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EMPATHY CHOICE 2 

 

Abstract 

 

Empathy is considered a core virtue, yet fails in many situations.  Understanding empathy lapses 

addresses a basic question about pro-sociality: to what extent do people choose to avoid 

empathy?  Answering this question informs debates over the automaticity of empathy, and in 

particular, experience sharing: our tendency to resonate with the experiences of others.  

Experience sharing is often assumed to be effortless and automatic; here, we suggest that people 

perceive experience sharing to be effortful, aversive, and difficult, and avoid it for that reason.  

We develop a new measure of empathy regulation behavior called the Empathy Selection Task.  

In this task, participants make a series of binary choices, selecting into situations that instruct 

them to engage in empathy or an alternative course of action.  Across 19 studies (N = 2,174) we 

find strong and replicable empathy avoidance, which is associated with perceiving empathy as 

effortful, aversive, and inefficacious.  People avoid sharing in both negative and positive 

experiences of others, and empathy avoidance is not reducible to emotion avoidance.  People 

subjectively devalue empathy, requiring higher financial compensation to empathize in an 

Empathy Discounting Paradigm, and empathy avoidance reduces when the alternative to 

empathy is comparably effortful.  Finally, experimentally increasing perceived efficacy at 

empathizing eliminates avoidance of experience sharing, suggesting that psychological costs 

directly cause empathy regulation.  These results qualify claims that empathy is a default, and 

that empathy limits are fixed rather than chosen.  When given the choice to share in others’ 

feelings, people act as if it’s not worth the effort.



 

One of the fundamental skills for navigating everyday life is empathy: the multi-faceted 

ability to share others’ experiences, take others’ perspectives, and feel compassionately 

motivated to help
 
(Decety & Cowell, 2014; Preston & Hofelich, 2012).  Empathy can be 

evolutionarily advantageous, as it prompts us to aid those who share our genes and to cooperate 

reciprocally with others (even non-kin) to mutual advantage (Preston, 2013).  Yet empathy may 

also entail mental, emotional, and material costs.  The scientific study of the promise and perils 

of empathy has thrived, with much research across disciplines—including biology (Sober & 

Wilson, 1998), economics (Singer & Fehr, 2005), neuroscience (Decety, 2011), philosophy 

(Prinz, 2011), and psychology (Batson, 2011)—attempting to understand when and why people 

experience empathy.  Here, we use an interdisciplinary approach to address a critically 

overlooked question: to what extent do people choose to avoid feeling empathy?  In particular, 

we examine whether people exert situational control over experience sharing—an affective form 

of empathy that involves vicarious resonance with others—due to its perceived psychological 

costs.  We suggest that metacognitive judgments about the effort costs inherent to mechanisms of 

experience sharing—not just material costs or vicarious distress—drive empathy avoidance.   

Empathy as an Effortless Default 

 At first glance, empathy, and in particular, experience sharing, may not seem to require a 

choice.  Experience sharing is often described as automatic, as a process that is elicited 

spontaneously and without intention (Decety, 2011; Lamm, Batson, & Decety, 2007).  

Experience sharing has been characterized as involving spontaneous, automatic activation of 

shared affective representations, with top-down deliberative control playing a role in either 

eliminating empathy or compensating for the lack of it (Preston & Hofelich, 2012).  Decety and 
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colleagues (2010, p. 985) suggest that “empathy involves both bottom-up and top-down 

information processing components… the former refers to the automatic and covert mimicry 

component, which drives emotional contagion during interpersonal interactions, and the latter to 

self-regulation and meta-cognition, which modulates both this automatic resonance system and 

subsequent pro-social behaviors.”  Because effort-based regulation is not thought to constitute 

experience sharing per se, lapses of experience sharing are taken to indicate basic limitations, 

rather than motivated choices. 

We agree that empathy can often occur spontaneously and without intention (see 

Cameron, Spring, & Todd, in press).  However, modern views of automaticity allow that not all 

features of automaticity co-vary as a natural kind (Moors, 2014); the unintentional vs. intentional 

distinction need not map on to the effortless vs. effortful distinction, meaning that there could be 

instances where a spontaneously elicited process still requires effort to engage in.  We suggest 

that experience sharing is one such process.  Here we show that people often find experience 

sharing to be effortful, which leads them to take proactive steps to prevent experience sharing 

from ever occurring to begin with.  One implication of this perspective is that deficits in 

experience sharing may reflect choices to avoid effort, rather than basic limitations on experience 

sharing.  This use of proactive emotion regulation complicates traditional dualities between 

automaticity and control, by showing that by structuring the situations they enter, people have 

some degree of choice over a process typically deemed automatic.  Even if experience sharing 

occurs spontaneously once in an empathic situation, people might strategically select whether to 

enter such situations based on effort costs of experience sharing. 

Empathy as an Effort-Based Choice 
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There are good reasons to believe that empathy might depend in part on effortful 

engagement.  In everyday social settings, particularly with non-kin strangers, there can often be 

much uncertainty about the internal experiences and feelings of others.  Attempting to share in 

these experiences may feel demanding and effortful because of less familiarity and less obvious 

external information to rely on.  Because social perceivers are generally cognitively busy and 

distracted, these effort costs may make experience sharing somewhat difficult (for similar claims 

about empathic accuracy, see Ma-Kellems & Lerner, 2016), and this is the point of the current 

work.  Prior work finds that effort is involved in perspective-taking (e.g., Epley et al., 2004; 

Sabbagh & Taylor, 2000), compassion (e.g., Finley et al., 2016), and empathic accuracy (Ma-

Kellems & Lerner, 2016), but there has been no such examination for experience sharing, likely 

because it has been assumed that effort is irrelevant for this facet of empathy. 

Empathy facilitates beneficial social relationships and behavior, but can also entail 

significant material and physical costs, such that decision-makers need to carefully weigh costs 

and benefits of empathic engagement Cameron & Rapier, 2016; Keysers & Gazzola, 2014; Zaki, 

2014).  Drawing on models of cognitive control and goal pursuit (Apps et al., 2015; Inzlicht, 

Bartholow, & Hirsh, 2015; Kurzban, 2015), here, we suggest that in addition to considering 

material costs, people may use experiential or phenomenal meta-cognitive cues associated with 

feeling empathy, such as a sense of effort, aversiveness, or inefficacy, to actively choose whether 

or not to engage with others’ emotions.  This contention is based on decades of research 

demonstrating that people prefer to avoid exerting effort (Hull, 1943; Kool, McGuire, Rosen, & 

Botvinick, 2010; Walton et al., 2006; Westbrook, Kester, & Braver, 2013), unless it is offset by 

the promise of sufficient reward (Apps et al., 2015).   The law of least effort claims that “If two 

or more behavioral sequences, each involving a different amount of energy consumption or 
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work, have been equally well reinforced an equal number of times, the organism will gradually 

learn to choose the less laborious behavior sequence” (Hull, 1943; cf. Kool et al., 2010).  From a 

biological perspective, effort—even mental effort (Kool et al., 2010)—signals that a current 

course of action carries fitness costs (Kurzban, 2015); from an economics perspective, effort 

signals that a course of action carries inherent disutility (Kool et al., 2010).  Although prior work 

shows that people are motivated to avoid effort, no studies have examined this in the context of 

empathy, partly, we think, because prior studies of empathy do not tend to assume that effort is a 

relevant consideration for engaging in experience sharing.   

When deciding whether to enter into empathy-eliciting situations, people may weigh the 

expected value of mental costs (e.g., effort) along with material costs and offsetting rewards, 

such as the desire to be moral or abide by social norms.  Indiscriminate empathy can be overly 

costly, leading to fatigue, financial costs, and opportunity costs when more prudential courses of 

action are available (Keysers & Gazzola, 2014; Zaki, 2014).  We suggest that when given the 

choice to empathize with strangers, people will tend to avoid empathy, and that avoidance will 

be associated with phenomenal states like effort, aversiveness, and inefficacy.  Although there 

may be cases in which empathy is rewarding, and approached rather than avoided (e.g., with 

kin), the point here is that a number of other factors, such as aversive effort and inefficacy, can 

lead people to avoid it altogether.  In this view, even if experience sharing is spontaneous, it is 

not effortless, and this may lead people to actively choose not to engage in it.  

Importantly, the aim of this research was not to establish that empathy is perceived as 

more effortful than other effortful, domain-general cognitive processes, or that empathy is 

avoided to a greater degree than non-empathic effortful processes.  Instead, given our 

constructionist position on the mind (Cameron, Lindquist, & Gray, 2015), we suggest that like 
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other domain-general processes, effort avoidance manifests in multiple domains and may be an 

important but overlooked driver of failures to empathically engage with others.  Our aim, then, 

was to explore whether, as a default stance, certain forms of empathy tend to be avoided, in part, 

simply because they are effortful.  This juxtaposition of empathy and effort avoidance is not 

much discussed in the study of empathy, but provides an important theoretical advance.  In a 

world where empathy is touted and promoted as helpful, understanding how difficult experience 

sharing can be needs to be brought into focus. In our view, this is an important aspect of empathy 

that is under-appreciated.  In other words, people may be “empathy misers” in part because they 

are “cognitive misers”: people may often avoid entering into empathic situations, but this is 

likely to reflect domain-general effort calculations as applied to the particular case of empathy. 

The Motivated Empathy Framework 

Such an approach builds upon and extends prior findings of motivated empathy, which 

establish that by changing people’s motivation to experience or avoid empathy, one can shape 

empathic outcomes (for reviews, see Cameron & Rapier, 2016; Keysers & Gazzola, 2014; Zaki, 

2014).  People avoid situations that elicit empathy when they believe empathy will be materially 

or psychologically costly (Andreoni, Rao, & Trachman, 2013; Pancer et al., 1979; Shaw, Batson, 

& Todd, 1994).  People typically feel more empathy for single victims than groups of victims, 

but this reverses when the expectation of having to donate money to help victims is removed 

(Cameron & Payne, 2011).  People attribute fewer mental states to stigmatized out-groups, but 

this reverses when expectations that empathy will be emotionally exhausting are removed 

(Cameron, Harris, & Payne, 2016).  People feel less empathy after they have been induced to feel 

fatigued (Nelson, Klein, & Irvin, 2003).  When people believe that empathy is a skill that can be 

improved, they experience more empathy for out-groups (Schumann, Zaki, & Dweck, 2014).  
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Even clinical limits on empathy in psychopathy and narcissism shift with incentives to empathize 

(Arbuckle & Cunningham, 2012; Hepper, Hart, & Sedikides, 2014; Meffert et al., 2013).   

