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Empathic Concern Motivates Willingness to Help in the
Absence of Interdependence

Diego Guevara Beltran, Michelle N. Shiota, and Athena Aktipis
Department of Psychology, Arizona State University

Previous research suggests that empathic concern selectively promotes motivation to help those with whom
we typically have interdependent relationships, such as friends or siblings, rather than strangers or acquain-
tances. In a sample of U.S. participants (collected between 2018 and 2020), our studies not only confirmed
the finding that empathic concern is directed somewhat more strongly toward interdependent relationship
partners, but also showed cross-sectionally (Studies la—1b), and when manipulating target distress experi-
mentally (Study 2), that empathic concern predicts higher willingness to help only when people perceive low
interdependence in their relationship with the target. In Study 3, we manipulated perceived interdependence
with an acquaintance via shared fate, and found that empathic concern only predicted helping motivation
when we reduced shared fate, but not when we increased shared fate. These results suggest that when people
perceive high interdependence in their relationships, shared fate is the driving force behind their desire to
help, whereas when people perceive low interdependence with someone in need, empathic concern moti-
vates them to help. A relationship-building perspective on empathic concern provides avenues for testing
additional moderators, including those related to target-specific characteristics and culture and ecology.
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Katie Banks, a young woman from your neighborhood whom you
have never met, has lost her parents in a terrible car accident. Katie
is having a hard time juggling the responsibilities of being a college
student and caring for her younger siblings, now that her parents are
gone. Could you take a moment to imagine how Katie is feeling
after losing her parents and having to take care of her younger siblings?

If you are like the typical participant in experimental research on
empathy, you may have experienced tender, concerned, sympathetic
feelings toward Katie upon reading about her situation. Moreover,
these feelings of empathic concern may motivate you to donate
your time or money to help Katie out. But what if Katie was your
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sibling, or your best friend—someone with whom you have a
more interdependent relationship? Would empathy be necessary to
motivate your helping, or would you simply help because what is
best for her is also best for you?

Early studies using scenarios similar to the one described above
consistently found that when people experience empathic concern
they are more willing to help a person in need (Batson, 2011). This
might suggest that empathic concern is the primary driver of helping
behavior. Recent research further indicates that people are also rather
stingy with empathy, avoiding empathy when it is perceived to be
effortful, or when the target is not particularly valued (Cameron
etal., 2019; Ferguson et al., 2020). This is consistent with a canonical
view of prosociality, which posits that empathic concern selectively
directs prosocial behavior toward partners with whom we have inter-
dependent relationships (Cialdini et al., 1997; de Waal, 2008; de Waal
& Preston, 2017; Maner et al., 2002; Preston & de Waal, 2002).

However, people often experience empathic concern for non-
interdependent others, even strangers (Batson, 2011; McAuliffe
et al., 2018, 2020). That some studies report no effect of empathic
concern on willingness to help, while others do, might arise from dif-
ferences in the type of relationship targets employed in a given study.
For example, Davis (2015) noted that the effects of empathic concern
on helping motivation were weaker when the target was a close or
interdependent other. Does motivation to help rely on empathic con-
cern or not, and if so, for what kinds of relationships? We aimed to
address this question across four studies, showing that empathic con-
cern motivates willingness to help non-interdependent targets, but is
irrelevant for helping partners with whom we have highly interde-
pendent relationships. When people perceive high interdependence
in their relationships, perceived shared fate rather than feelings of
empathic concern appear to guide motivation to help.
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The Conundrum of Empathic Concern and Prosocial
Behavior

As an umbrella term, empathy encompasses multiple interrelated
cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes, including emotional
contagion, affective sharing, ability to accurately identify and under-
stand others’ cognitive and affective states, perspective taking, mim-
icry and coordinated behavior, and prosocial/helping behavior (de
Waal & Preston, 2017; Preston & de Waal, 2002; Zaki, 2017; Zaki
& Ochsner, 2012). Different researchers define “empathy” as being
composed of all, some, or just one of these processes (Hall &
Schwartz, 2019). For example, some researchers define empathy
strictly as the process of isomorphic affective sharing (e.g., Bloom,
2017), while others who adhere to more traditional (i.e., Rogerian)
perspectives see it as a dynamic, unfolding process including causal
relationships among cognitive perspective-taking, emotional conta-
gion, and subsequent motivational states (e.g., personal distress, other-
oriented concern; Marsh, 2022; Murphy et al., 2022; Rogers, 1975).

The present studies focus on empathic concern and helping
behavior—constructs with a rich history of research in psychology
both individually and in relation to each other (Batson, 2011). The
defining features of empathic concern include (a) an emotional
state that is elicited by and congruent with a target’s distress (though
it need not be exactly isomorphic; Marsh, 2022; Murphy et al.,
2022); (b) subsequent feelings of concern for the target; and (c)
motivation to improve the welfare of the target in need. Empathic
concern is the aspect of empathy referred to by the empathy-altruism
hypothesis, which posits that people experience an emotional state
congruent with the distress of a target, this affective correspondence
elicits feelings of concern, and subsequently motivates people to
alleviate the distress of the person in need (Batson, 2011).

Research has found consistent support for the empathy-altruism
hypothesis, even after attempting to rule out alternative explanations.
In an early study, participants who listened to the plight of a person
in need were more likely to experience empathic concern, and that
concern in turn predicted willingness to help (Coke et al., 1978).
Empathic concern motivates people’s willingness to help when pro-
vided with an easy opportunity to escape helping (Toi & Batson,
1982); when told they would not experience joy for helping
(Batson et al., 1991) or would not experience negative emotions if
they failed to help (Batson et al., 1989); and when controlling for
other negative emotions such as sadness (Dovidio et al., 1990),
guilt, and shame (Batson et al., 1988). People may feel more nega-
tive affect when they experience empathic concern and help, but
only if their help fails to alleviate the target’s distress (Batson &
Weeks, 1996). Taken together, these studies indicate that empathic
concern promotes other-oriented helping, whereby the underlying
motivation is to alleviate the need of a target in distress rather than
one’s own.

The problem, for those seeking to promote more widespread help-
ing/prosocial behavior, is that empathic concern is itself a selective
experience. Affective sharing (i.e., simulating a target’s emotional
experience) is cognitively effortful (Cameron et al., 2019; Ferguson
et al., 2020), and when affective sharing activates concern for the tar-
get, helping leads to loss of material resources (Batson & Ahmad,
2001; FeldmanHall et al., 2015). Because empathizing can be costly,
researchers have argued that it is conditional, meaning that empathy is
expected to be modulated by the costs and benefits particular situa-
tions afford individuals (Weisz & Cikara, 2021; Zaki, 2014). For

example, people modally avoid engaging in affective sharing (i.e.,
they prefer describing a target’s physical attributes over simulating
their emotional experience), but are more likely to do so when incen-
tivized with money (Ferguson et al., 2020). When participants in
another study were informed about an opportunity to donate money
to the targets before engaging in an empathizing task, they tended
to avoid empathic concern to a greater extent than when there was
no risk of being asked to help (Cameron & Payne, 2011). Taken
together, these studies show that people typically avoid or minimize
empathic concern, unless the benefits outweigh the costs. So, when
are people likely to empathize?

Interdependent Targets Elicit Empathic Concern

One strong candidate answer is: People should experience
empathic concern when the target’s outcomes are intertwined with
their own. Fitness interdependence is defined as the extent to
which two or more individuals’ outcomes covary (Aktipis et al.,
2018). Formally, fitness interdependence (Roberts, 2005) is an
extension of Hamilton’s rule (Hamilton, 1964), wherein individuals
are predicted to invest in a partner only to the extent that the well-
being of the giver and recipient are positively correlated. In such
cases, the benefits of investing in a partner are greater than the
costs of helping. Genetic relatedness is one major contributor to
interdependence, because the reproductive success of kin indirectly
benefits one’s own reproductive success. When genetic relatedness
is the source of interdependence, higher degrees of relatedness rep-
resent more strongly correlated outcomes between individuals. At
the proximate (i.e., psychological) level, kinship cues such as length
of coresidence during childhood and perceived similarity increase
partner valuation, and in turn, willingness to help (Curry et al.,
2013; Hackman et al., 2015; Lieberman et al., 2007; Sznycer
etal., 2016). At the ultimate (i.e., survival and reproductive success)
level, the relational value one places on specific others is expected to
track those others’ probable influence on one’s own fitness (Delton
& Robertson, 2016; Delton et al., 2023; Tooby et al., 2008).

Sources of interdependence beyond genetic relatedness can include
mutual aid through risk pooling and exchange, affine relationships,
alloparenting, and shared group membership. For example, people
who share food or labor become mutually dependent for assistance
during times of need (Cronk & Aktipis, 2021; Cronk et al., 2019).
In such cases, individuals who repeatedly engage in mutual aid
come to share a stake in each other’s fates, whereby losses for a partner
translate into losses for the self (Barclay, 2020). Over time, increasing
stakes in one another’s fates can lead to intrinsic valuation and feelings
of irreplaceability (Tooby & Cosmides, 1996). Correspondingly, peo-
ple who perceive high shared fate in their relationships value such part-
ners more highly, and are more willing to help them in times of need,
and without an expectation of reciprocation (Ayers et al., 2023).

From an evolutionary perspective, empathic concern is thought to
be one of the main proximate mechanisms of prosocial/helping
behavior in humans and non-human primates, guiding the flow of
investment toward interdependent targets (de Waal, 2008; de Waal
& Preston, 2017; Preston & de Waal, 2002). Following this line of
thinking, studies have shown that empathic concern motivates will-
ingness to help through perceptions of self-other-overlap (IOS;
Cialdini et al., 1997; Maner & Gailliot, 2007; Maner et al., 2002).
More recent studies have shown that people report higher efficacy
and lower effort when simulating the emotions of, and feeling



This document is copyrighted by the Ame

is not to be disseminated broadly.

This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user ¢

630 GUEVARA BELTRAN, SHIOTA, AND AKTIPIS

compassion for, closer targets (Ferguson et al., 2020; Scheffer et al.,
2022). This might suggest that empathic concern motivates willing-
ness to help interdependent partners such as kin and friends, but
plays a less prominent role in motivating help toward non-interde-
pendent targets. However, there are many instances in which this
prediction fails, posing a problem for the view that empathic concern
selectively directs investment toward interdependent targets.

