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ABSTRACT
Recent research has shown that compassionate feelings for the suffering environment promote
conservation of nature. We extend this notion and relate compassion for suffering humans to
proenvironmental tendencies. The proposed relation should hold true as compassion elicits moral
actions and judgments across different moral domains which should also be applicable to the
environment. Therefore, we expect compassion for other humans to relate positively to
proenvironmental tendencies. Two studies were conducted to test this assumption. Study 1
included three independent samples (final N = 2,096) and several measures of proenvironmental
tendencies. Results revealed that compassion was indeed positively related to proenvironmental
values, proenvironmental intentions and reported donations to nature or environmental
organizations. In Study 2 we experimentally tested and found a causal path between compassion
for humans and proenvironmental intentions. Implications for climate change and protection of

nature are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, other-oriented tendencies have been shown to be an important factor for
proenvironmental behavior (e.g., Berenguer, 2007, 2010; Hopper & Nielsen, 1991; Schultz, 2001,
2002; Tam, 2013). That is to say, along with other basic motivations (i.e., self-interest and justice
concerns; e.g., Griskevicius, Tybur, & Den Bergh, 2010; Parris, Hegtvedt, Watson, & Johnson,
2014), other-oriented tendencies have been considered to foster proenvironmental behavior in a
conclusive way. The present work investigates one important other-oriented tendency, that is,
compassion for other individuals, with regard to proenvironmental tendencies. It has already been
shown that specific compassion for the environment relates to proenvironmental intentions (e.qg.,
Berenguer, 2007, 2010; Tam, 2013). We extend this notion and relate compassion for the suffering
of other individuals to proenvironmental tendencies. Indeed, Tam (2013) recently claimed that the
relation between compassion for humans and environmental behavior needs investigation to
acquire a better theoretical understanding of this relation. In this sense, the present research
addresses a gap in this field in that we study whether compassion for other individuals influence
proenvironmental tendencies.

Specifically, in the present work we argue that compassion for other individuals should
lead to proenvironmental tendencies as compassion guides moral actions and judgments across
different moral domains which should be also applicable to the environment (Goetz et al., 2010;
Haidt, 2003; McCullough, Kilpatrick, Emmons, & Larson, 2001). Therefore, we expect
compassion for other individuals to relate positively to proenvironmental tendencies. The rationale

for this assumption is outlined in detail below.

COMPASSION AND CONCERN FOR THE SUFFERING OF OTHERS
We define compassion in line with Lazarus (1991) who emphasized that the core theme of

compassion is being moved by another’s suffering (see also Haidt, 2003). Accordingly, the



essence of compassion is feelings that are elicited in response to suffering others (for a compelling
review on compassion, see Goetz, Keltner, & Simon-Thomas, 2010).

It is noteworthy that other terms that have been used in this context are “empathic concern”
or “empathy” in general, instead of compassion. In fact, empathic concern is often used
interchangeably with compassion (cf. Batson, 2009; Goetz et al., 2010; Singer & Klimeki, 2014).
Basically, empathy can be considered to be a more general construct including perspective taking,
emotional sharing, and a concern for suffering others (i.e., compassion; Decety & Cowell, 2014).
Thus, compassion constitutes one dimension of empathy, while empathy consists of additional
dimensions (Batson, 2009; Singer & Klimeki, 2014). In the present work, we used the term
compassion rather than the general term empathy in order to make explicit that the present work
focuses on feelings for the suffering of others.

As a consequence of compassion, a “prosocial action tendency” is elicited (Haidt, 2003)
especially when the suffering other deserves help and one has the resources to help (Goetz et al.,
2010). Hence, compassionate individuals follow the ultimate moral goal of preventing and
relieving the suffering of others as well as improving others’ welfare. In this regard, compassion
has been shown to be associated with a concern for humanity (Goetz et al., 2010; Sprecher & Fehr,
2005). This applies to, for instance, helping vulnerable others, volunteerism, and donations to a
common group project (Batson, O’Quin, Fultz, Vanderplas, Isen, 1983; Eisenberg, McCreath, &
Ahn, 1988; Eisenberg et al., 1989; Omoto, Malsch, & Barraza, 2009). Compassion should not be
restricted to the suffering of humans but should also apply to the suffering of other species (e.qg.,
Mehrabian & Epstein, 1972; Tam, 2013). That is to say, compassion elicits moral judgments and
actions across different moral domains (Goetz et al., 2010; Haidt, 2003; McCullough et al., 2001).
Consequently, compassion is included in the spectrum of basic moral emotions (Haidt, 2003).