Although these studies find that motivational factors can shape empathic outcomes, they 

leave the underlying mechanism of emotion regulation under-specified.  Yet, it is important to 

assess emotion regulation processes in real time, in addition to emotion regulation outcomes, in 

order to more clearly understand the dynamics of motivated empathy (for similar argument about 

emotion regulation processes vs. outcomes, see Isaacowitz & Blanchard-Fields, 2012).  In the 

current work, we focus on the emotion regulation strategy known as situation selection (Gross, 

2007), in which people choose whether to enter into situations that they anticipate will elicit 

certain emotional or mental states.  This is argued to be a rather effective form of emotion 

regulation, because it avoids emotion elicitors entirely, and has been documented for empathy in 

studies that present people with a single choice of whether to enter into empathy-eliciting 

situations (Davis et al., 1999; Pancer et al., 1979; Shaw et al., 1994).  This form of empathy 

regulation can be seen in many everyday situations, as when people maintain distance from a 

donation solicitor or change the channel to escape an emotionally evocative charity commercial.   

The Empathy Selection Task 

In the current research, we develop a new task that uses behaviorally revealed preferences 

(Kool et al., 2010) to measure motivated empathy avoidance. More specifically, this new task 

assesses whether people select into or out of situations in which they will be asked to engage in 

experience sharing.  In the Empathy Selection Task, adult participants make a series of choices 

between card decks associated with experiencing and avoiding empathy.  The task is modeled on 

previous tasks used to document reward and avoidance behaviors (Bechara, Damasio, Tranel, & 

Damasio, 1997), particularly avoidance of cognitive effort (Kool et al., 2010).  Over a series of 
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trials, participants are given a choice between two types of decks: one deck instructs participants 

to engage in experience sharing and the other deck instructs participants to engage in an 

alternative course of action.  Participants see a social target on each trial regardless of which 

deck is chosen, with only the instructions differing depending on chosen deck.  The task provides 

a robust repeated-measures assessment of empathy avoidance—capturing emotion regulation 

processes in action—that extends beyond single-shot assessments of empathic outcomes (e.g., 

self-reports), and which allows for systematic variation of relevant factors both within the task 

(e.g., empathy target) and in the contextual conditions in which participants are completing the 

task (e.g., by manipulating motivation prior to task performance).  We use the term “Empathy” 

as a shorthand, but submit that the task captures regulation of experience sharing, given the task 

instructions on empathy trials to vicariously feel what the target feels.   

Much work has demonstrated that financial costs can motivate empathy avoidance 

(Cameron & Payne, 2011; Shaw et al., 1994); here, the focus is on psychological costs of 

experience sharing divorced from the expectation of having to help.  We therefore eliminated 

any expectation of having to engage in costly helping behavior, which can often inhibit empathy.  

By removing material costs, we created a conservative test for whether the psychological costs 

associated with experience sharing would inhibit empathy choice.  We developed an “Empathy 

Selection Task”, which involves choosing whether or not to experience share with non-kin 

strangers.  We predicted that on average participants would choose to avoid empathy.  Across 19 

studies, we manipulated numerous task features to examine the extent to which meta-cognitive 

features of empathy (such as perceived effort, inefficacy, and mental aversiveness) lead to 

avoidance. We also rule out alternative explanations of the effect, including avoidance of 

material cost, vicarious negative affect, and emotional experience more generally.  Our results 
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suggest that the psychological costs of experience sharing can serve as choice cues that deter 

empathic engagement.  These results suggest that effort avoidance processes are important for 

whether people engage in experience sharing, a juxtaposition that is not often considered and 

which builds theoretically upon prior studies of motivated empathy while providing a new 

methodology that can capture empathy regulation robustly in real time.  Our work emphasizes 

that in addition to these other more obvious disincentives to empathy, the very act of trying to 

empathize may act as its own deterrent, since it will be perceived as effortful and costly. 

Method: Internal Meta-Analysis of Studies 

Overview and Participants 

 We examined the Empathy Selection Task in k = 19 studies, with 2,174 total participants 

recruited from the United States on Amazon.com Mechanical Turk.  According to a power 

analysis using the average effect in social psychology (d = 0.40; Richard, Bond, Stolkes-Zoota, 

2003), with a one-sample t-test design, we could achieve 80% power with as few as 41 

participants and 90% power with as few as 55 participants. We decided to collect data on no 

fewer than 41 participants per study, often exceeding this minimum to achieve more statistical 

power depending on whether a between-subjects manipulation was also employed. 

The Empathy Selection Task 

We provide a general description of the task here, with study-specific variations in task 

instructions and features described in the Supplemental Method (for similar approach, see Tuk, 

Zhang, & Sweldens, 2015).  Figure 1 depicts a schematic of the Empathy Selection Task, 

versions of which are used in all studies except Studies 11-12 (for that adaptation, see “The Role 

of Emotion Avoidance”).  Prior to the task, participants are told that they should choose freely 

from one of two card decks.  Participants are instructed that if they choose one of the decks 
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(labeled “FEEL” in some studies, unlabeled in others) they will be told to feel empathy for the 

person in the image and describe the person’s internal experiences; if they choose the other deck 

(labeled “DESCRIBE” in some studies, unlabeled in others), they will be told to remain 

objectively detached and describe this person’s external appearances.  These instructions to feel 

empathy or be objective are drawn from standard manipulations in social psychology (e.g., 

Batson et al., 1997).  In Studies 1-15, experience sharing is not mentioned directly in the pre-task 

instructions; in Studies 16-18, experience sharing is mentioned explicitly.  Nevertheless, the 

trial-level instructions described below, which are repeated more frequently, directly encourage 

participants who select the empathy deck to engage in experience sharing. 

Participants proceed to complete test trials of the Empathy Selection Task, ranging from 

24-40 trials depending on the study.  Over repeated trials, participants choose one of the decks, 

and then see an image of a person.  If participants select the empathy deck, they are instructed to 

feel empathy and write about the person’s internal experiences.  Specifically, they are told to 

“feel what the person feels”.  This instruction describes experience sharing: vicariously 

resonating with someone else’s experiences (see also the section “The Role of Experience 

Sharing” for more about how we adapted experience sharing instructions from previously 

published work).  If participants select the objective deck, they are instructed to be objective and 

write about the person’s demographic characteristics (e.g., age, race, gender; for more details 

about how the objective instructions varied across studies, see the Method Supplement).  Card 

decks are either 100% empathy or objective trials (except for Study 4).  Social targets vary 

across studies, including child refugees (Studies 1-8) and college-age adults (Studies 9-10, 13-

18).  Emotions expressed by the social targets vary across studies, including sadness (Studies 1-

8, 15, 17), happiness (Studies 9-10, 13-15, 17), and anger (Studies 9-10, 13-16, 18).  After the 
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task, participants provided open-ended responses: “What was it like performing the task?”  “Did 

you develop a preference for one of the decks?” and “How did you choose between the decks?”   

 

Figure 1.  Schematic depiction of the Empathy Selection Task.  See Supplemental Method for 

study-specific variations in task instructions, stimuli, and deck features (e.g., labels). 

 

The Role of Affective Valence 

Even if people avoid empathy for the suffering of child refugees—who are the social 

targets in Studies 1-10—an alternative explanation is that people avoid vicariously sharing 

negative affect, rather than avoiding empathy per se.  A related possibility is that people avoid 

empathy because they perceive an implied demand to alleviate suffering, not because they have 

issues with experiencing empathy itself.  We suggest that people are generally averse to empathy 

regardless of whether social targets are experiencing positive or negative affect.   

To address these alternative explanations, Studies 9, 10, 15, and 17 examined whether 

empathy avoidance emerges to a similar extent for targets expressing negative and positive 
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affect.  If participants are avoiding vicarious negative affect and/or implied helping demands, 

then they should choose away from the empathy deck only for targets displaying negative affect, 

but not for targets displaying positive affect.  By contrast, if participants are avoiding empathy, 

then they should choose away from the empathy deck regardless of the valence of target affect.  

In Studies 9 and 10, participants were randomly assigned to one of two versions of the Empathy 

Selection Task; in the negative-valence condition, the social targets were college-age adults 

displaying anger, and in the positive-valence condition the targets were the same adults 

displaying closed-mouth smiles (drawn from the Chicago Face Database; Ma, Correll, & 

Wittenbrink, 2015).  In Studies 15 and 17, the valence contrast was sadness and happiness (with 

targets from the NimStim Database; Tottenham et al., 2004).  For more methodological details of 

each study, see the Supplemental Method.  These experiments test for generalization of empathy 

avoidance across different affective states (sadness, anger, happiness), which would suggest that 

people are averse to the act of sharing others’ experience, rather than a particular kind of shared 

experience.  These experiments also test for whether empathy avoidance generalizes to different 

targets (college-age adults instead of child refugees) from multiple normed stimulus sets.  

The Role of Emotion Avoidance 

The studies that manipulate target affect attempt to rule out avoidance of negative affect 

as an alternative explanation of empathy avoidance in the Empathy Selection Task.  Yet empathy 

avoidance could still be explained as more general avoidance of any kind of emotional 

experience.  In the standard Empathy Selection Task, participants are asked to choose between 

engaging empathically with the emotions of others and remaining objectively detached.  It may 

be that people dislike being put into any kind of emotional state regardless of valence.   
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In Studies 11 and 12, we developed a “Feel-Self vs. Feel-Other” variant of the Empathy 

Selection Task (see Figure 2) to address the alternative explanation that participants are avoiding 

emotion more generally (rather than empathy specifically).  Over repeated trials, participants 

choose either a “FEEL-SELF” or “FEEL-OTHER” deck and then see a positive or negative low-

arousal (Study 11) or medium-arousal (Study 12) slide from the International Affect Picture 

System (IAPS; Lang, Bradley, & Cuthbert, 1999).  If participants select the Feel-Self deck, they 

are instructed to focus on their own emotions and make a binary valence rating in response to the 

IAPS slide.  If participants select the Feel-Other deck, they are instructed to focus on the 

emotions of another person ostensibly completing the experiment and viewing the same IAPS 

slide (“Reilly” in Study 11, and either “Harley” or “Casey” in Study 12), and make a binary 

valence rating.  We posit that choosing the Feel-Other deck in this version of the task 

corresponds to choosing the Feel deck in the standard Empathy Selection Task.  The binary 

rating addresses another alternative explanation: that people avoid the empathy deck in previous 

iterations of the Empathy Selection Task because they dislike the task of verbally describing 

their feelings.  The revised task always focuses on emotion, but allows participants to choose 

whose emotions they want to feel (their own or others’).  Simplifying the response to a binary 

valence rating rather than a sentence description lessens the likelihood that avoidance of empathy 

verbalization is driving the effect.  
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Figure 2.  Schematic depiction of the “Feel-Self vs. Feel-Other” variant of the Empathy 

Selection Task, Studies 11-12.  See Supplemental Method for specific task instructions. 

 

We note that this variant of the Empathy Selection Task does not explicitly encourage 

participants to engage in experience sharing on a trial-level basis; rather, participants are 

informed that on some trials they will be asked to feel empathy, and when they choose the Feel-

Other deck they make a binary judgment of how the other “participant” is feeling.  Although 

experience sharing may be engaged, this variant may also assess perspective-taking, encouraging 

participants to imagine how the other person feels.  However, this concern does not apply to the 

standard version of the task, which directly encourages experience sharing on a trial-level basis. 