Noninterdependent Targets Also Elicit Empathic
Concern

A recent study using ecological momentary assessment of empathy
found that, while people do have many more opportunities to empathize
with close others than with strangers, closeness did not predict whether
people actually empathized given the opportunity to do so (Depow
et al., 2021). These findings are in line with McAuliffe et al. (2020),
who argued that feeling empathic concern may be the default response
to others’ distress—including that of strangers. In a meta-analysis on the
effects of perspective-taking instructions, they showed that people
report comparably high levels of empathic concern whether participants
are instructed to empathize or not. This is consistent with a long history
of studies showing that when people witness (or take the perspective of)
a stranger in distress, they tend to report empathic concern and motiva-
tion to help the person in need (Batson & Moran, 1999; Batson, Early,
& Salvarani, 1997; Batson, Sager, et al., 1997; Coke et al., 1978).
Moreover, McAuliffe et al. (2018) showed that empathic concern pre-
dicted whether participants provided emotional support to strangers,
and closeness (as measured by the IOS) did not mediate this
relationship.

For Whom Does Empathic Concern Motivate
Willingness to Help?

As we have seen, some studies suggest that empathic concern
motivates willingness to help non-interdependent others (e.g.,
McAuliffe et al., 2018), while others suggest that empathic concern
should only motivate willingness to help interdependent partners
(Cialdini et al., 1997; Maner & Gailliot, 2007; Maner et al.,
2002). Notably, although we may be somewhat more inclined to
empathize with interdependent relationship partners, interdepen-
dence has typically been excluded by design in studies designed
to investigate the relationship between empathy and helping.
Targets in such studies are commonly strangers, like Katie
Banks, whom we introduced earlier in this article. Is it possible
that the effects of empathic concern on helping motivation will
be most pronounced for cases in which targets are in fact non-inter-
dependent, relative to targets for whom interdependence has
reached a stable level within the relationship? Davis (2015) has
raised this same question, observing that differences in the strength
of the relationship between empathic concern and willingness to
help seen across different studies might reflect differences in the
“psychological distance” between empathizers and the target in
need, with more distant (but non-adversarial) targets leading to
the strongest effects, and closer targets (e.g., friends, family) lead-
ing to the smallest effects.

Why might closeness or interdependence attenuate the empathic
concern-helping relationship, rather than intensify it? When two indi-
viduals® outcomes positively covary, what is good for your partner is
more likely to translate into a positive outcome for yourself—high

shared fate. People who perceive high shared fate in their relationships
value the welfare of such partners more highly, and investment in
them is correspondingly higher (Ayers et al., 2023). In interdependent
relationships, we expect willingness to help to be accounted for by
shared fate. In contrast, we predict that empathic concern will account
for willingness to help non-interdependent targets precisely because
people do not particularly value their welfare based on shared fate.
When people feel empathic concern for non-interdependent targets
they come to—at least in that moment—value the target’s welfare
more highly, thus becoming increasingly willing to help (Sznycer
etal., 2019). Such a proclivity to deploy empathic concern for non-inter-
dependent targets might appear inconsistent with an individual’s self-
interest. However, a tendency to feel empathic concern for the plight
of non-interdependent targets might prove useful if such acts allow peo-
ple to build interdependence with valuable partners in the future.

Overview of the Present Studies

In Studies la and 1b (direct replication), we test cross-sectional
associations among perceived interdependence, empathic concern,
and willingness to help across different kinds of relationship partners.
Addressing the proposal that empathic concern is conditional (i.e.,
more likely when people value the welfare of others), we replicate
the positive association between interdependence and empathic con-
cern. However, these studies also show that empathic concem is a
stronger predictor of willingness to help non-interdependent targets
than interdependent targets. In Study 2, we experimentally induce
empathic concern to test the hypothesis that empathic concern pro-
motes willingness to help non-interdependent targets, but not highly
interdependent targets. Finally, in Study 3, we manipulate both
empathic concern and perceived interdependence, showing that
empathic concern predicts willingness to help an unrelated target in
a situation in which we reduce interdependence, but not in a situation
in which we increase interdependence.

Studies 1a and 1b
Method
Transparency and Openness

This study was not preregistered. We report sample size consider-
ations, measures, materials, data exclusions, and manipulations.
Data and analysis code for all studies are available here https://osf
.do/twhdc/. We analyzed data using the Lavaan package for R
(Rosseel, 2012), the MIXED procedure for SAS V. 9.4, and the
PROCESS (V4.1) macro for SPSS V.28. This study was approved
by Arizona State University’s Institutional Review Board.

Procedure

In a within-subjects design, participants reported their affective
empathy, interdependence, and willingness to help 10 targets:
stranger, acquaintance, niece, nephew, aunt, uncle, cousin, friend,
close friend, and sibling. We randomized the order in which targets,
and measures within targets, were presented. Study 1b was a direct
replication of Study la. Any person residing in the United States
over the age of 18 and fluent in English was eligible to participate.
Measures and relationship category instructions can be found in
S3.1 in the online supplemental materials.
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Participants

Study 1a. We recruited 142 U.S. adults from Amazon’s Mechanical-
Turk during the Spring of 2018. We removed eight responses with a
repeated IP address because we suspected them to have been pro-
vided by the same person, yielding an effective N =134 (56.7%
men; M, =33.06, SD,..=10.06). On average, participants
took 21 min to complete the study (SD = 8.77). Most participants
identified as White (41%), followed by Asian (27.6%), Hispanic/
Latino (24.6%), Black/African American (4.5%), Native
American (0.7%), and other (1.5%). We also flagged 15 poten-
tially inattentive participants who did not provide a response or
reported a number instead of the initials of relationship targets
(as instructed). We report the primary analyses with the full sam-
ple and after removing these 15 participants.

Study 1b. We recruited 185 undergraduates from a public uni-
versity in the United States during the Spring of 2018. We removed
two participants with over 93% missing data, leaving a final sample
of 183 (51.4% men, Mg, = 20.22, SD,. = 1.66). On average, par-
ticipants took 31.6 min to complete the study (SD =8.51). Most
participants identified as White (43.7%), followed by Asian
(27.3%), Hispanic/Latino (14.8%), Black/African American
(7.7%), Middle Eastern (1.1%), and other (4.9%). We flagged 20
potentially inattentive participants who either did not provide ini-
tials for their targets, reported a number instead of target initials,
or showed evidence of flatlining responses (i.e., variance in their
responses was 1.5 SDs below the sample SD mean). We report
the primary analyses with the full sample and after removing
these 20 participants.

Guidelines for appropriate sample size in multilevel models indi-
cate that estimates are expected to be precise and sufficiently pow-
ered when Level-2 cluster size is greater than 50, and there are at
least five observations per cluster (Maas & Hox, 2005; McNeish
& Stapleton, 2016; Scherbaum & Ferreter, 2009). Given that we
had an average of nine observations within participants, and a cluster
(i.e., sample) size of 134 (Study 1a) and 183 (Study 1b), Studies 1a
and 1b meet appropriate sample size recommendations for multi-
level models.

Measures

Empathy. Participants answered the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire
(Spreng et al., 2009), a measure of affective empathy with ratings on
a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always). The target of empa-
thy for most of the items in the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire is
an unspecified “other.” It is therefore unclear whether people have
distant others (e.g., strangers) or interdependent others (e.g., sib-
lings) in mind when reporting on this measure. Thus, we modified
items to be target-specific (e.g., I can tell when [target] is sad even
when he/she does not say anything. Because we modified the
scale, and because we were primarily interested in items that
assessed empathic concern, we assessed the dimensionality of the
Toronto Empathy Questionnaire (see S1.1 in the online supplemen-
tal materials). A scree-plot and exploratory factor analyses strongly
suggested a two-dimensional structure (Table S1 in the online sup-
plemental materials), with one dimension indexing empathic con-
cern (e.g., I get a strong urge to help when I see that my [target]
is upset), and the second dimension indexing affective reactivity
(e.g., My [target]’s misfortunes do not disturb me a great deal).

We then ran a multiple-group factor analysis and found that the two-
factor structure showed configural and metric invariance (i.e., simi-
lar factor loadings and item means are directly comparable) across
targets (Table S2 in the online supplemental materials). Finally,
we ran a multilevel confirmatory factor analysis and found that the
two-factor model held at the within- and between-person levels
(Tables S3 and S4 in the online supplemental materials). We created
mean scores of empathic reactivity (Study la o’s = .71-.90; Study
1b o’s = .69-.85), and empathic concern (Study la o’s = .80-.91;
Study 1b o’s = .88-.96) for each target.

Interdependence Measures. We measured perceived interde-
pendence with the Shared Fate scale (Ayers et al., 2023), a two-
factor measure with items rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = do
not agree at all, 7 = strongly agree). Three items index perceived
shared fate, which measures the extent to which people believe
that their outcomes are intertwined with the outcomes of specific
partners (e.g., [target] and I rise and fall together). This construct
shows good convergent validity. People who perceive high shared
fate in their relationship are more likely to report that a target’s job
promotion will have a positive influence on their lives, while the
death of a target’s parents would have a negative influence on
their life (Ayers et al., 2023).

Three items index emotional shared fate, which measures the
extent to which people expect to experience affective resonance to
the outcomes of specific partners (e.g., when something good/bad
happens to [target] I feel good/bad). This construct shows good con-
vergent validity. People who report high emotional shared fate in
their relationship are more likely to feel “good” at the prospect of
atarget’s job promotion, and more likely to feel “bad” at the prospect
of a target’s parents passing away (Ayers et al., 2023).

We measured I0S with the Inclusion of Other in the Self scale, a
one-item measure that asks participants to indicate which of seven
increasingly overlapping circles best represents their relationship
with another (Aron et al., 1992). Considering the strong associations
among I0S, emotional shared fate, and perceived shared fate (see
Table 1), we created target-specific composite measures of interde-
pendence by averaging across these three variables (Study la
o’s =.51-.85; Study 1b o’s = .68-.83).

Helping Motivation. We measured willingness to help using an
average composite of six need scenarios (Study la o’s =.80-.93;
Study 1b o’s =.84-.96). Sample items include: [target’s] house is
being fixed, so it isn’t livable. How willing would you be to let him/
her move into your house for a week?; If [target] needed a kidney,
how willing would you be to donate a kidney to him/her? (1 = not
very willing, 7= very willing; Ayers et al., 2023).