Regarding proenvironmental tendencies, a concern for the suffering of nature (e.g., a

suffering tree) strengthened environmental attitudes and the moral obligation to help nature.



(Berenguer, 2007). Recently, Tam (2013) proposed that empathy with suffering nature is one
fundamental factor in predicting proenvironmental behavior. Schultz (2001, see also Stern, Dietz,
& Kalof, 1993) suggested that biospheric environmental concerns, that is, individuals’ concern for
plants, animals, marine life, and birds predicts proenvironmental behavior. That is to say, a
concern for the environment (i.e., the other-oriented tendencies of environmental concern,
empathy and feelings for nature) promotes engagement in proenvironmental tendencies (Karpiak
& Baril, 2008; Gosling & Wiliams, 2010; Mayer & McPherson Frantz, 2004; Milfont & Sibley,
2012; Raymond, Brown, & Robinson, 2011; Schultz, 2001, 2002; Stern et al., 1993; Tam, 2013).

Building on the notion that compassion elicits moral judgments and actions across different
moral domains (Goetz et al., 2010; Haidt, 2003; McCullough et al., 2001), we assume that
compassion elicits the morality-driven motivation to prevent and to relieve suffering and to
improve others’ welfare which should also include nature and the environment. As a consequence,
we expect compassion for humans to relate positively to proenvironmental tendencies. These
assumptions are tested in two empirical studies as reported below.

STUDY 1

In Study 1 we hypothesized that dispositional compassion for humans is positively related
to proenvironmental tendencies. In this study, different proenvironmental tendencies were
measured which was done in three independent samples. Specifically, we assessed: (a)
individuals’ dispositional compassionate tendencies for other humans (in all samples), (b)
proenvironmental values (in Sample 1), (c) proenvironmental intentions (in Sample 2), and (d)
whether participants report having donated money to nature or environmental organizations (in
Sample 3).

Method
Participants. Study 1 involved two samples of students from a German university (Sample

1: N = 101; Mage = 20.6; 85.1% females; Sample 2: N = 60; Mage = 22.9; 56.7% females). Sample 3



consists of a representative study (the LISS Panel) taken in the Netherlands (N = 1.935; Mage =
51.7; 53.4% females). The participants in Sample 1 completed the measures at a computer
laboratory at the university; Sample 2 completed a paper/pencil study; Sample 3 completed an
online survey. Unless indicated otherwise, all scale endpoints of self-report items were labelled
(2) not at all true and (7) completely true.

Compassion. We measured dispositional compassion using an emotional empathy scale
(see also Saslow et al., 2013, for this approach). In all samples, an adapted version of the
emotional empathy scale developed by Mehrabian and Epstein (1972) was used to assess
compassion (for validation of the scale and items see Keller & Pfattheicher, 2013). A sample item
of the nine-item scale reads: “It makes me sad to see a lonely stranger in a group”; (Msample1 =
5.36, SDsampler = 0.85, o = .81; Msampiez = 4.98, SDsampie2 = 0.76, o = .75; Msamplez = 4.39, SDsample3
=1.10, o = .87).

Proenvironmental values. In Sample 1, we assessed basic individual values as proposed by
Schwartz et al. (2012). The value that is particularly relevant here is “universalism—nature” which
reflects individuals’ concern for preserving the environment (M = 3.32, SD =1.23, a = .91). A
sample item of the three-item scale reads: “Caring for nature is very important to him/her” (results
involving the other values are available on request).

Proenvironmental intentions. In Sample 2, proenvironmental intentions were assessed
using an adapted version of the environmental behavior scale (Schultz & Zelezny, 1998; Schultz,
Zelezny, & Dalrymple, 2000). The original scale relates to behavior in the past (e.g., I often
looked for ways to reuse things). We rephrased the items slightly in order to obtain a measure for
future proenvironmental behavior (M = 5.24, SD =0.98, « = .83), thereby allowing the
measurement of proenvironmental intentions in experiments (as in Study 2). A sample item of the

eight-item scale reads: “In future, I will look for ways to reuse things”.