The Role of Experience Sharing 

 Our key claim is that people perceive the act of experience sharing to be effortful, and so 

they avoid it for that reason.  It is important to establish that our task measures avoidance of 



EMPATHY CHOICE 16 

 

experience sharing, rather than other facets of empathy such as perspective-taking or 

compassion.   Studies 1-14 contained a phrase in the pre-task instructions about imagining what 

the person is going through, which may encourage perspective-taking; this phrase was removed 

in Studies 15-18.  However, in the more frequently presented trial-level instructions, participants 

who selected the empathy deck were always instructed to feel what the target is feeling, a 

colloquial description of experience sharing (i.e., vicariously resonating with someone else’s 

internal experiences).  Moreover, Studies 16-18 further adapted trial-level instructions for the 

empathy deck to more closely match published experience sharing manipulations.  Instead of 

encouraging participants to “empathically focus on” the experiences of the target, we encouraged 

participants to “empathically share in” (see Klimecki et al., 2013) these experiences. 

The final study, Study 18, was designed to provide the most conservative test that the 

Empathy Selection Task captures the avoidance of experience sharing itself, and not something 

that might be strongly related, emotion recognition.  In the pre-task instructions, participants 

were told that on objective deck trials, they would be asked to objectively identify the facial 

emotion expression of the person.  In the trial-level instructions, participants who selected the 

objective deck were instructed to focus on and describe the objective facial emotion expression 

of the person, whereas participants who selected the empathy deck were instructed to share in 

and describe the subjective emotional experience of the person.  Regardless of deck choice, 

participants were requested to enter 3 emotion keywords (e.g., “sad, hurt, confused”, “happy, 

pleased, interested”, which were listed as examples in the pre-task instructions).  Thus, the kind 

of written response was held constant across decks, with the only difference being that for the 

empathy deck, participants were additionally instructed to engage in experience sharing.  This 
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final test provides the strongest test of whether people avoid experience sharing in particular, as 

opposed to something quite similar, such as emotion recognition. 

The Role of Psychological Costs: Effort, Affect, and Efficacy 

 According to our model, people will avoid choosing empathy in the Empathy Selection 

Task because of its psychological costs: effort, aversiveness, and inefficacy.  Participants should 

rate the empathy deck higher than the objective deck on effort, aversiveness, and inefficacy, and 

these perceived psychological costs should in turn associate with reduced empathy choice.   

 In all studies, participants completed the NASA Task Load Index (Hart & Staveland, 

1988) after the Empathy Selection Task.  For each deck, participants answered the questions: 

“How mentally demanding was this deck?”  “How hard did you have to work to accomplish your 

level of performance with this deck?”  “How insecure, discouraged, irritated, stressed, and 

annoyed were you by this deck?”  “How successful were you in accomplishing what you were 

asked to do in this deck?”  For each deck, the first two questions were combined into an index of 

perceived effort, the third corresponds to aversiveness, and the fourth corresponds to perceived 

efficacy/success.  Across studies, we expected that participants would rate the empathy (vs. 

objective) deck as more effortful, more aversive, and less efficacious, and that these perceptions 

would associate with reduced empathy choice.    

Given that these costs were measured after participants completed the Empathy Selection 

Task, they may capture post hoc rationalizations of empathy choice behavior, rather than 

psychological costs that cause empathy avoidance behavior.  Studies 13 and 14 addressed this 

concern in two ways.  First, the NASA Task Load Index was administered both before and after 

the Empathy Selection Task, allowing for an examination of whether psychological costs predict 

decreased empathy choice.  This design was made possible because participants had been 
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previously made aware of the structure of the Empathy Selection Task through training trials.  

Second, in these studies we experimentally manipulated perceived efficacy of engaging in 

empathy, to examine whether increasing empathy efficacy would increase empathy choice.   

Experimentally increasing empathy choice.  In Studies 13 and 14, participants 

completed a training phase in which they completed empathy and objective trials of the Empathy 

Selection Task, and were then given feedback about their accuracy at completing trials from each 

type of deck.  Half of participants were led to believe that they were better than 95% of their 

peers in empathy deck performance (high-efficacy), and half were led to believe that they were 

better than 50% of their peers in empathy deck performance (low-efficacy).  Participants 

completed manipulation checks assessing efficacy at empathy in general, and at emotion self-

awareness, prior to completing test trials of the Empathy Selection Task.  The manipulation 

checks were designed to test whether the efficacy manipulation impacts empathy efficacy in 

particular, and to further validate the construct validity of the task as a measure of empathy 

avoidance.  As noted above, the first measurement of the NASA Task Load Index—following 

the efficacy manipulation in the training phase but prior to the Empathy Selection Task test 

trials—also served as a check for the efficacy manipulation.  For more details about the efficacy 

manipulation in Studies 13-14, see the Supplemental Method. 

Prior work finds that increasing the perceived efficacy of helping can motivate increased 

pro-social emotions and behavior (Cryder, Loewenstein, & Scheines, 2013; Grant & Sonnentag, 

2008; Sharma & Morwitz, 2016; Västfjäll, Slovic, & Mayorga, 2015).  However, this work has 

examined efficacy of helping, and not efficacy of the mental act of engaging in empathy per se.  

From a motivated empathy framework (Cameron & Rapier, 2016; Keysers & Gazzola, 2014; 

Zaki, 2014), it is critical to show that motivational manipulations shape empathy choice.  To the 
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degree that the perceived psychological costs of empathy shift, so too should empathy choice.  

We expected that the efficacy manipulation would increase empathy efficacy and empathy 

choice.  In Study 14, we also included a one-item measure of the degree to which participants 

endorsed feeling “motivated to avoid empathy”, as a face valid measure of empathy avoidance 

motivation which should correspond to empathy choice.  These results would provide the 

strongest evidence for the validity of the Empathy Selection Task.  

The Role of Opportunity Costs: Changing the Choice Context 

In the studies above, participants were given a choice between experiencing and avoiding 

empathy.  Yet relative costs of empathy may shift depending on the context of choice. When the 

contrasting non-empathy choice is comparably effortful, opportunity costs should change and 

people should be less likely to avoid empathy (Kurzban, Duckworth, Kable, & Myers, 2013).  

Opportunity costs reflect the value that is lost from pursuing a current course of action when an 

alternative course of action is available (Kurzban et al., 2013).  When the opportunity cost of a 

given course of action is high—as it would be when effortful empathy is contrasted against a less 

effortful alternative such as objectivity—people may prioritize competing courses of action, 

engaging in empathy avoidance.  When the opportunity cost of a given course of action is low—

as it would be if effortful empathy is contrasted against an equally effortful alternative—people 

may be less likely to prioritize competing courses of action, reducing empathy avoidance.  In 

Study 8, we adapted the Empathy Selection Task so that objective deck choices involved 

instructions to write one sentence about the health and hygiene of the target.  Writing about 

health may be more effortful and aversive because it requires making inferences that are not as 

apparent as identifying gender and age.  We expected that in this study, empathy avoidance 

would be reduced because empathy would no longer seem to be the most effortful option. 
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The Price of Empathy: The Empathy Discounting Paradigm 

We developed the Empathy Selection Task as a measure of the degree to which people 

choose to select into or out of situations in which they can engage in experience sharing.  To 

complement this task, we also developed the Empathy Discounting Paradigm, which assesses the 

subjective cost that participants assign to the empathy deck in the Empathy Selection Task.  The 

Empathy Discounting Paradigm was adapted from similar tasks that have been used to assess 

subjective value assigned to cognitive effort (Westbrook et al., 2013).  We expected that 

participants would require an additional reward to choose empathy in the Empathy Discounting 

Paradigm (i.e., to offset mental costs), and that this size of the required bonus would correlate 

negatively with empathy choice on the Empathy Selection Task. 

Figure 3 is a schematic depiction of the Empathy Discounting Paradigm.  Participants are 

given a series of seven choices between completing an empathy deck trial for $2.00, or an 

objective deck trial for a variable lesser amount.  The decision to hold the empathy deck as the 

fixed larger amount mirrors how such tasks are used to quantify the cost of cognitive effort, in 

which the low-effort option always varies (e.g., Westbrook et al., 2013).  Participants do not 

complete the trial after the choice, and payment is stipulated as hypothetical.  If the larger 

(smaller) offer is selected, the offer for the objective deck is increased (decreased) by half on the 

subsequent choice, in a typical staircase procedure.  The adjustment following the final choice 

reflects the point of indifference, at which a participant no longer distinguishes the value of 

empathy and objectivity.  Subjective effort cost of empathy is computed as offer for the empathy 

deck ($2.00) minus the indifference point, quantifying additional money required for a given 

participant to choose empathy.  The Empathy Discounting Paradigm was included after the 

Empathy Selection Task in Studies 10 and 15. 



EMPATHY CHOICE 21 

 

 

Figure 3.  Schematic of the Empathy Discounting Paradigm, Studies 10 and 15.  Dollar values 

indicate iterated cost of objective deck on each trial, depending on choice on previous trial.  For 

more details about task instructions, see Supplemental Method. 

 

The Role of Social Norms about Empathy 

 In addition to financial and psychological costs, social costs and benefits of empathy 

reflect another potential source of variation in empathy choice.  A growing body of work finds 

that social norms about whether others engage in and value empathy can shape empathic 

emotions and behavior (Nook et al., 2016; Tarrant et al., 2009).  In Studies 16-18, we assessed 

descriptive, injunctive, and personal norms about empathy.  As our measure of descriptive 

norms, participants were asked to rate the percentage of people that tend to choose the empathy 

and objective decks in the Empathy Selection Task.  As our measure of injunctive norms, 

participants were asked to rate the percentage of people who think that empathy and objectivity 

are each a good thing.   Finally, participants were asked to indicate whether they personally 

believed that empathy or objectivity is more desirable.  Details of these questions are contained 

in the Supplemental Method.  We expected that participants would be more likely to choose 

empathy when they perceived that others choose empathy (descriptive norm), when they 
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believed that others valued empathy (injunctive empathy), and when they personally believed 

empathy to be more desirable than objectivity.  Moreover, these measures allow us to test 

whether people avoid empathy despite valuing it as important, and whether psychological costs 

associate with empathy avoidance above and beyond empathy’s normative implications. 

The Role of Individual Differences: Who Chooses Empathy? 

Our model suggests that people avoid empathy, but that this should depend on the 

balance of psychological costs and benefits.  To test this, we examined the effects of individual 

difference and demographic variables that could change this balance.  For example, people are 

more likely to persist in goals that are personally meaningful, even if they are effortful and 

aversive (Inzlicht, Legault, & Teper, 2014).  People higher in trait empathy are more likely to 

enter into empathy-inducing situations, because they have more positive expectations (Davis et 

al., 1997).  On this logic, even if people higher in trait empathy find empathy to be effortful, they 

should still be more likely to select the empathy deck on the Empathy Selection Task.   