Results
Analyses

We begin by testing the associations among relatedness, 10S,
emotional shared fate, perceived shared fate, empathic reactivity,
empathic concern, and willingness to help. Because we collected
repeated measures data, observations are nonindependent, and
averaging across relationship targets could result in spurious or
inflated associations (Bakdash & Marusich, 2017). To account
for this, we ran correlations with the Rmcorr package (Bakdash
& Marusich, 2017) for R Studio (V. 2022.07.1), which corrects
for nonindependence and provides more accurate correlations for
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Table 2
Mixed-Effects Linear Model Predicting Empathic Concern (Studies 1a and 1b)
Obs =2,711 Y SE t p 95% CI
Intercept 1.89 0.19 9.7 <.0001 1.51 2.28
Study (1b) 0.05 0.06 0.93 .35 —0.06 0.17
Relatedness —0.17 0.05 -3.07 .002 —0.28 —0.06
Level-2
Age 0.01 0.004 2.77 .006 0.003 0.02
Sex (women) 0.27 0.05 4.86 <.0001 0.16 0.38
Interdependence 0.29 0.03 9.22 <.0001 0.22 0.35
Level-1
Interdependence 0.41 0.01 28.77 <.0001 0.38 0.44
Target Stranger Acq Aunt Uncle Niece Neph Cousin Friend CE Sibling
o* 0.32 0.26 0.19 0.22 0.34 0.38 0.14 0.17 0.13 0.18
Note. N=315, Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC)=0.32, Tipereept="022 (z=11.19%%%),  Ticrdependence = 0.03 (2 = 6.87%%%),

Tintercept.interdependence = —0.21 (z = —2.54%). Obs. = observations, Acq = acquaintance, Neph = nephew, C.F. = close friend, CI = confidence interval.

*p < 05 #Fp < 001

study as a covariate. We report separate analyses for each study in S1.3
(Tables S7 and S8 in the online supplemental materials). Relative to
an intercepts-only model, predictors improved model fit, A-2Log
Likelihood, X2(8) =2,255.4, p <.001, explaining 21.11% of the
between-person (i.e., Level-2) variance, and 61.59% of the within-
person (i.e., Level-1) variance (Table 2). Relatedness was negatively
associated with empathic concern (y = —0.17, 95% confidence inter-
val, CI [—0.28, —0.06]). This negative effect is likely due to the fact
that people are highly empathetic toward their friends and close
friends, targets with whom they do not share any relatedness. As pre-
dicted, interdependence was positively associated with empathic con-
cern. For the between-person effect, a one-unit increase in
interdependence increased empathic concern by y=0.29 (95% CI
[0.23, 0.35]). For the within-person effect, a one-unit increase in

Figure 1
Perceived Interdependence Is Associated With Greater Empathic
Concern
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4
3
21
c 1 . - . .
§ || Friend |
e 5 ] ; T
g4
g 3
< L
. s S .
& Closefriend |[  sibing | 2-1012 -2-1012
5. - AR |
41 - -
3
2
1
21012 21012
Perceived interdependence
Note. People who reported greater interdependence toward a particular

relationship target reported higher empathic concern toward that same
individual.

interdependence increased empathic concern by y=0.41 (95% CI
[0.38, 0.44]) (Figure 1). The effects of Interdependence held after
removing inattentive participants, Yy ever2 =0.28 (95% CI [0.22,
0.34], YLever-1 = 0.43 ([0.40, 0.46]).

Does Interdependence Attenuate the Effect of Empathic
Concern on Willingness to Help?

We predicted that empathic concern would have a stronger pos-
itive effect on willingness to help when people perceived low inter-
dependence in their relationships, compared to when people
perceived high interdependence in their relationships. Here we
report results with the combined Studies 1a and 1b data, including
Study as a covariate, and provide additional analyses for each
Study in S1.3.2 (Tables S9 and S10 in the online supplemental
materials). Relative to an intercepts-only model, predictors
improved model fit, A-2LL, x*(18) = 3,115.3, p < .001, explaining
34.56% of the between-person variance, and 65.27% of the within-
person variance. Relatedness was positively associated with
Willingness to Help (y = 1.01, standard error, SE = 0.09, 95% CI
[0.84, 1.19]). At the between-person level, interdependence (y =
0.11, SE=0.04, 95% CI [0.02, 0.20]) and empathic concern
(y=0.48, SE=0.05, [0.38, 0.57]), but not empathic reactivity
(y=0.07, SE=0.04, [—0.02, 0.16]) were positively associated
with willingness to help. At the within-person level, interdepen-
dence (y =0.44, SE =0.03, 95% CI [0.38, 0.51]), empathic reac-
tivity (y =0.08, SE =0.03, [0.02, 0.13]), and empathic concern
(y=0.27,SE =0.04,[0.19, 0.35]) positively predicted willingness
to help.

Next, we added the Relatedness x Empathic Concern (Level-1
and 2), and Interdependence (Level-1) x Empathic Concern
(Level-1 and 2) interactions. The Relatedness x Empathic Concern
(Level-2) interaction was not significant (p=.98), but the
Relatedness x Empathic Concern (Level-1), the Interdependence
(Level-1) x Empathic Concern (Level-1), and the Interdependence
(Level-1) x Empathic Concern (Level-2) interactions were statisti-
cally significant (p’s <.001). A model in which we retained the
three significant interactions (Table 3) improved fit relative to the
main effects model, A-2LL, ¥*(3) = 144.5 p < .001, explaining an
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Table 3
Mixed-Effects Linear Model Predicting Willingness to Help (Studies 1a and 1b)
Obs. =2,612 % SE t p 95% CI
Intercept 4.66 0.18 25.65  <.0001 4.30 5.01
Study (1b) 0.31 0.08 3.77  <.001 0.15 0.47
Relatedness 1.38 0.10 13.84  <.0001 1.18 1.57
Level-2
Age 0.01 0.01 2.34 .02 0.002 0.03
Sex (women) 0.05 0.08 0.59 .56 —0.11 0.21
Interdependence 0.07 0.05 1.60 A1 —0.02 0.16
Empathic reactivity 0.12 0.05 2.57 .01 0.03 0.21
Empathic concern 0.50 0.05 9.92  <.0001 0.44 0.57
Level-1
Interdependence 0.51 0.03 15.63  <.0001 0.44 0.57
Empathic reactivity 0.11 0.03 3.66 <.001 0.05 0.16
Empathic concern 0.35 0.04 8.63  <.0001 0.27 0.44
Interdependence x Empathic Concern —0.15 0.01 —-1043 <.0001 —0.18 —0.12
Interdependence x Empathic Concern (Level-2) —0.12 0.03 —-493 <0001 —0.17 —0.07
Relatedness x Empathic Concern (Level-1) —0.64 0.10 —6.30 <.0001 —0.85 —0.44
Target Stranger  Acq Aunt Uncle Niece Neph  Cousin  Friend C.F.  Sibling
o’ 2.32 0.74 0.32 0.58 0.27 0.23 0.47 0.30 0.20 0.54
Note. N =315,ICC =0.25, Tigercept = 0.51 (z = 11.02%%%), T craependence = 0.13 (2= 5.72%%%), Treaciivity = 0.08 (2 = 4.54%%%), 1. ncem = 0.16 (z = 5.82%%%),

Tintercept.interdependence = —0.23 (z= 7234*)» Tintercept.reactivity — —0.07 (z= 7067)» Tinterdependence.reactivity — —0.14 (Z =-11 1)s Tintercept.concern — —0.26
(z=—2.76**), Tinterdependence.concern = —0.43 (2= —4.37"*%*), Tctivity.concem = —0.55 (z = —5.05%*%*). Obs. = observations, Acq= acquaintance, Neph =

nephew, C.F. = close friend, CI = confidence interval.
*p<.05. Fxp <01, #kp <001

additional 0.52% of the between-person variance, and an additional
13.83% of the within-person variance.'

As predicted, empathic concern (Level-1) had a stronger posi-
tive effect on willingness to help when people perceived low
(—1 SD) interdependence (y =0.51, SE=0.04, 95% CI [0.42,
0.59]), than when people perceived high (+1 SD) interdependence
in their relationships (y=0.20, SE=0.04, [0.11, 0.29];
Figure 2a). Similarly, trait-level empathic concern (Level-2) had
a stronger positive effect on willingness to help at low (—1 SD)
interdependence (y =0.62, SE=0.06, 95% CI [0.50, 0.75]),
than at high (+1 $D) interdependence (y=0.38, SE=0.05,
[0.28, 0.47]). Moreover, empathic concern (Level-1) was posi-
tively associated with willingness to help when relatedness =0
(y=0.35, SE=0.04, 95% CI [0.27, 0.43]), when relatedness =
0.13 (y=0.27, SE=0.04, [0.20, 0.34]), and when relatedness =
0.25 (y=10.19, SE=0.04, [0.12, 0.27]). However, empathic concern
(Level-1) was negatively associated with willingness to help when relat-
edness = 0.50 (y =—0.29, SE=0.09, 95% CI [—0.47, —0.11]). The
Empathic Concern (Level-1) x Relatedness interaction (y = —0.64,
SE=0.10, [—0.85, —0.44]), the Empathic Concern (Level-1) x
Interdependence interaction (y = —0.16, SE = 0.01, [—0.19, —0.13]),
and the Empathic Concern (Level-2) x Interdependence interaction
(y=—0.13,SE = 0.02, [0.18, —0.08]) held after removing inattentive
participants.

Does Level of Need Moderate the Effect of Empathic
Concern and Interdependence on Willingness to Help?

We assessed whether the level of need moderated the interaction
between empathic concern and perceived interdependence on will-
ingness to help. To test this, we transformed the data to treat willing-
ness to help as a within-subjects variable. We retained three types of
help based on their (at face value) level of need: willingness to give

water, give $100, and donate a kidney (see S1.3.3 in the online sup-
plemental materials). We found a three-way interaction between type
of help, empathic concern, and interdependence, F(2, 3,228) =
14.56, p < .001, such that the observed two-way interaction between
empathic concern and interdependence emerged for willingness to
give $100 (y=—-0.16, SE=0.02, p<.001, 95% CI [—0.20,
—0.12]), and donate a kidney (y= —0.12, SE=0.02, p <.001,
[—0.16, —0.07]), but not for willingness to give water (y = —0.03,
SE=0.02, p=.09, [—0.07, 0.005]; see Figure 2b).