Proenvironmental donations. In Sample 3, the representative sample, participants were
asked to indicate whether they “donate money to one or more nature or environmental
organizations”. They could answer this question by stating yes (42.2%) or no (57.8%). Due to the
panel character of the LISS study, proenvironmental donations were assessed in October 2009;
compassion in this sample was assessed in February 2011.*

Social desirability. In Sample 3, social desirability was assessed via the Crowne-Marlowe
Scale (1960; alpha = .52) in May 2011. This measure was included in our analyses to rule out the
possibility that the relation between compassion and proenvironmental tendencies is merely a
result of socially desirable responding (cf. Batson, 2011). This is particularly important given that
proenvironmental behavior was self-reported. A sample item of the ten-item scale reads: “I have
never intensely disliked anyone”. The items could be answered by stating yes (1) or no (0). The
sum score (min = 0, max = 10) had a mean of 5.91 (SD = 1.96).

Results and Discussion

Compassion was shown to be significantly positively correlated with proenvironmental
values, r(99) = .28, p < .01, and proenvironmental intentions, r(58) = .27, p < .05. Compassion
could also significantly predict proenvironmental donations in a logistic regression (B = 0.17, SE =
.04, p < .001, Nagelkerke’s Rz = .011), that is, the stronger a participant’s dispositional
compassion the higher the chance that they would donate to one or more nature or environmental
organizations. Including the factor of social desirability in this analysis did not change the
coefficient of compassion (B = 0.17, SE = .04, p < .001). Social desirability was not significantly
related to proenvironmental donations (B = .15, SE = .24, p = .52).

These results consistently support our hypothesis that compassion for the suffering of
others positively relates to proenvironmental tendencies — beyond socially desirable responding.
Regarding the correlations, we found a medium effect size (Cohen, 1988) which corresponds to

the average effect size in social psychology estimated across 100 years (Richard et al., 2003).



As a next step we tested the causal relation between compassion and proenvironmental
tendencies. Therefore, in Study 2 compassion was manipulated and proenvironmental tendencies
were subsequently assessed. Before we report this study we introduce and validate an easily
applicable manipulation to induce compassion, which was then applied in Study 2.

VALIDATION STUDY
Method

Participants and procedure. Sixty-eight students from a German university (Mage = 24.92,
SD =5.55, 71.1% females) participated in an online study.

Manipulation of compassion. Our manipulation of compassion was based on two works:
Batson et al. (1997) and Oveis, Horberg, and Keltner (2010). Oveis and colleagues (2010; see also
Oveis, Cohen, Gruber, Shiota, Haidt, & Keltner, 2009) induced compassion using fifteen
emotional pictures displaying suffering individuals. We used two of these pictures, a homeless
person leaning against the wall of a house and a diseased child, ensuring that none of the pictures
included any reference to the environment and nature. In our validation study, all participants were
presented each picture for ten seconds. Participants were randomly assigned to either the high-
compassion condition (n = 34) or the low-compassion condition (n = 34). In the high-compassion
conditions, before viewing the pictures participants read compassion promoting instructions for
how they should view the pictures (cf. Batson et al., 1997, Study 3; Batson, Chang, Orr, &
Rowland, 2002). Participants read “It is important for the study that you imagine how the pictured
persons feel. Try to feel what the persons are currently going through and how they feel. You can
let yourself be guided by your feelings.” In the low-compassion condition, participants read “It is
important for the study that you stay objective when viewing the pictures. Try not to let yourself
be guided by your feelings. That is, try to stay neutral and detached.”

Dependent variables. To check whether the introduced manipulation actually produces a

difference in state compassion between the two conditions, we measured state compassion directly



after the presentation of the two pictures. Participants rated each item on a seven-point Likert scale
to indicate how they currently felt. We used the five items for measuring compassionate states
taken from Batson and colleagues (Batson, 1987, 1991; Batson et al., 1995): sympathetic, tender,
soft-hearted, compassionate, and moved. These items (a = .91) were averaged to compose a
compassion index. In order to present the compassion items in a meaningful context and to reduce
demand effects, we embedded the compassion items into the ten-item short form of the Positive (o
= .56) and Negative (o = .62) Affect Schedule (PANAS; Mackinnon et al., 1999). Given that the
item “moved” of the negative subscale of the PANAS is already part of the compassion index, it
was not considered in the negative subscale of the PANAS.