Across studies we included multiple measures of trait empathy, including the 

Interpersonal Reactivity Index (Davis, 1983; Studies 1-5, 11-14, 17-18), the Empathy Quotient 

Short-Form (Wakabayashi et al., 2006; Studies 3-5), and the Empathy Index (Jordan, Amir, & 

Bloom, 2016; Study 18).  We also assessed motivation to avoid compassion (Fear of Compassion 

for Others; Gilbert et al., 2011; Studies 3-4), alexithymia (Toronto Alexithymia Questionnaire; 

Bagby, Parker, & Taylor, 1994; Studies 11-12), mindfulness (Philadelphia Mindfulness Scale; 

Cardaciotto et al., 2008; Studies 11-12) and preferences for domain-general cognitive effort 

(Short Need for Cognition Scale; Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984; Study 15).  Because many of 

the individual studies were under-powered to detect individual difference correlations with 

empathy choice, we collapsed across studies (see the section “Who Chooses Empathy?”)  In all 
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studies, we assessed age, gender, political orientation, religiosity, and subjective socioeconomic 

status.  Details about all measures are contained in the Supplemental Method.  

Finally, in Study 15 we measured willingness to donate money: participants were asked 

how much of their MTurk earnings (from $0-2) they would donate to the American College 

Health Foundation, an organization devoted to improving the health of college students (who 

were depicted as the targets in the Empathy Selection Task in that study).  To the degree that 

participants choose empathy for college students depicted in the Empathy Selection Task, they 

should be more likely to engage in empathetic behavior to help these individuals. 

Results 

Do People Choose Empathy?   

Across studies, participants chose to avoid empathy in the Empathy Selection Task.  This 

empathy avoidance effect emerged across a range of targets (e.g., child refugees, young adults) 

and task characteristics, and is not reducible to avoidance of negative affect, of emotions in 

general, or of having to verbalize empathy to others.  Table 1 and Figure 4 depict empathy 

choice across Studies 1-18 (N = 2,120; excluding Study 8 and the high-efficacy conditions on 

Studies 13 and 14, in which empathy avoidance was not expected).  On average, participants 

avoided the empathy deck, choosing it only 37.06% of the time [95% CI = 35.89%, 38.24%].  

Using random-effects meta-analysis (Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins, & Rothstein, 2009), the 

standardized mean difference of empathy avoidance from chance (in Hedges’ g) was -.57, 95% 

CI [-.69, -.45], Z = -9.03, p < .001, indicating a large and robust avoidance effect, with 

substantial hetereogeneity, Q = 115.10, p < .001, which we expected given the heterogeneous 

stimuli and contexts. 
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Table 1. Empathy choice in Studies 1-18. 

 

 

 

 

Study 

 

Proportion   

of Empathy  

Choices 

M (SD) 

 

 

 

95% CI 

Mdiff 

 

 

 

 

t 

 

 

 

 

p 

 

 

 

 

N 

 

 

 

Hedges’ 

g  

1. Labels, 25 trials 0.39 (0.29) [-0.17, -0.06] -3.93 < .001 102 -0.39 

2. Labels 0.26 (0.27) [-0.29, -0.18] -9.11 < .001 107 -0.87 

3. No labels 0.29 (0.27) [-0.27, -0.15] -6.69 < .001 74 -0.77 

4. No labels, probabilistic decks 0.38 (0.24) [-0.18, -0.05] -3.62 < .001 54 -0.49 

5. Labels, one word 0.45 (0.29) [-0.09, -0.01] -2.61 .010 200 -0.18 

6. Labels 0.33 (0.27) [-0.24, -0.10] -4.70  < .001 56 -0.62 

7. No labels 0.26 (0.25) [-0.31, -0.16] -6.59 < .001 47 -0.95 

8. Health/hygiene contrast 

9. Valence manipulation 1, labels 

0.56 (0.27) 

0.30 (0.19) 

[-0.02, 0.13] 

[-0.17, -0.08] 

1.50 

-5.87 

.140 

< .001 

54 

193 

0.20 

-0.42 

10. Valence manipulation 2, no labels 0.34 (0.26) [-0.19, -0.12] -8.81 < .001 206 -0.61 

11. Feel self/other, low arousal 

12. Feel self/other, medium arousal 

P1. Pilot study 

13. Efficacy manipulation 1 

14. Efficacy manipulation 2 

15. Valence 3, no labels, 25 trials 

16. Counterbalanced position 

17. Valence 4, no labels 

0.30 (0.19) 

0.34 (0.18) 

0.40 (0.36) 

0.23 (0.25) 

0.33 (0.24) 

0.45 (0.27) 

0.37 (0.29) 

0.39 (0.28) 

 [-0.24, -0.16] 

[-0.20, -0.12] 

[-0.28, 0.08] 

[-0.35, -0.20] 

[-0.25, -0.10] 

[-0.09, -0.01] 

[-0.17, -0.09] 

[-0.15, -0.07] 

-9.69 

-8.67 

-1.16 

-7.28 

-4.85 

-2.41 

-6.15 

-5.64 

< .001 

< .001 

.261 

< .001 

< .001 

.017 

< .001 

< .001 

91 

89 

18 

44 

45 

196 

200 

202 

-1.01 

-0.91 

-0.26 

-1.08 

-0.71 

-0.17 

-0.43 

-0.40 

18. Empathy vs. emotion recognition 0.41 (0.29) [-0.13, -0.05] -4.19 < .001 196 -0.30 

Note. Studies are presented in temporal order.  In Study 8, lack of empathy avoidance was 

predicted on the basis of the choice set.  In Studies 11 and 12, “Proportion of Empathy Choices” 

refers to choosing the Feel-Other deck. Studies 13 and 14 only include the low-efficacy 

conditions, given that empathy avoidance was expected to reduce in the high-efficacy conditions. 

See the Supplemental Method for more details for each study. 
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Figure 4. Empathy choice in Studies 1-18.  The x-axis represents standardized mean difference 

of choice from chance, with negative values indicating avoidance of the empathy deck.  Vertical 

gray lines indicate statistical conventions for small, medium, and large effect sizes. 

 

The Role of Affective Valence 

As predicted, participants avoided empathy for targets displaying both negative and 

positive affect.  In Studies 9 and 10, which contrasted anger and happiness, participants avoided 

both negative empathy (Study 9: MEmpChoice = 41.30%, SDEmpChoice = 30.42%, 95% CI Mdiff = [-

.15, -.03], t = -2.80, p = .006, Hedges’ g = -.28; Study 10: MEmpChoice = 34.58%, SDEmpChoice = 

26.16%, 95% CI Mdiff = [-.20, -.11], t = -6.37, p < .001, Hedges’ g = -.59) and positive empathy 

(Study 9: MEmpChoice = 33.81%, SDEmpChoice = 28.18%, 95% CI Mdiff = [-.22, -.11], t = -5.66, p < 

.001, Hedges’ g = -.57; Study 10: MEmpChoice = 34.01%, SDEmpChoice = 26.16%, 95% CI Mdiff = [-

.21, -.11], t = -6.05, p < .001, Hedges’ g = -.61), and avoidance rates did not differ by valence 
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(Study 9: F(1, 191) = 3.15, p = .078, 95% CI [-.16, .01], ηp
2
 = .02; Study 10: F(1, 204) = .03, p = 

.872, 95% CI [-.08, .07], ηp
2
 = .00). 

In Studies 15 and 17, which contrasted sadness and happiness, participants showed non-

significant avoidance of negative empathy (Study 15: MEmpChoice = 46.58%, SDEmpChoice = 

27.57%, 95% CI Mdiff = [-.09, .02], t = -1.21, p = .228, Hedges’ g = -.12; Study 17: MEmpChoice = 

45.28%, SDEmpChoice = 27.32%, 95% CI Mdiff = [-.10, .01], t = -1.71, p = .090, Hedges’ g = -.17) 

but avoidance of positive empathy (Study 15: MEmpChoice = 44.08%, SDEmpChoice = 26.97%, 95% 

CI Mdiff = [-.11, -.01], t = -2.20, p = .030, Hedges’ g = -.22; Study 17: MEmpChoice = 32.69%, 

SDEmpChoice = 27.78%, 95% CI Mdiff = [-.23, -.12], t = -6.35, p < .001, Hedges’ g = -.62).  The 

non-significant effects for empathy avoidance toward sad targets differ from earlier studies 

which did find avoidance of empathy for sad child refugees.  The smaller avoidance effect in 

Study 15 may be due to the fact that the sad condition contained majority (64%) sad trials but not 

100% sad trials as in other studies; and in both studies, it may be that the sad expressions 

conveyed in the NimStim Database are less intense than those displayed by the child refugees.  

Avoidance rates did not differ by valence in Study 15 (F(1, 195) = .41, p = .521, 95% CI [-.10, 

.05], ηp
2
 = .00)

1
, but were stronger for positive empathy in Study 17 (F(1, 201) = 10.53, p = .001, 

95% CI [-.23, -.12], ηp
2
 = .05). 

These results suggest that people avoid empathy per se, not merely vicarious negative 

affect or implicit demands for help.  Empathizing with someone undergoing positive states—

such as a smiling stranger—does not seem to entail costly helping, as there is no visible suffering 

                                                 
1
 There was an unexpected Valence x Deck Position interaction, F(1, 192) = 12.68, p < .001. When the empathy 

deck was on the right, participants chose empathy more for positive targets (M = 50.67%, SD = 24.92%) than 

negative targets (M = 38.35%, SD = 27.41%), F(1, 87) = 4.83, p = .031; when the empathy deck was on the left, 

participants chose empathy more for negative (M = 54.16%, SD = 25.71%) than positive (M = 39.31%, SD = 

27.59%), F(1, 107) = 8.28, p = .005.  This unexpected pattern may have resulted from decks being monochromatic 

and not uniform valence.  Because deck position did not influence choice in other studies (see “The Role of Task 

Features”) or moderate the valence effect in Study 17, F(1, 198) = .06, p = .809, we hesitate to interpret this further. 
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that warrants pro-social action.  Nevertheless, people still avoided empathy for positive states, in 

some cases to an even greater extent than negative states such as sadness or anger, suggesting 

that the experience of empathy itself is considered problematic.  As noted above, participants in 

Studies 15 and 17 descriptively avoided empathy for sad targets, but these effects were not 

significant; given the descriptive consistency with other studies examining empathy avoidance 

toward sad child refugees, and the unique deck and stimulus features in these studies, we do not 

consider these findings overly inconsistent for the broader conclusion about empathy avoidance.  

We attribute this mild inconsistency as due to normal stochasticity—real data are messy and 

imperfect (Maner, 2014). 