Discussion

Consistent with the prediction that people are more likely to expe-
rience empathic concern toward those they value (Batson et al.,
1995; Sznycer et al., 2019), we found that people reported greater
empathic concern toward relationship partners with whom they per-
ceived greater interdependence. Nonetheless, in contrast to the pre-
diction that perceived interdependence promotes empathy-mediated
helping motivation, we found support for the opposing hypothesis—
that empathic concern predicts willingness to help more strongly for
non-interdependent targets than for highly interdependent partners.
This difference cannot be fully explained by a ceiling effect for
empathic concern, because there was ample variability in empathic
concern toward interdependent relationship partners (see Figure 2).

! One of our reviewers wondered whether results would differ if the will-
ingness to donate a kidney item was dropped from the willingness to help
composite. Additional analyses showed that the Empathic Concern
(Level-1) x Relatedness interaction (y=—0.70, SE=0.10, 95% CI
[—0.90, —0.50]), the Empathic Concern (Level-1) x Interdependence
interaction (y=—0.17, SE=0.01, [-0.20, —0.14]), and the Empathic
Concern (Level-2) x Interdependence interaction (y = —0.15, SE =0.02,
[—0.20, —0.10]) held after dropping the willingness to donate a kidney item.
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Figure 2
Empathic Concern Is Associated With Willingness to Help Noninterdependent Targets
a b
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Note. Panel a: when people report lower perceived interdependence (red/light line) in their relationship with a particular individual, their empathic concern

toward that particular individual predicts willingness to help them more strongly than when people report higher perceived interdependence (blue/dark line).
Panel b: Empathic concern had a stronger positive effect on willingness to help at low (red/light line), than at high (blue/dark line), interdependence for will-
ingness to give $100 dollars (middle), and for willingness to donate a kidney (right), but empathic concern had a similarly positive effect on willingness to give
water (left) for both interdependent and non-interdependent targets. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

We further found that empathic concern predicted willingness to
help at lower levels of expected genetic relatedness. Unexpectedly,
empathic concern negatively predicted willingness to help siblings.
However, this unexpected effect can be attributed to the high and
restricted range of willingness to help siblings. In sum, Studies la
and 1b provide cross-sectional support for the hypothesis that
empathic concern predicts willingness to help non-interdependent tar-
gets more strongly than is the case for highly interdependent targets.

Study 2

In Studies 1a and 1b, we found that empathic concern was asso-
ciated with greater helping motivation for non-interdependent tar-
gets than for interdependent targets. However, there were some
limitations. None of the purported causal predictors were manipu-
lated, making it impossible for us to make causal inferences. Also,
while personal distress does not always influence prosocial motiva-
tion, it is correlated with empathic concern and should be ruled out
as an alternative explanation, because personal distress can motivate
people to help when they want to alleviate their own distress rather
than the distress of the person in need (Batson et al., 1987;
Eisenberg et al., 1988; Kim & Han, 2018). To address these issues,
we induced empathy toward an acquaintance or sibling, separately
measuring empathic concern and personal distress.

Method
Participants

We recruited 327 undergraduates from a university in the United
States during the Fall of 2018 (M,ge = 19.02, SD,,. = 1.26, 53.8%

men). All students who were above the age of 18 and fluent in
English were eligible to participate. On average, participants took
15.12 min (SD = 8.37) to complete the study. A majority of partic-
ipants identified as White (53.5%), followed by Asian (24.5%),
other (11.5%), Black/African American (7%), Native American
(1.8%), and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (0.9%). Based on
our sample size, and Level-2 effects found in Study 1b, a post hoc
power analysis with simulation in R Studio showed that we were ade-
quately powered (1—3=0.82) to detect an interaction between
empathic concern (b =0.35) and interdependence (b =0.08) on
willingness to help as small as b = —0.15.

We identified 18 inattentive participants who either did not pro-
vide an open response to the perspective-taking manipulation
instructions, wrote about more than one target in their response,
did not describe their target’s situation (as instructed), wrote
about a “partner” rather than an acquaintance, or showed evidence
of flatlining responses (i.e., variance in their responses was 2 SDs
below the SD mean of the sample). We report the primary analyses
with the full sample and after removing these inattentive
participants.

Procedures and Measures

The present study followed a 2 (target type: acquaintance | sibling)
x 2 (target distress: no distress | distress) between-subjects design.
Participants were first asked if they had at least one biological sib-
ling, and if so, they were equally randomized across all four condi-
tions; participants who reported having no biological siblings were
randomized between the two acquaintance conditions. We chose
siblings and acquaintances as targets for this study to ensure that
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we captured the low and high distributions of perceived interdepen-
dence and relatedness.

Participants were then instructed to recall and write about either a
daily activity or a difficult situation that an acquaintance or sibling
had gone through, depending on what condition they were in (see
S2.2 in the online supplemental materials). Because people modally
feel empathy when presented with a person in need (McAuliffe et al.,
2020), we manipulated target distress (i.e., recalling a difficult situation
in the target’s life) rather than perspective-taking instructions to induce
empathy. Moreover, we implemented imagine-other rather than
imagine-self perspective-taking instructions because we did not want
to inadvertently increase feelings of interdependence by asking partic-
ipants to imagine how they would feel if they were in the target’s situa-
tion. When people engage in imagine-self perspective-taking (i.e.,
imagine how you would have felt if you were in your acquaintance’s sit-
uation) they report greater IOS with the person in need; this is not the
case for imagine-other perspective-taking instructions (Myers &
Hodges, 2012; but see McAuliffe et al., 2018). Thus, we implemented
imagine-other instructions across conditions (i.e., imagine how your
acquaintance would have felt in his/her situation) to ensure that the tar-
get distress manipulation did not spill-over to measures of
interdependence.

Participants then reported their empathic concern by rating how sym-
pathetic, compassionate, concerned, empathic, and tender (1 = not at
all, 7 = extremely) they felt while thinking about their acquaintance or
sibling’s situation (Ctacquaintance = -91, Csipling = -91). Personal distress
was measured by asking participants to rate how alarmed, grieved,
troubled, distressed, upset, disturbed, perturbed, and worried (1 =
not at all, 7= extremely; Oacquaintance = -9, Osipling = -96) they felt
while thinking about their acquaintance or sibling’s situation (Batson
et al., 1989; McAuliffe et al., 2018). Last, participants reported their
emotional shared fate (Otcquaintance =-72, Oiipling = -64), perceived
shared fate (Clacquaintance = -84, Osibling = -78), IOS, and willingness to
help (Qtacquaintance = -79, Osipling = -81) using the same measures as
in Studies la and 1b. Considering the strong correlations among
IOS, emotional shared fate, and perceived shared fate (r’s = .57-.77,
p’s <.001), we again created a composite score of interdependence
by averaging these three measures (Table 4).

Results
Manipulation Checks

To assess the effectiveness of the target distress manipulation we
ran general linear models with target distress (—0.5 = no distress,
0.5 = distress) and target type (0 = acquaintance, 1 = sibling) as
predictors of personal distress and empathic concern.

Empathic Concern. Participants reported greater empathic
concern, F(1,301)=99.87, p < 0.001, ng = .25, in the distress con-
dition (M = 4.78, SD = 1.39), than in the no distress condition (M =
3.13, SD = 1.50, Mgiir=1.67, 95% CI [1.34, 1.99], d = 1.14). We
also found that participants reported greater empathic concern,
F(, 303)=4.62, p=.03, ﬂ§= .01, toward a sibling (M =4.15,
SD =1.71), than toward an acquaintance (M =3.78, SD = 1.62,
Mgier = 0.35, 95% CI [0.03, 0.69], d =0.22). But we found no
Target Type x Target Distress interaction on empathic concern,
F(1,301)=0.45, p= 45.

Personal Distress. Participants reported greater personal dis-
tress, F(1, 299)=176.23, p <0.001, nﬁ =.37, in the distress

condition (M =3.79, SD = 1.51) than in the no distress condition
(M=1.83, SD=1.04, Mye=1.99, 95% CI [1.70, 2.29], d=
1.52). We found no main effect of target type, F(1, 299) =0.14,
p=".71, nor a Target Type x Target Distress interaction on per-
sonal distress, F(1, 299) =2.31, p=.13.

Did People Feel More Concern or Distress?. A paired-
samples  test shows that participants reported greater empathic con-
cern (M = 3.89, SD = 1.64) than personal distress (M =2.77,SD =
1.62, #(286)=15.19, p <.001, 95% CI [0.98, 1.27], d =0.90).
However, the target distress manipulation had a stronger effect on
personal distress than empathic concern. Taken together, the target
distress manipulation effectively induced empathic concern and per-
sonal distress, and the target distress manipulation had no impact on
IOS, or perceived interdependence, indicating that there were no
spill-over effects of the target distress manipulation on measures
of interdependence (see S1.4.1 in the online supplemental
materials).

Did Interdependence Attenuate the Effect of Empathic
Concern on Willingness to Help?

We predicted that empathic concern would motivate willingness
to help when people perceived low, but not high, interdependence
in their relationships. To test this hypothesis, we ran a second-stage
moderated mediation of target distress on willingness to help via
empathic concern (mean-centered and standardized) conditional
on interdependence (mean-centered and standardized) using the
PROCESS (V4.1) macro model 14 for SPSS V.28.

The model predicted willingness to help, F(4, 292) =76.58,
p <.001, R* = 0.51. We found no main effect of target distress (b =
—0.15, SE=0.12, p= .20, 95% CI [—0.38, 0.08]), but empathic
concern (b=0.19, SE=0.06, p=.001, 95% CI [0.07, 0.31])
and perceived interdependence (b=0.78, SE=0.05, p <.001,
95% CI [0.67, 0.89]) both predicted greater willingness to help.
Consistent with our hypothesis, the Empathic Concern x
Interdependence interaction was significant (b= —0.17, SE=
0.05, p <.001, 95% CI [—0.27, —0.08]), such that empathic con-
cern predicted greater willingness to help at 1 SD below the mean
of interdependence (b = 0.37, SE=0.08, p <.001, 95% CI [0.21,
0.52]), but not at 1 SD above the mean of interdependence (b =
0.03, SE=0.07, p=.72, 95% CI [-0.12, 0.17]) (Figure 3b).
Further, the indirect effect of target distress on willingness to help
via empathic concern was conditional on interdependence (index
of moderated mediation=—0.17, SE=0.04, 95% CI [-0.25,
—0.09]), such that empathic concern mediated the effect of target
distress on willingness to help at low, but not high, interdependence
(Figure 3a).”

