. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 87, 340-353.

Aron, A., Aron, E. N., & Smollan, D. (1992). Inclusion of others in
the self scale and the structure of interpersonal closeness.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 63, 596-612.

Batson, C. D. (1987). Prosocial motivation: Is it every truly altruistic?
In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experimental social
psychology (Vol. 20, pp. 65-122). New York: Academic Press.

Batson, C. D. (1991). The altruism question: Toward a social-
psychological answer. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Batson, C. D. (2010). Empathy-induced altruistic motivation. In M.
Mikulincer & P. R. Shaver (Eds.), Prosocial motives, emotions,
and behavior: The better angels of our nature. Washington, DC:
American Psychological Association.

Batson, C. D., Batson, J. G., Slingsby, J. K., Harrell, K. L., Peekna, H.
M., & Todd, R. M. (1991). Empathic joy and empathy-altruism
hypothesis. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61,
413-426.

Batson, C. D., Early, S., & Salvarani, G. (1997a). Perspective taking:
Imagining how another feels versus imagining how you would
feel. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 23, 751-758.

Batson, C. D., Polycarpou, M. P., Harmon-Jones, E., Imhoff, H. J.,
Mitchener, E. C., Bednar, L. L., et al. (1997b). Empathy and

@ Springer



234

Motiv Emot (2014) 38:224-234

attitudes: Can feeling for a member of a stigmatized group
improve feelings toward the group? Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 72, 105-118.

Batson, C. D., Sager, K., Garst, E., Kang, M., Rubchinsky, K., &
Dawson, K. (1997¢). Is empathy-induced helping due to self-
other merging? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
73, 495-509.

Cialdini, R. B., Brown, S. L., Lewis, B. P., Luce, C., & Neuberg, S.
(1997). Reinterpreting the empathy-altruism relationship: When
one into one equals oneness. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 73, 481-494.

Coke, J. S., Batson, C. D., & McDavis, K. (1978). Empathic
mediation of helping: A two-stage model. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 36, 752-766.

Davis, M. H., Conklin, L., Smith, A., & Luce, C. (1996). Effect of
perspective taking on the cognitive of persons: A merging of self
and other. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70,
713-726.

Davis, M. H., Soderlund, T., Cole, J., Gadol, E., Kute, M., Myers, M.,
et al. (2004). Cognitions associated with attempts to empathize:
How do we imagine the perspective of another? Personality and
Social Psychology Bulletin, 30, 1625-1635.

Galinsky, A. D., & Moskowitz, G. B. (2000). Perspective-taking:
Decreasing stereotype expression, stereotype accessibility, and
in-group favoritism. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 78, 708-724.

Gehlbach, H., & Brinkworth, M. E. (2012). The social perspective
taking process: Strategies and sources of evidence in taking
another’s perspective. Teachers College Record, 114, 1-29.

Goldstein, N. J., & Cialdini, R. B. (2007). The spyglass self: A model
of vicarious self-perception. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 92, 402-417.

Hayes, A. F. (2009). Beyond Baron and Kenny: Statistical mediation
analyses in the new millennium. Communication Monographs,
76, 408—420.

Hedges, L. V. (1986). Advances in statistical methods for meta-
analysis. In D. S. Cordray & M. W. Lipsey (Eds.), Evaluation
studies review annual (Vol. 11). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Hedges, L. V., & Olkin, 1. (1985). Statistical method for meta-
analysis. Orlando, FL: Academic Press.

Hodges, S. D., Clark, B. A. M., & Myers, M. W. (2011). Better living
through perspective taking. In R. Biswas-Diener (Ed.), Positive
psychology as social change. New York: Springer.

Ickes, W. (1997). Empathic accuracy. New York: Guilford Press.

@ Springer

Karniol, R., & Shomroni, D. (1999). What being empathic means:
Applying the transformation rule approach to individual differ-
ences in predicting the thoughts and feelings of prototypic and
nonprototypic others. European Journal of Social Psychology,
29, 147-160.

Laurent, S. M., & Myers, M. W. (2011). I know you’re me, but who
am I? Perspective taking and seeing the other in the self. Journal
of Experimental Social Psychology, 47, 1316-1319.

MacKinnon, D. P., Krull, J. L., & Lockwood, C. M. (2000).
Equivalence of the mediation, confounding, and suppression
effect. Prevention Science, 1, 173-181.

Maner, J. K., Luce, C. L., Neuberg, S. L., & Cialdini, R. (2002). The
effect of perspective taking on motivations for helping: Still no
evidence for altruism. Personality and Social Psychology
Bulletin, 28, 1601-1610.

Myers, M. W., & Hodges, S. D. (2012). The structure of self-other
overlap and its relationship to perspective taking. Personal
Relationships, 19, 663-679.

Preacher, K. J., & Hayes, A. F. (2008). Asymptotic and resampling
strategies for assessing and comparing indirect effects in multiple
mediator models. Behavior Research Methods, 40, 879-891.

Preston, S. D., & Hofelich, A. J. (2012). The many faces of empathy:
Parsing empathic phenomena through a proximate, dynamic-
systems view of representing the other in the self. Emotion Review.
Advance online publication. doi:10.1177/1754073911421378.

Richardson, D. R., Hammock, G. S., Smith, S. M., Gardner, W., &
Signo, M. (1994). Empathy as a cognitive inhibitor of interper-
sonal aggression. Aggressive Behavior, 20, 275-289.

Rucker, D. D., Preacher, K. J., Tormala, Z. L., & Petty, R. E. (2011).
Mediation analysis in social psychology: Current practices and
new recommendations. Social and Personality Psychology
Compass, 5(6), 359-371.

Skorinko, J. L., Laurent, S. M., Bountress, K., Nyein, K. P., &
Kuckuck, D. (in press). Effect of perspective taking on
courtroom decisions. Journal of Applied Social Psychology.

Stotland, E. (1969). Exploratory investigation of empathy. In L.
Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology
(Vol. 4, pp. 271-313). New York: Academic Press.

Toi, M., & Batson, C. D. (1982). More evidence that empathy is a
source of altruistic motivation. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 43, 281-292.

Zhao, X., Lynch, J. G, Jr, & Chen, Q. (2010). Reconsidering Baron
and Kenny: Myths and truths about mediation analysis. Journal
of Consumer Research, 37, 197-206.


http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1754073911421378

Copyright of Motivation & Emotion is the property of Springer Science & Business Media
B.V. and its content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv
without the copyright holder's express written permission. However, users may print,
download, or email articles for individua use.



	Perspective taking instructions and self-other overlap: Different motives for helping
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Self-other overlap and perspective taking instructions
	What is self-other overlap?

	Study 1: perspective-taking instructions and self-other overlap
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure
	Dependent measures: self-other overlap and empathic concern

	Results and discussion

	Study 2
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure

	Results
	Meta-analysis

	Discussion

	General discussion
	Are there multiple paths connecting perspective taking and helping?

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References