The Role of Emotion Avoidance 

Conceptually replicating results for Studies 1-8, participants avoided empathy (i.e., the 

Feel-Other deck) in the modified Empathy Selection Task in Studies 9 and 10, in which the 

choice was between describing one’s own or someone else’s emotions.  In Study 9 (low-arousal 

stimuli), participants chose the Feel-Other deck 30.33% of the time (SD = 19.37%), t = -9.69, p < 

.001, 95% CI [-.24, -.16], Hedges’ g = -1.01, and in Study 10 (medium-arousal stimuli), 

participants chose the Feel-Other deck 33.85% of the time (SD = 17.57%), t = -8.67, p < .001, 

95% CI [-.20, .12], Hedges’ g = -.91.  The binary valence ratings on the Empathy Selection Task 

did not differ for Feel-Self and Feel-Other trials (Study 10: F(1, 84) = .91, p = .342, 95% CI [-

.06, .02]; Study 11, F(1, 85) = .03, p = .854, 95% CI [-.04, .05]), suggesting that differences in 

perceived emotionality across self vs. other are unlikely to account for the effects.  These results 

conceptually replicate findings for the original Empathy Selection Task, and rule out alternative 

explanations that people are avoiding empathy verbalization or emotions more generally.  

However, as noted in the introduction, this variant of the task did not explicitly include 
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experience sharing instructions, and so may capture avoidance of perspective taking as well.  

Next, we discuss evidence that the task captures experience sharing in particular.  

The Role of Experience Sharing 

As noted in the introduction, the Empathy Selection Task is designed to be a measure of 

the degree to which people avoid engaging in experience sharing.  The task captures avoidance 

of experience sharing, given the trial-level instructions for the empathy deck to vicariously feel 

what the person feels (in all but Studies 11-12).  As depicted in Figure 4 and Table 1, in Studies 

16-18 in which pre-task instructions that may encourage perspective-taking were removed, and 

in which trial-level instructions were slightly altered to even more closely match published 

experience sharing instructions (i.e., “share in the experiences”; cf. Klimecki et al., 2013), there 

were still moderate-to-large empathy avoidance effects.  Furthermore, Study 18 provided the 

most conservative test of our claim that people avoid experience sharing, by contrasting 

experience sharing on the empathy deck against emotion recognition in the objective deck.  In 

this study, participants were told in the pre-task instructions that the kind of information they 

enter would be similar regardless of deck choice (i.e., emotion terms).  Thus, whereas the 

complexity of information to respond with was matched to be identical in content and 

complexity, the only difference between these decks was whether experience sharing was also 

required.  Critically, this study still revealed empathy avoidance, MEmpChoice = 41.28%, 

SDEmpChoice = 29.13%, 95% CI Mdiff = [-.13, -.05], t = -4.19, p < .001, Hedges’ g = -.30.  In this 

study, empathy was still perceived as more effortful, aversive, and inefficacious than objectivity, 

and these perceived psychological cost differences between the decks associated with reduced 

empathy choice (see the section below “The Role of Psychological Costs”, and Tables 2a-2c). 

The Role of Task Features 
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Specific features of the Empathy Selection Task varied across studies, as described in the 

Supplemental Method.  Here, we focus on three features: deck labels, number of trials, and deck 

position.  Empathy choice was lower when deck labels were present (k = 11; M = 35.74%, SD = 

27.40%) than absent (M = 38.13%, SD = 27.85%), F(1, 2118) = 3.91, p = .048, 95% CI [-.05, 

.00], ηp
2
 = .00, and was lower when 40 trials were used (k = 14; M = 36.48%, SD = 27.49%) than 

when fewer trials were used (k = 5; M = 39.55%, SD = 28.33%), F(1, 2118) = 4.06, p = .044, 

95% CI [-.06, .00], ηp
2
 = .00.  These are small effects that are likely only significant because of 

the large sample, and so we hesitate to draw strong inferences.  Rather, we emphasize that 

empathy avoidance can emerge with no deck labeling, and with relatively few trials.   

Moreover, empathy avoidance can emerge even when participants have difficulty 

recollecting the content of the decks.  In Study 4, decks were probabilistic, such that the empathy 

deck contained 70% empathy trials and 30% objective trials, and vice versa for the objective 

deck.  In post-task qualitative reports (see Supplemental Method), from the sample of 54 

participants only 11 reported recognizing a difference between the two decks (this proportion 

was higher in other studies that used 100% empathy and objective decks).  In this study, empathy 

choice was equivalent for those who did (M = 36.59%, SD = 21.31%) and did not recognize a 

difference (M = 38.55%, SD = 24.91%), p = .812, suggesting that consciously recognizing one 

deck as being about empathy is not necessary to obtain the empathy avoidance effect. 

Lastly, position of the empathy and objective decks on left vs. right was counterbalanced 

in Studies 15-17; because Studies 16 and 17 use the standard color configuration, with the left 

deck being red and the right deck being blue, these studies also test whether color preferences 

explain the empathy choice effect.  Deck position did not influence empathy choice (Study 15: 

F(1, 194) = .25, p = .618, 95% CI [-.10, .06], ηp
2 

= .00; Study 16: F(1, 198) = .00, p = .999, 95% 
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CI [-.08, .08], ηp
2 

= .00; Study 17: F(1, 200) = .573, p = .450, 95% CI [-.11, .05], ηp
2 

= .00), and 

effect sizes for empathy avoidance were comparable to other studies (see Figure 4 and Table 1), 

suggesting that deck position and color preferences do not explain the avoidance effect.   

The Role of Psychological Costs 

Correlational evidence.  Tables 2a-2c display NASA Task Load Index ratings of effort, 

aversiveness, and efficacy for the empathy and objective decks across studies.  Each Table 

displays the difference across decks in these costs, and how they correlate with empathy choice 

within and across studies.  Across Studies 1-18 (excluding Study 8 because we did not expect 

empathy avoidance), random-effects meta-analyses revealed that participants perceived the 

empathy (vs. objective) deck as more effortful, with standardized mean difference (Hedges’ g) = 

.57, 95% CI [.44, .69], Z = 9.05, p < .001, more aversive, with standardized mean difference 

(Hedges’ g) = .34, 95% CI [.25, .43], Z = 7.29, p < .001, and less efficacious, with standardized 

mean difference (Hedges’ g) = -.38, 95% CI [-.50, -.27], Z = -6.43, p < .001.  Each effect showed 

heterogeneity (effort: Q = 120.39, aversiveness: Q = 79.73, efficacy: Q = 94.70, ps < .001). 

To examine relationships with empathy choice, we collapsed datasets to maximize 

statistical power.  Participants were less likely to choose empathy when they perceived the 

empathy deck (vs. objective deck) as more effortful, r(2115) = -.24, p < .001, and more negative, 

r(2114) = -.28, p < .001.  Supporting the claim that effort is aversive, effort and aversiveness 

differences between decks correlated positively, r(2114) = .57, p < .001.  Participants were less 

likely to choose empathy when they perceived more inefficacy in completing the empathy deck 

(vs. objective deck), r(2115) = -.41, p < .001.  Multiple regression predicting empathy choice 

simultaneously from all three factors revealed unique relationships for effort, β = -.07, p = .002, 
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aversiveness, β = -.12, p < .001, and inefficacy, β = -.35, p < .001.  Among the three factors, the 

strongest predictor of empathy avoidance was perceived inefficacy.  

Table 2a. Effort ratings for empathy and objective decks, Studies 1-18. 

 

 

 

Study 

 

Emp-Obj Mdiff 

[95% CI] 

 

 

p 

 

Emp-Obj 

Hedges’ g 

 

 

Choice r 

 

p for  

Choice r 

 

 

N 

1. Labels, 25 trials 0.86 [0.65, 1.06] < .001 0.75 -0.04 .680 100 

2. Labels 0.59 [0.35, 0.83] < .001 0.49 -0.05 .588 106 

3. No labels 1.03 [0.74, 1.31] < .001 0.87 -0.01 .946 74 

4. No labels, probabilistic decks 0.18 [-0.04, 0.39] .108 0.17 -0.06 .669 54 

5. Labels, one word 0.61 [0.44, 0.78] < .001 0.52 -0.17 .015 199 

6. Labels 0.99 [0.66, 1.32]  < .001 0.94 -0.20 .148 56 

7. No labels 1.01 [0.73, 1.30] < .001 0.90 -0.32 .029 47 

8. Health/hygiene contrast 0.19 [-0.04, 0.43] .105 0.19 -0.15 .274 54 

9. Valence 1, labels 0.60 [0.43, 0.77] < .001 0.54 -0.22 .002 193 

10. Valence 2, no labels 0.70 [0.54, 0.86] < .001 0.61 -0.28 < .001 206 

11. Feel self/other, low arousal 

12. Feel self/other, med. arousal 

P1. Pilot study 

13. Efficacy 1 

14. Efficacy 2 

15. Valence 3, no labels 

16. Counterbalanced decks 

17. Valence 4, no labels 

18. Empathy vs. emotion rec. 

 

Across studies 

0.46 [0.25, 0.66] 

0.47 [0.26, 0.69] 

0.56 [-0.22, 1.33] 

1.26 [0.90, 1.61] 

1.73 [1.38, 2.08] 

0.37 [0.19, 0.55] 

0.63 [0.47, 0.79] 

0.31 [0.17, 0.45] 

0.20 [0.09, 0.32] 

< .001 

< .001 

.147 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

 

< .001 

0.38 

0.41 

0.51 

1.15 

1.85 

0.33 

0.52 

0.28 

0.17 

 

0.57 

-0.11 

-0.20 

-0.73 

-0.22 

-0.09 

-0.36 

-0.29 

-0.36 

-0.26 

 

-0.24 

.291 

.055 

< .001 

.154 

.570 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

 

< .001 

91 

89 

18 

44 

45 

196 

200 

201 

196 

 

2115 

 

Note. “Emp-Obj” refers to rating on empathy deck minus rating on objective deck.  Study 8 was 

not included in the meta-analysis because in this study, deck differences in effort were not 

expected.  In Studies 11-12, “Empathy” refers to the Feel-Other deck and “Objective” refers to 

the Feel-Self deck.  Studies 16-17 only include the low-efficacy conditions, given that deck 

differences were expected to change in the high-efficacy conditions; ratings in these two studies 

are also collapsed across the two waves of measurement (before, after Empathy Selection Task).  

In the “Across studies” row, Hedges’ g refers to the random effects meta-analysis of deck 

differences in effort, whereas the correlation with empathy choice reflects the aggregated 

analysis collapsing across all studies. See the Supplemental Method for more details for each 

study. 
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Table 2b. Aversiveness ratings for empathy and objective decks, Studies 1-18. 