The Empathic Concern x Interdependence interaction on will-
ingness to help, and the second-stage moderated mediation of target
distress on willingness to help via empathic concern conditional on

2 One of our reviewers wondered whether results would differ if the will-
ingness to donate a kidney item were dropped from the willingness to help
composite. Additional analyses showed that the empathic concern by interde-
pendence interaction on willingness to help (b = —0.17, SE = 0.04, 95% CI
[—0.27, —0.08]), and the second-stage moderated mediation of the empathy
condition on willingness to help via empathic concern conditional on inter-
dependence (index of moderated mediation = —0.17, SE=0.04, 95% CI
[—0.29, —0.10]) both held after dropping the willingness to donate a kidney
item.
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics (Study 2)

637

Acquaintance (no distress)

Acquaintance (distress)

Sibling (no distress) Sibling (distress)

Target type (target distress) M SD Range M SD Range M SD Range M SD Range
Empathic concern 3.03 1.46 5.60 4.57 1.38 6.00 3.26 1.55 6.00 5.06 1.36 6.00
Personal distress 1.90 1.05 4.00 3.67 1.46 6.00 1.73 1.03 4.50 3.95 1.58 6.00
Self-other-overlap (I0S) 3.42 1.37 6.00 3.26 1.35 6.00 4.50 1.71 6.00 4.48 1.70 6.00
Emotional shared fate 4.80 1.23 5.25 4.66 1.13 6.00 5.78 0.99 5.00 591 0.85 425
Perceived shared fate 3.38 1.59 6.00 3.31 1.41 6.00 4.60 1.42 6.00 4.80 1.44 6.00
Interdependence 3.87 1.18 5.53 3.74 1.09 6.00 4.96 1.19 5.47 5.06 1.17 4.42
Willingness to help 5.10 1.20 5.00 5.03 1.12 5.00 6.47 0.85 4.00 6.56 0.66 3.83

interdependence each held after controlling for personal distress and
when removing inattentive participants (S1.4.2 in the online supple-
mental materials). We also probed the three-way interaction between
empathic concern, interdependence, and level of need (i.e., type of
help: giving water, $100, and donating a kidney), but this three-way
interaction was ns, F(2, 603) =1.23, p =.29 (S1.4.3 in the online
supplemental materials).

Did Empathic Concern Predict Willingness to Help
Acquaintances More Strongly Than Siblings?

We tested whether empathic concern would predict willingness to
help acquaintances (i.e., zero relatedness) more strongly than sib-
lings (i.e., high relatedness). To do so, we ran a second-stage mod-
erated mediation of the target distress condition on willingness to
help via empathic concern conditional on target type. This model
revealed a negative main effect of target distress (b= —0.40,
SE=0.13, p=.002, 95% CI [-0.66, —0.15]), and a positive
main effect of target type (i.e., siblings) on willingness to help
(b=1.36, SE=0.11, p<.001, 95% CI [1.13, 1.58]). We also
found that empathic concern predicted greater willingness to help
(b=0.40, SE=0.08, p<.001, 95% CI [0.24, 0.56]). However,
we did not find a Target Type x Empathic Concern interaction
(b=-0.05,SE=0.11,p = .66, 95% CI[—0.27, 0.17]). In addition,
the indirect effect of target distress on willingness to help via
empathic concern was not conditional on target type (index of mod-
erated mediation = —0.05, SE =0.11, 95% CI [—0.26, 0.18]), indi-
cating that the mediated effect of target distress on willingness to
help via empathic concern was positive for both acquaintances (indi-
rect effect =0.39, SE=0.10, 95% CI [0.21, 0.59]), and siblings
(indirect effect =0.35, SE=0.10, 95% CI [0.17, 0.56]). Personal
distress and inattentive participants did not influence these results
(S1.4.4 in the online supplementary materials).’

Discussion

We induced empathy by manipulating whether participants thought
about a distressed or a non-distressed target (i.e., an acquaintance or a
sibling). Results supported the hypothesis that empathic concern moti-
vates willingness to help when people perceive low interdependence
in their relationships, but not when they perceive high interdependence
in their relationships. This interaction was neither confounded by feel-
ings of personal distress, nor moderated by level of need among types
of helping scenarios. Moreover, higher relatedness as the source of
interdependence did not attenuate the empathic-concern-help

relationship. We think there are two plausible explanations for this.
First, we may have lacked the variability to detect this interaction effect
(i.e., from measuring a wider range of targets as in Studies 1a and 1b).
Second, because genetic relatedness is only one potential source of
interdependence (Balliet et al., 2017; Cronk et al., 2019), our model
posits that empathic concern should still predict willingness to help
kin if people perceive an overall low level of interdependence with
kin-targets.

Study 3

The composite measure of interdependence confounds two con-
structs of interdependence: IOS and shared fate. This is a limitation
because previous studies have manipulated perceived similarity/kin-
ship cues to increase feelings of empathic concern (e.g., Batson
et al., 1995), and IOS (Batson et al., 1995; Maner et al., 2002),
which could confound the effect of empathic concern and interde-
pendence (via perceived similarity/kinship cues) on willingness to
help. We expect shared fate to strongly motivate willingness to
help an interdependent target in need because when the material out-
comes between yourself and a partner positively covary, what is
good for them is more likely to also be good for you. This motivation
to help will not depend on empathic concern, it will be accounted for
by the positive yoking of outcomes people expect from interdepen-
dent relationships. In contrast, for people whose outcomes are inde-
pendent, empathic concern will motivate willingness to help because
empathic concern is an internal signal that one should value the wel-
fare of the person in need (Sznycer et al., 2019). To address these
issues, in Study 3, we manipulated empathic concern and shared
fate, but not relatedness or IOS.

Method
Participants

We recruited 431 undergraduates from a public university in the
United States between the Fall of 2019 and the Spring of 2020

? One of our reviewers wondered whether results would differ if the will-
ingness to donate a kidney item were dropped from the willingness to help
composite. Additional analyses showed that the empathic concern by target
type interaction on willingness to help (b= —0.06, SE=0.11, 95% CI
[—0.29, 0.16]), and the second-stage moderated mediation of the empathy
condition on willingness to help via empathic concern conditional on target
type (index of moderated mediation = —0.06, SE=0.11, 95% CI [—0.28,
0.16]) did not change after dropping the willingness to donate a kidney item.
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Figure 3

Conditional Effect of Target Distress on Willingness to Help via Empathic Concern (Study 2)
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Note. Panel a: Taking the perspective of a target in distress (compared to a non-distressed target) induced feelings of empathic concern, leading to greater
willingness to help via empathic concern when people perceived low interdependence, but not when they perceived high interdependence in their relationship.
Panel b: Empathic concern predicted greater willingness to help when people perceived low (gray/light line), but not high (blue/dark line), interdependence in
their relationship with an acquaintance (left) or a sibling (right). See the online article for the color version of this figure.

(Myge = 19.13, SD,4. = 1.41; 56.8% women). On average, partici-
pants took 23.82 min (SD = 9.19) to complete the study. Most partic-
ipants identified as White (51.5%), followed by Asian (20.4%),
Hispanic/Latino (17.2%), Black/African American (4.2%), other
(4.6%), and Native American (1.9%). Based on our sample size and
results from Study 2, a post hoc power analysis with simulation
showed that we were adequately powered (1 — 3 =0.80) to detect
an interaction between empathic concern (b = 0.19) and interdepen-
dence (b =0.78) on willingness to help as small as b= —0.082.
We identified eight inattentive participants who showed evidence of
flatlining responses (i.e., variance in their responses was 2 SDs
below the SD mean of the sample). We report the primary analyses
with the full sample and after removing these inattentive participants.

Procedures and Measures

Employing a 2 (interdependence: independence | interdependence)
x 2 (target distress: no distress | distress) between-subjects design,
participants read a vignette (modified from Delton, 2010) in which
they and an acquaintance had agreed either to gather food individually
(independence condition) or cooperatively (interdependence condi-
tion). Participants also read that their acquaintance either tripped
and carried on with their day (no distress condition) or tripped and
severely hurt their ankle (distress condition). As in Study 2, partici-
pants in all conditions were then instructed to engage in imagine-other
perspective-taking (see S2.3 in the online supplemental materials).
Participants then reported their personal distress (o. = .93), empathic
concern (o=.91), emotional shared fate (o= .73), perceived shared
fate (o = .88), and IOS using the same measures as in previous studies.
We measured willingness to help by asking participants to indicate
what percentage of food acquired they would be willing to give to
their acquaintance. Responses were recorded on a slider bar ranging
from zero to 100% for each food type (i.e., snapper, shrimp, and lob-
ster). We operationalized willingness to help as the average percentage
of food allocated to acquaintances (o. = .94). We were also interested in
exploring whether empathic concern and interdependence facilitated

intuitive prosociality —helping motivation that is nondeliberate and
impulsive, rather than calculated or a consequence of regulated self-
oriented motivation (Zaki & Mitchell, 2013). As an index of intuitive
prosociality, we measured the time (i.e., total number of seconds) par-
ticipants spent responding to the three food-allocation questions (see
Table 5 for descriptive statistics).

Results
Manipulation Checks

To assess the effectiveness of the manipulations, we ran general
linear models with interdependence (independence = 0, interdepen-
dence = 1) and target distress (no distress = —0.5, distress = 0.5) on
shared fate, personal distress, and empathic concern.

Shared Fate. We found no main effect of target distress,
F(1, 427) = 0.03, p = .86, or a Target Distress x Interdependence
interaction on perceived shared fate, F(1, 427)=0.79, p=.37.
However, we found that participants reported higher perceived shared
fate, F(1, 427) =13.08, p <.001, nf) =.03, in the interdependence
condition (M = 4.25, SD = 1.77) than in the independence condition
(M=3.67, SD =1.64, Mg = 0.60, 95% CI [0.27, 0.93], d = 0.34).
Participants also reported greater emotional shared fate, F(1, 427) =
6.48, p= .01, ng = .01, in the interdependence condition (M = 5.13,
SD = 1.22) than in the independence condition (M =4.85, SD =
1.18, My = 0.30, 95% CI [0.07, 0.52], d = 0.23), but we found no
main effect of target distress, F(1, 427) = 0.04, p = .84, or a Target
Distress x Interdependence interaction on emotional shared fate,
F(1,427)=3.18, p = .07. A paired-samples ¢ test showed that partic-
ipants reported greater emotional shared fate (M =4.98, SD = 1.21)
than perceived shared fate, M =3.94, SD = 1.73, 1(430) = 19.44,
p <.001,95% CI[0.93, 1.14], d = 0.93. However, the interdepen-
dence manipulation had a stronger effect on perceived shared fate
than on emotional shared fate.