 

 

 

 

Study 

 

Emp-Obj 

Mdiff 

[95% CI] 

 

 

 

p 

 

 

Emp-Obj 

Hedges’ g 

 

 

Choice 

r 

 

 

p for 

Choice r 

 

 

 

N 

1. Labels, 25 trials 0.50 [0.23, 0.77] < .001 0.36 -0.06 .564 100 

2. Labels 0.48 [0.24, 0.72] < .001 0.33 -0.13 .173 106 

3. No labels 0.86 [0.52, 1.21] < .001 0.63 -0.31 .007 74 

4. No labels, probabilistic decks 0.30 [0.07, 0.53] .012 0.25 -0.34 .011 54 

5. Labels, one word 0.44 [0.26, 0.62] < .001 0.31 -0.18 .010 198 

6. Labels 0.71 [0.33, 1.10]  < .001 0.54 -0.11 .403 56 

7. No labels 0.94 [0.56, 1.32] < .001 0.72 -0.16 .283 47 

8. Health/hygiene contrast 0.19 [-0.04, 0.43] .184 0.14 -0.04 .775 54 

9. Valence 1, labels 0.47 [0.30, 0.64] < .001 0.33 -0.17 .018 193 

10. Valence 2, no labels 0.39 [0.22, 0.56] < .001 0.28 -0.24 < .001 206 

11. Feel self/other, low arousal 

12. Feel self/other, med. arousal 

P1. Pilot study 

13. Efficacy 1 

14. Efficacy 2 

15. Valence 3, no labels 

16. Counterbalanced decks 

17. Valence 4, no labels 

18. Empathy vs. emotion recog. 

 

Across studies 

0.44 [0.23, 0.65] 

0.22 [0.00, 0.45] 

0.33 [-0.76, 1.43] 

1.14 [0.71, 1.56] 

1.30 [0.98, 1.62] 

0.01 [-0.18, 0.20] 

0.23 [0.05, 0.41] 

0.23 [0.07, 0.38] 

0.16 [0.03, 0.29] 

 

 

< .001 

 .047 

.528 

< .001 

< .001 

< .915 

 .010 

 .004 

 .018 

 

< .001 

0.33 

0.20 

0.25 

1.08 

1.31 

0.01 

0.17 

0.17 

0.12 

 

0.34 

-0.12 

-0.18 

-0.81 

-0.43 

-0.09 

-0.40 

-0.33 

-0.39 

-0.35 

 

-0.28 

.244 

.101 

< .001 

.003 

.561 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

 

< .001 

91 

89 

18 

44 

45 

196 

200 

201 

196 

 

2114 

 

Note. “Emp-Obj” refers to rating on empathy deck minus rating on objective deck.  Study 8 was 

not included in the meta-analysis because in this study, deck differences in aversiveness were not 

expected.  In Studies 11-12, “Empathy” refers to the Feel-Other deck and “Objective” refers to 

the Feel-Self deck.  Studies 16-17 only include the low-efficacy conditions, given that deck 

differences were expected to change in the high-efficacy conditions; ratings in these two studies 

are also collapsed across the two waves of measurement (before, after Empathy Selection Task).  

In the “Across studies” row, Hedges’ g refers to the random effects meta-analysis of deck 

differences in aversiveness, whereas the correlation with empathy choice reflects the aggregated 

analysis collapsing across all studies. See the Supplemental Method for more details for each 

study. 
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Table 2c. Efficacy ratings for empathy and objective decks, Studies 1-18. 

 

 

 

 

Study 

 

Emp-Obj 

Mdiff 

[95% CI] 

 

 

 

p 

 

 

Emp-Obj 

Hedges’ g 

 

 

Choice 

r 

 

 

p for 

Choice r 

 

 

 

N 

1. Labels, 25 trials -0.19 [-0.41, 0.03]  .089 -0.75 -0.29 .003 100 

2. Labels -0.53 [-0.78, -0.27] < .001 -0.49 -0.36 < .001 106 

3. No labels -0.46 [-0.76, -0.16] < .003 -0.87 -0.51 < .001 74 

4. No labels, probabilistic decks -0.09 [-0.25, 0.07] .255 -0.17 -0.42 .001 54 

5. Labels, one word -0.25 [-0.41, -0.08]  .004 -0.52 -0.44 < .001 199 

6. Labels -0.38 [-0.74, -0.01]   .043 -0.94 -0.26 .056 56 

7. No labels -0.74 [-1.08, -0.41] < .001 -0.90 -0.36 .013 47 

8. Health/hygiene contrast 0.17 [-0.02, 0.36] .083 0.16 -0.15 .267 54 

9. Valence 1, labels -0.55 [-0.71, -0.40] < .001 -0.54 -0.50 < .001 193 

10. Valence 2, no labels -0.43 [-0.59, -0.28] < .001 -0.61 -0.26 < .001 206 

11. Feel self/other, low arousal 

12. Feel self/other, med. arousal 

P1. Pilot study 

13. Efficacy 1 

14. Efficacy 2 

15. Valence 3, no labels 

16. Counterbalanced position 

17. Valence 4, no labels 

18. Empathy vs. emotion recog. 

 

Across studies 

-0.52 [-0.73, -0.30] 

-0.78 [-1.00, -0.55] 

-0.22 [-1.08, 0.64] 

-1.33 [-1.69, -0.97] 

-1.40 [-1.77, -1.03] 

-0.12 [-0.29, 0.05] 

-0.17 [-0.34, -0.00] 

-0.11 [-0.23, 0.01] 

-0.14 [-0.28, -0.01] 

 

 

< .001 

< .001 

.594 

< .001 

< .001 

 .180 

 .049 

 .065 

 .041 

 

< .001 

-0.38 

-0.41 

-0.51 

-1.15 

-1.85 

-0.33 

-0.52 

-0.28 

-0.17 

 

-0.38 

-0.29 

-0.39 

-0.75 

-0.54 

0.07 

-0.53 

-0.43 

-0.28 

-0.43 

 

-0.41 

.005 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

.641 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

< .001 

 

< .001 

91 

89 

18 

44 

45 

196 

200 

201 

196 

 

2115 

 

Note. “Emp-Obj” refers to rating on empathy deck minus rating on objective deck.  Study 8 was 

not included in the meta-analysis because in this study, deck differences in efficacy were not 

expected.  In Studies 11-12, “Empathy” refers to the Feel-Other deck and “Objective” refers to 

the Feel-Self deck.  Studies 16-17 only include the low-efficacy conditions, given that deck 

differences were expected to change in the high-efficacy conditions; ratings in these two studies 

are also collapsed across the two waves of measurement (before, after Empathy Selection Task). 

For In the “Across studies” row, Hedges’ g refers to the random effects meta-analysis of deck 

differences in efficacy, whereas the correlation with empathy choice reflects the aggregated 

analysis collapsing across all studies. See the Supplemental Method for more details for each 

study. 
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These results are consistent with the interpretation that effort, aversiveness, and 

inefficacy motivate empathy avoidance.  Because these beliefs were usually measured after the 

task, another explanation is plausible: participants justified empathy avoidance after the fact by 

rationalizing that empathy has these negative features.  To examine this possibility, we examined 

the NASA Task Load Index ratings made at the first measurement (pre-Empathy Selection Task 

test trials) in Studies 13 and 14.  The design of these studies allowed us to examine whether 

psychological costs measured prior to the Empathy Selection Task predicted future empathy 

choice.  Collapsing across Studies 13-14 to maximize power (N = 189), in the pre-task 

measurement empathy was rated higher than objectivity in effort (MEmp = 3.20, SDEmp = 1.17, 

MObj = 2.61, SDObj = 1.22, F(1, 188) = 33.83, p < .001, 95% CI [.40, .80], ηp
2 
= .15) and 

aversiveness (MEmp = 2.25, SDEmp = 1.25, MObj = 1.94, SDObj = 1.16, F(1, 188) = 6.97, p = .009, 

95% CI [.08, .55], ηp
2 

= .04), but not lower in efficacy (MEmp = 3.62, SDEmp = 1.27, MObj = 3.79, 

SDObj = 1.13, F(1, 188) = 1.75, p = .188, 95% CI [-.44, .09], ηp
2 
= .01).

2
  Empathy choice 

correlated with pre-task deck differences in effort, r = -.32, p < .001, aversiveness, r = -.21, p = 

.004, and inefficacy, r = -.24, p = .001.  These results mirror analyses for post-task ratings, and 

suggest that correlations of perceived psychological costs with empathy choice may not reflect 

merely post hoc rationalization of empathy avoidance, but can predict future empathy choice. 

Experimental evidence.  In Studies 13 and 14, we experimentally manipulated perceived 

efficacy at engaging in empathy during the Empathy Selection Task, by providing participants 

with positive (vs. negative) accuracy feedback on empathy deck test trials, and telling them that 

they were better than 95% or 50% of their peers at successfully completing the empathy deck.  In 

                                                 
2
 Efficacy did not differ at the first measurement because this comparison collapses across the experimental 

manipulation; when splitting by efficacy condition, in the low-efficacy condition empathy was rated as less 

efficacious (M = 2.76, SD = 1.11) than objectivity (M = 4.20, SD = 1.06), F(1, 88) = 96.48, p < .001, 95% CI [-

1.73, -1.15], ηp
2 
= .52), and in the high-efficacy condition empathy was rated as more efficacious (M = 4.38, 

SD = .09) than objectivity (M = 3.43, SD = .11), F(1, 99) = 48.89, p < .001, 95% CI [.68. 1.22], ηp
2 
= .33.   
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these studies, we implemented a primary manipulation check of efficacy for both empathy and 

emotion self-awareness, before and after the manipulation, to examine the specificity of the 

manipulation.   We also used the NASA Task Load Index measures of effort, aversiveness, and 

efficacy after the manipulation—and prior to the Empathy Selection Task test trials—in order to 

provide a secondary manipulation check.  We expected that experimentally increasing perceived 

efficacy at empathy would increase empathy choice in the Empathy Selection Task.  These 

findings would provide strong evidence of the construct validity of the Empathy Selection Task 

and the motivated empathy framework that led to its development. 

Empathy efficacy manipulation check.  To examine the influence of the efficacy 

manipulation on empathy efficacy, we examined the efficacy ratings for empathy and emotion 

self-awareness, which were measured both before and after the efficacy manipulation.  See 

Supplemental Results for analyses for Pilot Study 2, which tested this manipulation.  We 

conducted a repeated measures ANOVA with time of measurement (pre- and post-manipulation) 

and efficacy type (empathy, self-emotion) as within-subjects factors and efficacy condition as a 

between-subjects factor.  If our manipulation influenced efficacy at empathy in particular, then 

effects should be stronger for empathy efficacy than emotion efficacy.   

 As expected, in both Studies 13 and 14 there was an efficacy condition x efficacy type x 

time of measurement interaction (Study 13: F(1, 92) = 14.45, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .14; Study 14: F(1, 

93) = 22.60, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .20).  For empathy efficacy, there was an efficacy condition x time of 

measurement interaction (Study 13: F(1, 92) = 28.21, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .24; Study 14: F(1, 93) = 

25.25, p < .001, ηp
2
 = .21), such that empathy efficacy decreased over time in the low-efficacy 

condition and increased over time in the high-efficacy condition.  By contrast, for emotion 

efficacy, there was an efficacy condition x time of measurement interaction in Study 13 (F(1, 92) 
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= 11.35, p = .001, ηp
2
 = .11), but not in Study 14 (F(1, 93) = .02, p = .885, ηp

2
 = .00).  See 

Supplemental Table 1 for full statistics.  These results suggest that the efficacy manipulation is 

targeting empathy efficacy in particular.  Moreover, in both studies these results replicated 

internally with ratings on the NASA Task Load Index, which are reported in the Supplemental 

Analyses: the usual differences between the empathy and objective decks in terms of effort, 

aversiveness, and inefficacy were either eliminated or reversed in the high-efficacy conditions. 