Empathy. Participants reported greater empathic concern,
F(1, 424)=12.29, p =.001, nﬁ =.03, in the distress (M =4.99,
SD =1.29) than in the no distress condition (M =4.52, SD =
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Table 5
Descriptive Statistics (Study 3)
Independence (no Interdependence (no Interdependence
distress) Independence (distress) distress) (distress)

Interdependence (target distress) M SD Range M SD Range M SD Range M SD Range
Empathic concern 4.57 1.49 6 4.97 1.32 6 4.46 1.43 5.8 5.02 1.26 5.2
Personal distress 3.14 1.50 6 3.99 1.40 6 3.18 1.52 6 3.79 1.22 5.13
Self-other-overlap (I0S) 3.13 1.34 6 3.18 1.53 6 3.09 1.46 6 3.48 1.69 6
Emotional Shared Fate 4.94 1.22 5.75 4.76 1.16 5.5 5.03 1.24 5.5 5.26 1.19 45
Perceived shared fate 3.73 1.66 6 3.61 1.63 6 4.18 1.81 6 4.36 1.72 6
Percentage of food willing to give 40.9 15.5 100 40.3 15.5 100 49.4 10.3 98 51.1 9.6 58.3

Seconds to allocate food willing to give ~ 33.3 13.9 82.6 35.7

15.2 946 309 10.9 78.2 32.6 13.9 69.1

1.46, d =0.34). But we found no main effect of interdependence,
F(1, 424) = 0.04, p = .84, or a Target Distress x Interdependence
interaction on empathic concern, F(1, 424)=038, p=.54.
Participants also reported greater personal distress, F(1, 412) = 26.69,
p <.001, nf,: .06, in the distress (M = 3.91, SD = 1.33), than in the
no distress condition (M =3.16, SD = 1.51, My;=0.73, 95% CI
[0.45, 1.01], d = 0.52). We found no main effect of interdependence,
F(1, 412) = 0.33, p = .56, or a Target Distress x Interdependence
interaction on personal distress, F(1, 412) =0.72, p =.39. A paired-
samples 7 test shows that participants reported greater empathic concern
(M =4.71, SD = 1.40) than personal distress, M = 3.51, SD = 1.48,
1(412) =18.79, p < 0.001, 95% CI [1.08, 1.33], d = 0.92. However,
the target distress manipulation had a stronger effect on personal distress
than on empathic concern.

Although we designed the Interdependence manipulation to spe-
cifically induce perceived shared fate, the interdependence manipu-
lation increased both emotional and perceived shared fate. However,
as intended, the manipulation did not induce empathic concern, per-
sonal distress, or IOS with an acquaintance. Moreover, the target dis-
tress manipulation increased empathic concern and personal distress,
but not shared fate or IOS (S1.5.1 in the online supplemental mate-
rials). Therefore, we can be confident that the effects of empathic
concern and interdependence on willingness to help are not con-
founded with one another, nor with IOS.

Did Interdependence Attenuate the Effect of Empathic
Concern on Willingness to Help?

We predicted that empathic concern would predict willingness to
help when outcomes between participants and an acquaintance were
independent, but not when their outcomes were interdependent.
Following our previous analyses, we ran a second-stage moderated
mediation to test the effect of target distress on willingness to help
via empathic concern (mean-centered and standardized), conditional
on interdependence, F(4, 408) =29.50, p <.001, R>=0.22. We
found no main effect of target distress (b= —0.79, SE=1.23,
p=.52,95% CI [—-3.20, 1.62]), but participants were more willing
to help in the interdependence condition than in the independence
condition (b =9.75, SE=1.21, p <0.001, 95% CI [7.38, 12.13]).
As predicted, we also found an Interdependence x Empathic
Concern interaction (b= —4.56, SE=1.21, p <0.001, 95% CI
[—6.94, —2.18]), such that empathic concern predicted greater will-
ingness to help in the independence condition (b = 6.30, SE = 0.82,
p <0.001, 95% CI [4.69, 7.91]), but not in the interdependence

condition (b =1.73, SE=0.90, p =.055, 95% CI [—0.04, 3.51];
Figure 4b). In addition, the indirect effect of target distress on will-
ingness to help via empathic concern was conditional on interdepen-
dence (index of moderated mediation = —1.53, SE = 0.63, 95% CI1
[—2.90, —0.46]). Target distress had a stronger positive indirect
effect on willingness to help via empathic concern in the indepen-
dence condition (b=2.11, SE=0.71, 95% CI [0.82, 3.60]) than
in the interdependence condition (b=0.58, SE=0.33, 95% CI
[0.06, 1.34]).

Supplemental analyses show that results did not differ after
removing inattentive participants (S1.5.2 in the online supplemental
materials). However, we found evidence that personal distress con-
founded the effect of empathic concern on willingness to help.
Personal distress was positively associated with willingness to
help (b=1.59, SE=0.44, p <0.001). Moreover, the conditional
indirect effects of target distress on willingness to help via empathic
concern were smaller after controlling for personal distress, such that
target distress had a positive indirect effect on willingness to help via
empathic concern in the independence condition, but the indirect
effect was no longer statistically significant in the interdependence
condition (Figure 4a). Results controlling for personal distress did
not differ after removing inattentive participants (S1.5.2 in the online
supplemental materials).

Exploratory: Did Interdependence and Empathic Concern
Facilitate Intuitive Prosociality?

W tested for a second-stage moderated mediation of target distress
on the number of seconds taken to make allocation decisions via
empathic concern (mean-centered and standardized), conditional
on interdependence, F(4, 423)=5.45, p <.001, R%2=0.05. We
found a positive main effect of target distress (b =2.86, SE=
1.32, p =.03, 95% CI [0.27, 5.45]), a negative main effect of inter-
dependence (b= -2.69, SE=1.30, p=.04, 95% CI [-5.24,
—0.14]), and an Interdependence x Empathic Concern interaction
on Seconds (b =2.98, SE=1.30, p=.02, 95% CI [0.43, 5.53]).
Empathic concern predicted faster responses in the independence
condition (b= -3.25, SE=0.88, p<.001, 95% CI [-4.97,
—1.52]), but not in the interdependence condition (b= —0.27,
SE=0.97,p=.78,95% CI [—2.17, 1.63]) (Figure 4c). The indirect
effect of target distress on seconds via empathic concern was condi-
tional on interdependence (index of moderated mediation = 1.00,
SE =0.49, 95% CI [0.17, 2.11]), such that empathic concern medi-
ated the effect of target distress on seconds in the independence
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Figure 4

Conditional Effect of Target Distress on Willingness to Help via Empathic Concern (Study 3)
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Panel a: Taking the perspective of an acquaintance in distress (compared to a non-distressed acquaintance) induced feelings of empathic concern, lead-

ing to greater willingness to help via empathic concern in the independence condition, but not in the interdependence condition. Panel b: Empathic concern
predicted greater willingness to help in the independence condition (gray/light line), but not in the interdependence condition (blue/dark line). Panel c:
Empathic concern predicted faster allocation (i.e., more intuitively prosocial) decisions in the independence condition (gray/light line), but not in the interde-
pendence condition (blue/dark line). See the online article for the color version of this figure.

condition (indirect effect=—1.09, SE=0.43, 95% CI [-2.01,
—0.37]), but not in the interdependence condition (indirect effect =
—0.09, SE=0.29, 95% CI [—0.70, 0.47]).

Discussion

We induced empathy by manipulating whether participants thought
about a distressed or a nondistressed target, and found support for the
hypothesis that empathic concern motivates willingness to help when
we reduced, but not when we increased, perceived interdependence
through a shared fate manipulation. Moreover, exploratory analyses
revealed that when people feel empathic concern, they are more likely
to make intuitively prosocial decisions, but only when outcomes
between oneself and another are independent. In contrast, when out-
comes are interdependent, people were more intuitively prosocial
regardless of their empathic concern.

The target of empathy in this study was an acquaintance, someone
with whom people are not interdependent via genetic relatedness,
and the interdependence manipulation did not influence self-other-
overlap (as measured by 10S). These results indicate that the effect
of empathic concern on willingness to help and intuitive prosociality
cannot be attributed to the value people ascribe to others based on
kinship cues.

General Discussion

Does helping motivation rely on empathic concern? If so, for what
targets? We hypothesized that empathic concern would predict help-
ing motivation for relationships in which people perceive low inter-
dependence, but not for relationships characterized by high
perceived interdependence. Across studies, we found that people
reported somewhat greater empathic concern for interdependent tar-
gets than non-interdependent targets, consistent with prior research.
However, we also showed cross-sectionally (Studies 1a and 1b), and
when experimentally manipulating a target’s distress (Studies 2 and
3), that empathic concern only predicted greater willingness to help
when people perceived low interdependence in their relationships,
not when they perceived high interdependence.

Previous theoretical frameworks posit that the function of
empathic concern is to selectively attune and direct investment
toward kin, similar, and emotionally close (i.e., interdependent)
partners (Cialdini et al., 1997; de Waal, 2008; de Waal & Preston,
2017; Maner et al., 2002; Preston & de Waal, 2002). Two predic-
tions follow from these frameworks: (a) The intensity of empathic
concern is calibrated by the extent to which people are positively
interdependent and (b) empathic concern motivates helping interde-
pendent partners, but plays a less important role in motivating help-
ing in the absence of interdependence. We found partial support for
the first of these predictions, but our findings suggested the opposite
of the second.

Why Does Empathic Concern Motivate Willingness to
Help Noninterdependent Targets?