Empathy choice.  Finally, we examined the influence of the efficacy manipulation on 

actual empathy choice.  As predicted, participants were more likely to choose the empathy deck 

in the high-efficacy condition than in the low-efficacy condition (Study 13: MHighEfficacy = 

49.25%, SDHighEfficacy = 26.68%, MLowEfficacy = 22.73%, SDLowEfficacy = 24.86%, F(1, 92) = 24.64, p 

< .001, 95% CI [.16, .37], ηp
2
 = .21; Study 14: MHighEfficacy = 50.67%, SDHighEfficacy = 26.63%, 

MLowEfficacy = 32.50%, SDLowEfficacy = 24.21%, F(1, 93) = 12.01, p = .001, 95% CI [.08, .29], ηp
2
 = 

.11).  In both studies, participants displayed empathy avoidance in the low-efficacy condition 

(Study 13: t = -7.28, p < .001, 95% CI [-.35, -.20], Hedges’ g = -1.08; Study 14: t = -4.85, p < 

.001, 95% CI [-.25, -.10], Hedges’ g = -.71) but not in the high-efficacy condition (Study 13: t = 

-.20, p = .843, 95% CI [-.08, .07], Hedges’ g = -.03; Study 14: t = .18, p = .860, 95% CI [-.07, 

.08], Hedges’ g = .02).  Supporting our primary hypothesis, increasing perceived empathy 

efficacy caused increased empathy choice and eliminated empathy avoidance.  

 Collapsing across Studies 13 and 14 to maximize statistical power, we found that 

empathy choice correlated positively with the change in empathy efficacy from the first to 

second measurements (time 2 minus time 1), r(189) = .18, p = .016, but not with the change in 

emotion efficacy, r(189) = -.12, p = .103.  Simultaneous regression revealed a positive 

relationship of empathy choice with change in empathy efficacy (β = .24, t = 3.17, p = .002), and 
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a negative relationship with change in emotion efficacy (β = -.19, t = -2.59, p = .010).  In 

summary, empathy choice was predicted by increased empathy efficacy relative to baseline; and 

this effect was specific to empathy, with emotion self-awareness showing the opposite pattern.  

The Role of Opportunity Costs 

Unlike previous studies, participants in Study 8 (which involved a harder non-empathy 

control condition) did not avoid empathy, choosing the empathy deck 55.51% of the time (SD = 

27.04%), t = 1.50, p = .140, 95% CI [-.02, .13], Hedges’ g = .20.  As expected, changing the 

choice context to make the alternative to empathy less attractive and more effortful—i.e., 

describing the health of child refugees—reduced empathy avoidance.  Unlike in previous studies, 

participants did not rate the empathy and objective decks as differing in effort (MEmp = 3.77, 

SDEmp = 1.06, MObj = 3.57, SDObj = .99, F(1, 53) = 2.73, p = .105, 95% CI [-.04, .43], ηp
2 
= .05), 

or aversiveness (MEmp = 3.44, SDEmp = 1.33, MObj = 3.26, SDObj = 1.32, F(1, 53) = 1.81, p = .184, 

95% CI [-.09, .46], ηp
2 

= .03), and did not feel different levels of efficacy completing them (MEmp 

= 3.67, SDEmp = .99, MObj = 3.50, SDObj = 1.04, F(1, 53) = 3.12, p = .083, 95% CI [-.36, .02], ηp
2 

= .06).  In this study, the effort difference across decks correlated positively with aversiveness, 

r(54) = .67, p < .001, and inefficacy, r(54) = .37, p = .006, and aversiveness with inefficacy, 

r(54) = .29, p = .035, suggesting that the inter-relation between these costs did not change.  By 

changing the choice context, the response options in the Empathy Selection Task were no longer 

seen as having different costs. 

The Price of Empathy: The Empathy Discounting Paradigm 

In Studies 10 and 15, participants completed the Empathy Discounting Paradigm, which 

allowed us to financially quantify the comparative subjective costs assigned to the empathy deck 

in the Empathy Selection Task. The average indifference point across participants was $1.61 (SD 
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= $0.52) in Study 10 and $1.72 (SD = $0.49) in Study 15, and subjective cost of empathy was 

computed as $2.00 minus the indifference point.  The cost of empathy was significantly higher 

than zero (Study 13: M = $0.39, t(199) = 10.81, p < .001, 95% CI of mean difference from zero 

[$0.32, $0.47]; Study 15: M = $0.28, t(195) = 8.04, p < .001, 95% CI of mean difference from 

zero [$0.21, $0.35]).  Because both distributions were skewed (Study 10 skewness = 1.20; Study 

15 skewness = 1.90), we implemented a square root transformation.  As expected, participants 

who perceived empathy to be more subjectively costly were less likely to choose empathy (Study 

10: r(200) = -.29, p < .001; Study 15: r(196) = -.28, p < .001). These results provide additional 

evidence that on average, people are motivated to avoid empathy.  Intriguingly, a modest 

financial incentive may motivate people to overlook the costs associated with empathic choice. 

The Role of Social Norms  

 In Studies 16-18, we assessed descriptive, injunctive, and personal norms about empathy 

and objectivity after participants completed the Empathy Selection Task.  For these analyses, we 

collapsed across studies to maximize statistical power.  First, people believed that others were 

more likely to choose the objective deck (M = 61.94%, SD = 19.11%) than the empathy deck (M 

= 43.40%, SD = 20.29%), F(1, 595) = 163.45, p < .001, 95% CI = [15.69, 21.39], ηp
2 

= .22, and 

the objectivity-empathy difference score was associated with reduced empathy choice, r(596) = -

.53, p < .001.  Second, people believed that others were more likely to think of empathy as good 

(M = 71.89%, SD = 20.02%) than to think of objectivity as good (M = 67.05%, SD = 19.30%), 

F(1, 595) = 23.92, p < .001, 95% CI = [2.90, 6.79], ηp
2 

= .04; but the objectivity-empathy 

difference score did not associate with empathy choice,  r(596) = -.03, p = .464.  Third, people 

reported the personal belief that empathy was more desirable than objectivity (M = 3.24, SD = 

1.01, difference from scale midpoint = .24, t = 5.78, p < .001), which associated with increased 
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empathy choice, r(596) = .19, p < .001.  See Supplemental Analyses for additional results 

associating norms with perceived psychological costs.  These results suggest that social norms 

may play a role in empathy choice. However, because the questions were measured after the 

Empathy Selection Task, it remains possible that these are rationalizations of choice behavior.  

Individual Differences and Empathy Choice   

Across studies, empathy choice correlated positively with multiple measures of trait 

empathy, including the Empathy Quotient (α = .90), r(328) = .12, p = .031, IRI
 
Empathic 

Concern (α = .90), r(1199) = .09, p = .003, IRI
 
Personal Distress (α = .87), r(1198) = .07, p = 

.018, IRI
 
Fantasy (α = .84), r(1200) = .08, p = .005, and the Empathy Index (α = .83), r(196) = 

.19, p = .008, but not IRI Perspective Taking (α = .87), r(1200) = .01, p = .731, or the Behavioral 

Contagion Index (α = .77), r(196) = .07, p = .330.  The highly powered null correlation of 

empathy choice with IRI Perspective Taking lends further credence to the claim that the standard 

Empathy Selection Task is not capturing avoidance of perspective taking.  Importantly, this null 

correlation emerged not only for Studies 16-18 which removed the “imagine” statement from the 

pre-task instructions, r(396) = -.03, p = .572, but also for earlier studies which did include this 

instruction, r(804) = .03, p = .418.  These results suggest that there may be individual variation 

in empathy choice, though the associations with trait empathy were small.  These modest 

associations may also suggest that people are more willing to reveal preferences to avoid 

empathy in behavioral tasks, rather than on self-report measures.  

Aside from trait empathy, we included a number of other individual difference measures.  

Empathy choice did not correlate with Fear of Compassion for Others (α = .91), r(128) = -.08, p 

= .400, suggesting that people who are motivated to avoid compassion did not choose to avoid 

empathy in the task.  Although it might be expected that people who are high in mindfulness or 
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emotional awareness would be more likely to choose empathy, there were not correlations of 

empathy choice with Mindful Awareness (α = .87), r(178) = -.03, p = .698, Mindful Acceptance 

(α = .89), r(173) = .04, p = .611, or Alexithymia (α = .87), r(173) = .03, p = .710.  Lastly, people 

might avoid empathy because of aversion to domain-general cognitive effort; however, empathy 

choice did not correlate with Need for Cognition (α = .95), r(196) = .05, p = .461.  

We also examined the relationship between empathy choice and demographic variables.  

Empathy choice did not differ for women (n = 1184, M = 37.66%, 95% CI [36.09%, 39.23%]) 

and men (n = 918, M = 36.07%, 95% CI [34.28%, 37.85%]), F(1, 2100) = 1.72, p = .190, and did 

not associate with age, r(2105) = -.01, p = .820, conservatism, r(2107) = .00, p = .879, or 

religiosity, r(2107) = .01, p = .513.  Empathy choice associated positively with subjective 

socioeconomic status, r(2104) = .05, p = .019, the reverse of the typical negative correlation 

between SES and empathy (e.g., Côté, Piff, & Willer, 2013; Piff et al., 2010).  However, this 

effect was small and likely significant only due to high statistical power.  

In Study 14, we measured self-reported motivations to choose empathy in the Empathy 

Selection Task.  Motivation to exhibit empathy and practice empathy skills were highly 

correlated (r = .65, p < .001) and averaged together as motivation to approach empathy.  

Empathy choice correlated negatively with motivation to avoid empathy, r(95) = -.30, p = .003, 

but not with motivation to approach empathy, r(95) = .13, p = .199. 

Finally, in Study 15 we measured willingness to donate to a charity organization to assist 

the mental health of college students—the targets depicted in the Empathy Selection Task in that 

study.  The distribution of donation skewed positively (M = $0.17, SD = $0.38, skewness = 

3.27), with the majority of participants donating nothing (n = 125 out of 196).  Given the non-

normal distribution, we coded donation as binary (0=no donation, 1=any donation), and this 
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revealed a positive association with empathy choice, B = 1.34, SE = .57, Wald = 5.66, p = .017, 

Exp(B) = 3.84, d = .74.  This pattern is consistent with prior work showing that emotion 

regulation motives can predict initial decisions to donate (Dickert, Sagara, & Slovic, 2011).  

However, among those participants who did donate some amount, there was actually a negative 

association between empathy choice and donation, r(71) = -.28, p = .016.  Nevertheless, these 

results provide preliminary evidence for a complex relationship between empathy choice and 

donation behavior, consistent with prior work that identifies different mechanisms underlying 

initial decisions to donate and subsequent donation amount (Dickert et al., 2011). 