Rather than existing interdependent relationship partners, in whom
one’s investment is already high, experiencing empathic concern
toward a person with whom one does not yet have an interdependent
relationship might allow one to build or enhance relationships with
potential cooperative partners. Building cooperative relationships
with unrelated and distant partners has been a recurrent feature of
human sociality. According to estimates based on extant hunter-
gatherer populations, people in ancestral conditions likely lived in
groups consisting not only of close kin, but also affines, distant affines,
and even acquaintances among larger communities (Dyble et al.,
2015; Hill et al., 2011; Marlowe, 2004). Moreover, archaeological
evidence indicates that humans were cooperating at larger scales
with more distant individuals throughout the Late Pleistocene
(Singh & Glowacki, 2022). Agent-based models also show that indi-
viduals default to cooperating in one-shot scenarios with strangers
because of the (presumed) probability that one may encounter that
individual again in the future (Krasnow et al., 2013). This proclivity
to cooperate in the present, or offer aid in one-shot scenarios, can cre-
ate opportunities to develop a relationship down the road with a valu-
able partner (Delton et al., 2011). Such interactions are thought to
have shaped psychological mechanisms for cooperating with a variety
of close and distant others, including emotions such as empathic
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concern and gratitude (Algoe et al., 2008; Guevara Beltran et al.,
forthcoming; Sznycer & Lukaszewski, 2019).

From a socio-functional perspective on emotion (Keltner et al.,
2006; Shiota et al., 2004), empathic concern may be functionally
similar to feelings of gratitude. Gratitude often occurs in the early
stages of relationship formation; is elicited when people receive
larger-than-expected benefits (Sznycer & Lukaszewski, 2019);
increases the value placed on the donor; and promotes reciprocity
(Smith et al., 2017). Over time, gratitude engenders closeness
(Algoe et al., 2008), and a greater sense of responsibility for the wel-
fare of the donor (Lambert et al., 2010). Similarly, people may stand
to gain the most in terms of building a strong social network when
deploying empathic concern in the early stages of relationships—
especially if empathically-motivated helping is met with gratitude,
or if it enhances one’s reputation.

Empathetic individuals are more likely to evaluate the loss of a
stranger in need similarly to the way they evaluate their own losses,
suggesting that when people experience empathic concern, they are
more likely to intuitively perceive greater shared fate with others’
material losses (Liu et al., 2020). All else being equal, less selectively
empathetic individuals may benefit from an ability to foster a variety
of positive relationships. Indeed, people with higher trait empathic
concern have a greater number of close relationships (Kardos et al.,
2017), benefit from greater network centrality (Morelli et al., 2017),
and are valued more highly within a network than less empathetic
individuals (Morelli et al., 2018). Cultivating an empathetic disposi-
tion and a propensity to help others when in need might be especially
fruitful among those who experience frequent and unpredictable
sources of risk, because those who provide help are more likely to
receive help during a future time of need (Guevara Beltran, 2023).

What Mechanisms Mediate Willingness to Help
Interdependent Partners?

Interdependence may arise from sources such as genetic related-
ness (e.g., siblings), mating (i.e., parenting and grandparenting),
marriage (e.g., affine relationships), mutual aid through risk pooling
and exchange (e.g., food sharing, labor sharing), alloparenting, and
shared group membership (Cronk et al., 2019). There may be multi-
ple mechanisms that mediate willingness to help interdependent tar-
gets, depending on the specific source of interdependence. For
example, when genetic relatedness is the source, length of coresi-
dence during childhood, observing one’s mother intensely care for
one’s sibling, and perceived similarity predict higher welfare trade-
off ratios (i.e., a target’s value). In turn, valuing the welfare of tar-
get’s mediate willingness to help (Curry et al., 2013; Hackman
et al., 2015; Lieberman et al., 2007; Sznycer et al., 2016). We can
likewise consider interdependence among members of a risk pooling
system, such as systems of central place provisioning among hunter—
gatherer groups (Berbesque et al., 2016; Isaac, 1978; Marlowe,
2005), labor sharing among horticulturalist groups (Macfarlan
et al., 2013), or labor sharing among ranchers (Cronk et al., 2021).
In such circumstances, strong sharing norms (e.g., central place pro-
visioning), norms that dictate that one ought to help a neighbor dur-
ing times of need (Cronk et al., 2021), or reputation-based concerns
(Macfarlan et al., 2013) can mediate willingness to help. However,
such norms are predicted to arise from the objective outcome inter-
dependence that people experience from pooling labor and other
sources of risk (Cronk & Aktipis, 2021; Cronk et al., 2019).

Regardless of its source, our model posits that empathic concern
will become a less prominent predictor of willingness to help as
interdependence rises. As shown in these studies, shared fate
accounted for willingness to help interdependent partners. Thus,
an alternative hypothesis is that shared fate operates as an internal
regulatory variable that integrates multiple cues from multiple
sources of interdependence to provide an estimate of the extent to
which outcomes between oneself and specific others are intertwined
(e.g., Balliet et al., 2017; Delton & Robertson, 2016; Delton et al.,
2023; Sznycer, 2022). In turn, this estimate of shared fate may medi-
ate willingness to help interdependent targets across different con-
texts or situations (Columbus et al., 2021; Gerpott et al., 2018).
However, outside of whether a target is kin, our measure of shared
fate cannot tell us about the source(s) that gave rise to such percep-
tions of shared fate among participants in this study. Thus, these
alternative hypotheses need to be evaluated in future research.

When Should Empathic Concern Predict Willingness to
Help Noninterdependent Targets?

Our findings should be interpreted in light of evidence that people
are somewhat stingy with empathy overall (Cameron et al., 2019;
Ferguson et al., 2020). If empathic concern serves a relationship-
building function, we should expect empathic concern and its effects
on willingness to help non-interdependent targets to be regulated
according to (a) the value of the target in need (i.e., target’s potential
to generate benefits/impose costs) and (b) the tradeoffs associated
with investing in new partners within a given culture or ecology.
This relationship-building perspective leads to interesting predic-
tions for future research.

Target-Specific Moderators

Previous studies have demonstrated some of these boundary con-
ditions. For example, empathic concern predicts greater concessions
toward a sad negotiation partner, but only when people believe they
will interact with that individual in the future (Sinaceur et al., 2015).
Similarly, people who do not value your welfare would make poor
cooperative partners. Accordingly, empathic concern does not moti-
vate willingness to help strangers who have shown that they do not
value the participant’s welfare (Sznycer et al., 2019). Moreover, a
partner’s value is determined by their capacity to generate benefits.
Thus, individuals who demonstrate low-capacity cues may either
elicit low levels of empathic concern, or empathic concern may
not predict one’s willingness to help them. Conversely, individuals
who show high-capacity cues should elicit greater empathic concern
and help when in need. Indeed, in prior research targets described as
drunk, substance users, or lazy elicited lower empathic concern and
were seen as less deserving of help than industrious people who hap-
pen to be down on their luck (Aarge & Petersen, 2014; Decety et al.,
2010; Delton et al., 2018; Jensen & Petersen, 2017; Weiner, 1980).

Additional target-specific moderators that calibrate the value of a
target include group membership, threat, and disease. The coalitions
to which people belong (or are seen to belong) provide information
about their likelihood to cooperate with you (Pietraszewski et al.,
2015). While people do experience empathic concern for outgroup
members, such feelings of concern often fail to predict willingness
to help (Stiirmer et al., 2005, 2006). Outgroup (vs. ingroup) targets
are also valued more negatively, likely because they are seen as less



is not to be disseminated broadly.

This document is copyrighted by the Ame
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user ¢

642 GUEVARA BELTRAN, SHIOTA, AND AKTIPIS

probable cooperating partners—perhaps even as competitors
(Pietraszewski et al., 2015); and such negative evaluations can inhibit
empathic concern and willingness to help (Hein et al., 2010; Xu et al.,
2009). Formidable (i.e., physically strong) people are prone to feeling
anger and use aggression to get their way during conflicts (Sell et al.,
2009, 2017). When angry, people take more and contribute less in
cooperative contexts (Fabiansson & Denson, 2012; Polman & Kim,
2013). Thus, formidable and anger-prone people are risky partners
and may engender lower empathic concern and willingness to help.
Indeed, angry individuals in need do not elicit empathic concern
(Sassenrath et al., 2017). Moreover, perceived vulnerability to infec-
tion reduces affiliation (Mortensen et al., 2010); and feelings of dis-
gust lower a target’s relational value, induce avoidance behaviors,
exacerbate prejudice, and inhibit cooperation (Dasgupta et al., 2009;
Moretti & di Pellegrino, 2010; Tybur & Lieberman, 2016). Thus,
infected individuals may elicit lower empathic concern, or empathic
concern may not predict willingness to help non-interdependent tar-
gets, especially when in close proximity to the target.

Cultural/Ecological Moderators

Cultural/ecological factors can shape the cost/benefit balance of
investing in new relationship partners, and such tradeoffs should mod-
erate the effect of empathic concern on willingness to help non-inter-
dependent targets. For example, empathic concern should have a
stronger positive effect on willingness to help non-interdependent tar-
gets in areas characterized by high relational mobility. Relational
mobility is the extent to which people within a given society have
the ability to choose their social ties (Oishi, 2010). Compared to coun-
tries that have historically relied on independent modes of subsistence
(e.g., herding), relational mobility tends to be lower in countries that
primarily relied on interdependent modes of subsistence (e.g.,
wheat, rice farming; Thomson et al., 2018).

People prefer to have wider social networks in highly relationally
mobile societies (Oishi & Kesebir, 2012). The value of investing in
additional potential interdependent relationship partners is higher in
this sociocultural context, so we would expect empathic concern to
be stronger, and a stronger predictor of helping, toward strangers and
acquaintances. Notably, the current studies were conducted in the
United States where relational mobility is especially high. In con-
trast, people who reside in areas with low relational mobility prefer
to invest in fewer but deeper social ties. Agent-based models show
that investing in a few close relationships (vs. many shallow relation-
ships) leads to better payoffs (i.e., returns from investing in partners)
when relational mobility is low (i.e., partners move less frequently),
and the probability of experiencing serious financial need is high
(Oishi & Kesebir, 2012). This happens because individuals might
not be able to assist their partners during serious times of need if
they maintained many ties that required high levels of investment.
For example, as compared to U.S. adults, people in Ghana have
fewer friends, and are more likely to emphasize the provisioning
of material support during serious hardships as an important charac-
teristic of their relationships. Some even consider having many
friendships “foolish” and “irresponsible” (Adams & Plaut, 2003).
Because low relational mobility increases the potential costs and
reduces the potential benefits of investing in new partners, the effect
of empathic concern on willingness to help non-interdependent tar-
gets might be weaker in areas characterized by low relational
mobility.

Limitations and Future Directions

Are Feelings of Empathic Concern Worth the Trouble in
Interdependent Relationships?

Our findings suggest that empathic concern might be unneces-
sary—perhaps even costly—in guiding helping motivation when peo-
ple perceive high interdependence in their relationships. Researchers
have suggested that due to the cognitive and material costs associated
with empathizing (Cameron & Payne, 2011; Cameron et al., 2019;
Ferguson et al., 2020), people will avoid, or minimize, engaging in
affective sharing. However, when people value the welfare of a person
in need, they might likewise preserve effort by avoiding, or minimiz-
ing, empathic concern. As a construct, empathic concern involves
affective correspondence with the distress of a target, feelings of con-
cern, and motivation to alleviate such distress (Batson, 2011). Perhaps
the specific component of empathic concern that is not needed to
motivate willingness to help at high levels of interdependence is cor-
respondence with the negative affect of the target. The present
research does not allow us to determine whether affective correspon-
dence with the distress of a target is actually unnecessary or inefficient
for guiding helping at high levels of interdependence, but our results
suggest that this is an interesting direction for further research.

Our Studies Do Not Consider Negative Interdependence

One strength of these studies is that we included a wide range of
targets, allowing us to capture greater variation in interdependence
than is commonly seen in research on empathic concern.
However, our measure of shared fate (Ayers et al., 2023) does not
measure perceptions of negative interdependence. Interdependence
as defined by Aktipis et al. (2018) and Roberts (2005) includes rela-
tionships that range from negatively to positively correlated out-
comes. Empathic concern often fails to elicit willingness to help
adversarial or antagonistic targets (Zaki & Cikara, 2015)—targets
that should give rise to perceptions of negative interdependence.
Future studies could measure interdependence toward enemies,
rivals, or antagonistic groups as well as positively interdependent
relationships to confirm that empathic concern does not predict will-
ingness to help negatively interdependent others. If empathic con-
cern does predict willingness to help when people perceive
negative interdependence with a target, this would imply that the
role of empathic concern in motivating willingness to help is more
flexible than previously thought. After all, foes can become friends,
and friends can become enemies.

Did Perspective-Taking Instructions Create Demands?

Another strength of this research is that our experimental manipu-
lations allow us to make causal inferences. However, there were
also plausible limitations to our approach. The explicit perspective-
taking instructions in Studies 2 and 3 may have created demands, lead-
ing participants to provide socially desirable responses. Plausible
demand effects might include the desire to appear generally prosocial,
causing participants to report higher empathic concern and helping for
both distant and interdependent targets than they would actually dis-
play. While this is likely, it would not account for the specific pattern
of results in the present studies. If our perspective-taking instructions
created demand to appear prosocial specifically toward non-interde-
pendent targets, this might lead to selectively inflated reports of
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empathic concern and helping for acquaintances. However, this seems
unlikely relative to the alternative—demand specifically to demon-
strate consistency with kinship-based norms, which would lead to
selectively inflated reports of empathic concern and helping for sib-
lings. However, the target distress manipulation had a similar positive
effect on empathic concern for acquaintances and siblings (Study 2),
and we find no evidence that target type per se moderated the effect of
the target distress manipulation on willingness to help, F(1, 311) =
0.59, p = .44 (Study 2). These observations indicate that the target
distress manipulation did not create demands to appear more prosocial
toward distant versus closer targets (or vice versa), but we cannot rule
out the possibility that there was a demand to appear generally more
prosocial. In this case, however, we would expect randomization to
smooth out biases across conditions.

Are Results Ecologically Valid?

A third strength of this research is that our measure of willingness to
help included a wide range of need scenarios. This allowed us to cap-
ture greater variation in the kinds of situations that can elicit empathic
concern and opportunities for helping across relationship targets.
However, whether empathic concern predicts willingness to help
non-interdependent targets when helping is considerably costlier or
more effortful needs to be evaluated in future studies. For example,
people are less willing to exert cognitive effort to benefit dissimilar
targets or charities they do not value (Depow et al., 2022). Thus,
cost and effort are likely additional important moderators.

People will seldom donate a kidney or find themselves stranded on
an island. But most have, or will have, encountered opportunities to
offer food, water, shelter, or money to a person in need. Thus, our par-
ticipants probably had a fair amount of insight into how likely they
would be willing to help under these more familiar circumstances.
Moreover, previous studies show that self-report measures of proso-
ciality are positively correlated with behavior (r = .39; e.g., dictator
games, trust games, donations; Bockler et al., 2016, 2018), which sug-
gests that we should expect a moderate correspondence between peo-
ple’s self-reported motivation and behavior, though effect sizes
observed in these studies need to be evaluated in future studies
using behavioral measures. On this note, we found that empathic con-
cern predicted willingness to help non-interdependent others even for
costlier scenarios (i.e., giving $100 and donating a kidney). Moreover,
people who have actually donated a kidney to strangers show higher
affective correspondence with other’s pain—a crucial antecedent to
feelings of concern (Brethel-Haurwitz et al., 2018; Marsh et al.,
2014). While these studies did not measure empathic concern for
the recipient of the kidney, they do lend credibility to our findings
that empathic concern can motivate willingness to help non-interde-
pendent others in costly ways.

Do Results Generalize to Other Populations?

Another constraint of this research is that all participants resided in
the United States. Compared to most other populations, people in the
United States tend to be more individualistic and have higher rela-
tional mobility (Kito et al., 2017; Oishi & Kesebir, 2012;
Thomson et al., 2018). As noted above, when relational mobility
and individualism are high, people are likely to interact with a greater
number of novel individuals, and deploying empathic concern to
build new relationships might be more fruitful. Future studies

might test whether low relational mobility attenuates the effect of
empathic concern on willingness to help non-interdependent targets.

Conclusion

We investigated, and found support for, the hypothesis that
empathic concern predicts willingness to help when people perceive
low—but not high—interdependence in their relationship with a per-
son in need. Our results come in contrast to the view that empathic
concern only (or more strongly) predicts willingness to help in the
context of highly interdependent relationships, such as when partners
are genetically related or emotionally close. Taken together, this
research provides a plausible explanation for seemingly contradictory
findings regarding the role of empathic concern and helping motiva-
tion raised in previous studies, and suggests that an additional function
of empathic concern may be to direct attention and investment toward
helping others in need with whom one might not yet have an interde-
pendent relationship, but who have the potential to become a valuable
cooperative partner in the future.
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have been corrected.

https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001378

Correction to “Emotional Context and Predictability in Naturalistic Reading
Aloud” by Alexander and Buzzell (2023)

In the article “Emotional Context and Predictability in Naturalistic Reading Aloud,” by Jessica
M. Alexander and George A. Buzzell (Emotion, 2024, Vol. 24, No. 3, pp. 617-627, https:/doi.org/
10.1037/emo0001298), Table 1 as originally reported contained an error with respect to participant
demographics. Specifically, participants who had selected multiple categories for race/ethnicity
were mistakenly assigned to only the first alphabetical category selected. Updates have been made
in the Race/ethnicity section of Table 1, to change the heading “American Indian or Alaska Native”
to “Multiple selected,” and to the relevant statistics under that heading as well as under the
“Hispanic, Latino/a/x, or Spanish origin” and “Asian” headings. No inferential statistics are impacted
by this correction, nor does it affect the results or conclusions of the article. All versions of this article



https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.39.2.186
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.39.2.186
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.39.2.186
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.39.2.186
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.39.2.186
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2020.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2020.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2020.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2020.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2020.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2020.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2418-09.2009
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2418-09.2009
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2418-09.2009
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2418-09.2009
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037679
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037679
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2016.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2016.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2016.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2016.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2016.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2016.12.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721415599978
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721415599978
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721413492764
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721413492764
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721413492764
https://doi.org/10.1038/nn.3085
https://doi.org/10.1038/nn.3085
https://doi.org/10.1038/nn.3085
https://doi.org/10.1038/nn.3085
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001298
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001298
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001298
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001298
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001298
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001378
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001378
https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001378

	Empathic Concern Motivates Willingness to Help in the Absence of Interdependence
	The Conundrum of Empathic Concern and Prosocial Behavior
	Interdependent Targets Elicit Empathic Concern
	Noninterdependent Targets Also Elicit Empathic Concern
	For Whom Does Empathic Concern Motivate Willingness to Help?
	Overview of the Present Studies
	Studies 1a and 1b
	Method
	Transparency and Openness
	Procedure
	Participants
	Study 1a
	Study 1b

	Measures
	Empathy
	Interdependence Measures
	Helping Motivation


	Results
	Analyses
	Associations Among Empathy, Interdependence, and Willingness to Help
	Is Perceived Interdependence Associated With Empathic Concern?
	Does Interdependence Attenuate the Effect of Empathic Concern on Willingness to Help?
	Does Level of Need Moderate the Effect of Empathic Concern and Interdependence on Willingness to Help?

	Discussion

	Study 2
	Method
	Participants
	Procedures and Measures

	Results
	Manipulation Checks
	Empathic Concern
	Personal Distress
	Did People Feel More Concern or Distress?

	Did Interdependence Attenuate the Effect of Empathic Concern on Willingness to Help?
	Did Empathic Concern Predict Willingness to Help Acquaintances More Strongly Than Siblings?

	Discussion

	Study 3
	Method
	Participants
	Procedures and Measures

	Results
	Manipulation Checks
	Shared Fate
	Empathy

	Did Interdependence Attenuate the Effect of Empathic Concern on Willingness to Help?
	Exploratory: Did Interdependence and Empathic Concern Facilitate Intuitive Prosociality?

	Discussion

	General Discussion
	Why Does Empathic Concern Motivate Willingness to Help Noninterdependent Targets?
	What Mechanisms Mediate Willingness to Help Interdependent Partners?
	When Should Empathic Concern Predict Willingness to Help Noninterdependent Targets?
	Target-Specific Moderators
	Cultural/Ecological Moderators

	Limitations and Future Directions
	Are Feelings of Empathic Concern Worth the Trouble in Interdependent Relationships?
	Our Studies Do Not Consider Negative Interdependence
	Did Perspective-Taking Instructions Create Demands?
	Are Results Ecologically Valid?
	Do Results Generalize to Other Populations?

	Conclusion

	References

	Correction to “Emotional Context and Predictability in Naturalistic Reading Aloud” by Alexander and Buzzell (2023)


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /None
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /None
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /None
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.36000
    9.36000
    9.36000
    9.36000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