General Discussion 

Empathy is considered foundational to many moral systems and can assist in social 

interactions in everyday life.  Despite these benefits, empathy carries subjective costs: it is felt as 

effortful, negative, and inefficacious, and these perceptions are associated with robust choices to 

avoid empathy.  When given the opportunity to share the experiences of unknown others, people 

often choose to turn away.  This strong, replicable empathy avoidance effect was not reducible to 

avoiding negative states, as it also emerged when people were given the choice to empathize 

with positive states of others.  It was not reducible to avoiding emotions in general, or to 

verbalizing empathy, as empathy avoidance emerged when people were given the choice to focus 

on their own or others’ emotions, without any kind of written expression required. 

Across multiple studies, we find that people are averse to selecting into situations that 

call for experience sharing.  Given that experience sharing is often stipulated to be purely 

automatic, where this means being effortless (e.g., Decety et al., 2010), this is a novel 

contribution to the study of empathy.  It might be argued that the pre-task instructions in some of 

the earlier studies, which did mention to imagine what the target is going through, might have 
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encouraged perspective-taking, which has elsewhere been shown to be effortful (e.g., Epley et 

al., 2004).  However, in these earlier studies (Studies 1-10), the majority of the instructions for 

the empathy deck encouraged participants to engage in experience sharing: to feel what the target 

feels.  Subsequent studies further specified the instructions to be about experience sharing, 

drawing upon previously published experience sharing instructions (e.g., Klimecki et al., 2013).  

The similarity of effects across studies leads us to conclude that it is likely that participants were 

avoiding experience sharing, not other facets of empathy such as perspective-taking.  The highly-

powered null correlation of empathy choice with IRI Perspective Taking additionally suggests 

that the Empathy Selection Task is more likely to be capturing experience sharing. 

We suggest that people avoid empathy because of the metacognitive costs associated with 

the act of experience sharing—effort, aversiveness, and inefficacy.  These experiences may 

derive from the greater uncertainty about constructing the internal experiences of others, and can 

be useful phenomenal signals that alternative goals should be pursued (Inzlicht et al., 2015; 

Kurzban, 2015).  In the current studies, empathy was perceived as effortful, aversive, and 

difficult to do, and these perceptions associated with reduced empathy choice.  These 

relationships emerged when psychological costs were measured after the Empathy Selection 

Task, but also when they were measured prior to completing the task, suggesting that they can 

predict subsequent empathy regulation behavior.  Most critically, in Studies 13 and 14,  

experimentally increasing perceived efficacy at engaging in empathy removed the empathy 

avoidance effect, and eliminated the perceived psychological costs associated with empathy, 

suggesting that shifting the psychological costs of empathy can change empathy regulation.  

These experimental findings enhance the construct validity of the Empathy Selection Task, and 

the motivated empathy framework from which it is derived: by changing psychological 
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motivations to avoid engaging in empathy, we can directly shape empathy regulation behavior, 

observed in real time through choice behavior. 

 It might be argued that within the context of the Empathy Selection Task, the empathy 

deck is more effortful than the objective deck as a function of mundane, construct-irrelevant task 

features rather than having to do with anything about empathy itself.  For instance, perhaps it is 

easier to construct a response about external features than about internal experiences.  In one 

sense, this is the very phenomenon being studied: we believe that people do find it more effortful 

to engage in empathy, in part because it involves greater uncertainty and less immediately 

available information and this is part of why they avoid it.   However, we have tried to show that 

this is a function of experience sharing per se, as opposed to uninteresting features of the tasks 

used to evoke it. Across all of our studies we systematically addressed possible confounding 

factors, such as matching task instructions to be of similar complexity across decks, 

counterbalancing deck positioning, assessing the effect of having or not having deck labels, and 

so forth.  This was particularly evident for Study 18, which requested the same amount of 

emotion information from participants (namely, three keywords) across decks, but only varied 

whether they were also instructed to engage in experience sharing.  Empathy avoidance effects 

were similar when accounting for possible deck confounds in effort and complexity.  And 

critically, we suggest that the costs of empathy are contextually sensitive: when the alternative to 

empathy is a comparable effortful option, the costs of empathy should appear lower and so 

empathy avoidance should be reduced, patterns which were observed in Study 8.  We do not 

claim that people avoid the efforts of experience sharing to a greater extent than other, non-

empathic, effortful processes.  Rather, drawing upon constructionist principles (Cameron et al., 

2015), we suggest that many domain-general processes such as effort avoidance are likely to be 
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shared across empathic and non-empathic decisions (see Decety & Cowell, 2014) and represent 

important constraints on social behavior.  From our perspective, it is less interesting to compare 

empathic effort to non-empathic effort, than to show that as a default stance, people avoid 

experience sharing because it is felt as effortful.  Conceptualizing experience sharing as effortful 

is novel within the study of empathy, which has typically ignored the possibility that effort costs 

are relevant or that they would preclude the empathic experience from emerging to begin with.  

In the current work, we removed any expectation of having to engage in costly helping 

behavior, which can often inhibit empathy (Cameron & Payne, 2011; Shaw et al., 1994), in order 

to create a conservative test for whether psychological costs would inhibit empathy choice.  The 

empathy avoidance effect in these studies does not appear to be about avoidance of helping, and 

emerged even without explicit or implicit requirements to help and for targets displaying positive 

affect (i.e., smiling strangers).  It is possible that removing the opportunity to help others on the 

basis of one’s empathy makes the experience more psychologically costly.  Empathy without 

behavioral consequence may seem to have no positive rewards to offset the psychological costs 

involved.  Future work should consider whether framing empathy as having instrumental utility 

for helping others afterward increases empathy choice within the task.  Similarly, if participants 

are given feedback about not only what the empathy target is feeling, but also whether this 

feeling is congruent with their own feelings, this feedback might decrease empathy avoidance 

compared to conditions in which participants are told what the targets are feeling but these 

feelings are incongruent with their own, or in which these feelings are not specified at all.  

Finally, future work should continue to examine whether implied helping demands, or guilt at 

not helping, shape performance on this task.  If guilt drives empathy avoidance, then allowing 

people to make a donation beforehand should reduce the effect; if the felt experience of empathy 
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itself is driving empathy avoidance, then allowing a donation beforehand should either 

strengthen empathy avoidance or have no effect. 

Importantly, effort need not always undermine empathy: people who have internalized 

empathic goals may persist in feeling empathy, as this identity can act as a reward that 

counteracts empathy costs.  The effort of empathy may give empathic choices meaning for these 

people, thus acting as further motivation (Olivola & Shafir, 2013).  Building from this finding, 

cues that were associated with empathy avoidance in the current studies—effort, aversiveness, 

and inefficacy—could be re-framed to support empathy approach.  Construing effort and 

negativity as challenges to overcome, or emphasizing the efficacy of empathy, could mitigate 

these cues’ effects on empathy choice.  Introducing competing goals that support empathy, such 

as social norms or the desire to maintain a moral self-image, might override effort costs and 

facilitate empathic approach.  Indeed, results from the current work suggest that descriptive 

norms about whether others choose empathy, along with personal beliefs about empathy being 

more or less desirable than objectivity, associate with empathy choice.  Moreover, the results 

from the Empathy Discounting Paradigm suggest that introducing a modest sum of money may 

provide extrinsic motivation for people to choose empathy in this task. 

The current approach is optimally designed to allow for precise tests of motivational 

interventions on empathy choice behavior.  It shows that reducing psychological costs of 

experience sharing can increase empathy choice, and future work should test other motivational 

interventions, such as framing empathy as morally desirable or socially normative.  Moreover, 

the task can be readily adapted to test how empathy choice shifts based on target features, such 

as race, gender, and identifiability, and can be used to determine whether effects of such features 

operate by changing the effort of empathy, or through other channels.  Much prior work on 
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motivated empathy examines empathy outcomes (e.g., reduced empathy for out-groups), without 

examining the intervening mechanism of emotion regulation.  By applying the Empathy 

Selection Task, researchers can examine whether various empathy deficits may reflect strategic 

decisions to avoid empathy, driven by perceived psychological costs of effort, aversiveness, and 

inefficacy.  The task can also be applied within different professional contexts in which empathy 

is relevant, such as medical care (Haque & Waytz, 2012).  Many situations may suggest empathy 

as an obstacle, such as when there is a need to punish people who engage in exploitation, or to 

negotiate or compete with an antagonist.  Future work should explore how empathy choice and 

associated effort costs vary as a function of the social environments in which these decisions are 

being made (for similar approach to cooperation, see Rand et al., 2014). 

The Empathy Selection Task can be applied across different areas of psychology.   

Although age did not associate with empathy choice here, future work should examine changes 

in empathy avoidance more systematically across the lifespan.  Younger children may be less 

likely to avoid empathy because they have less experience with relevant costs, but this may 

change over time as a function of social learning (e.g., learning from peer groups about who not 

to feel empathy for); similarly, age-related shifts to prioritize well-being (Carstensen, Isaacowitz, 

& Charles, 1999) may lead to greater empathy avoidance in older adults.  Another area of 

application would be in learning: a lifetime of experience that one either does or does not 

accurately empathize with people may serve to promote (or inhibit) empathy.  The task can be 

applied in clinical settings, as a means of measuring empathy choice behaviors in populations 

that exhibit empathy deficits and which may be motivationally malleable (e.g., narcissism and 

psychopathy; Arbuckle & Cunningham, 2012; Hepper et al., 2014; Meffert et al., 2013).  
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Conclusions 

Our research provides insights about the nature of empathy and pro-social behavior.  It 

qualifies strong claims about experience sharing as an automatic “default” response to others.  

By contrast, we find that people typically avoid rather than embrace empathy: in many cases, 

empathy may only emerge when people choose to feel it.  Here, we focus on one type of 

empathy choice: how people select themselves into or out of empathy-inducing situations based 

on what they want to feel.  Choice behaviors may operate differently, and with differing levels of 

success, once people are within a situation that presents an empathy-inducing target, or with 

different facets of empathy aside from experience sharing, such as compassion.  In such 

situations, people may use other emotion regulation strategies (Gross, 2007) to escape empathy, 

such as leaving the situation, shifting attention, or re-appraising empathy targets. 

Yet even if empathy is not the so-called default response, a pro-social implication of the 

current research is that the scope of empathy is partially under individual control.  Our results 

qualify strong arguments against empathy (Bloom, 2013; Prinz, 2011)—in which empathy 

deficits are thought to reflect fixed constraints that cannot be changed—by suggesting that limits 

on empathy may result in part from active choices that people make to avoid effort.  Here, we see 

people avoid empathy for non-kin strangers—a typically limiting condition on empathy—by 

choosing what situations to enter into.  Empathy for kin may feel less effortful and elicit 

approach rather than avoidance, which future research should test.  Encouraging people to notice 

similarities between themselves and targets of empathy may reduce perceived effort and change 

motivations to approach empathy for strangers and family alike.  If empathy can be a choice, 

then we may not always be at the mercy of our emotions and their supposed limitations.  

Empathy may only be as limited as we choose it to be.  
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