Results and Discussion

Analysis revealed a significant difference (t(66) = 2.79, p <.01; Cohen’s d = .67) in state
compassion between the high-compassion condition (M = 4.76, SD = 1.08) and the low-
compassion condition (M = 3.89, SD = 1.46). There was no significant difference (t(66) = 1.66, p
=.11) in negative affect (high-compassion condition, M = 2.69, SD = 1.05; low-compassion
condition, M = 2.29, SD =0.94; Cohen’s d = .40) and positive affect (t(66) = 1.16, p = .25; high-
compassion condition, M = 2.61, SD = 0.72; low-compassion condition, M = 2.84, SD = 0.91;
Cohen’s d =.28).

The results indicate a successful manipulation of compassion. The aim of the study was to
develop an easily applicable and valid method to manipulate compassion. The findings of the
validation study speak to the applicability of the manipulation. We applied this manipulation in the
study reported below to test the hypothesis that state compassion leads to proenvironmental

tendencies.
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STUDY 2
Method

Participants and procedure. Ninety-four students from a German university (Mage = 22.97,
SD = 2.58, 46.8% females) participated in this paper-pencil study.

Manipulation of compassion. We applied the manipulation of compassion as outlined in
the validation study above, resulting in a high-compassion condition and a low-compassion
condition. Participants were randomly assigned to either the high-compassion condition (n = 47)
or the low-compassion condition (n = 47). Instead of presenting each picture for precisely ten
seconds as in our (online) validation study, we asked participants to look at each picture for
approximately ten seconds.

Given the findings of the Validation Study, which suggest that our approach reflects a
successful manipulation of compassion, we did not again include the compassion state items of the
Validation Study in this study. The choice to not include the manipulation check items is in line
with research showing that even simple measurements of psychological states (e.g., manipulation
checks) can bias subsequence measurements (Kuhnen, 2010).

Dependent variable. Subsequent to the manipulation of compassion, proenvironmental
intentions (« = .83) were assessed as in Study 1.

Results and Discussion

Analysis revealed a significant difference between the two conditions, t(92) = 2.70, p < .01
(Cohen’s d = .55). Participants in the high-compassion condition reported more proenvironmental
intentions (M = 5.15, SD = 0.90) compared with those in the low-compassion condition (M = 4.62,
SD = 1.01). Hence, in line with our hypothesis that compassion promotes proenvironmental
tendencies, the present results extend the findings of Study 1 by establishing a causal relation

between compassion and proenvironmental tendencies.
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GENERAL DISCUSSION

The present work has investigated one important other-oriented tendency, namely
compassion for other humans, with regard to proenvironmental tendencies. Specifically, in two
studies we documented that compassion is positively related to proenvironmental tendencies. Most
importantly, we could establish a causal path between compassion and proenvironmental
tendencies indicating that compassion for other individuals indeed promotes proenvironmental
tendencies. These findings take into consideration a recent claim by Tam (2013) that the relation
between compassion for humans and environmental tendencies need investigation.

Overall, the present research is in line with approaches highlighting other-oriented
tendencies as crucial factors fostering proenvironmental tendencies. For instance, Berenguer
(2007; 2010) and Tam (2013) have proposed that a specific concern for the suffering of nature
fosters proenvironmental tendencies. In the present work, we extend this notion and show that
individuals report stronger proenvironmental tendencies in the high-compassion condition
compared with the low-compassion condition. Accordingly, our work extends the conceptually
close relation of a concern for nature and proenvironmental behavior.

Beyond these contributions to the field of other-oriented tendencies and proenvironmental
behavior, several other points are noteworthy. First, we document the relation between
compassion and proenvironmental tendencies in several independent samples thus acknowledging
recent claims emphasizing replication in psychology (e.g., 1Jzerman, Brandt, & Van Wolferen,
2013; Makel, Plucker, & Hegarty, 2012). Second, we show the relation between compassion and
proenvironmental tendencies across different measures of proenvironmental tendencies. Thus, it
seems reasonable to assume that our conclusion of compassion being related to proenvironmental
tendencies is not the result of a specific measure of proenvironmental tendencies. This speaks to

the validity of the relation. Third, we document that compassion relates to proenvironmental
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tendencies in a representative sample which was unaffected by socially desirable response
tendencies. As such, the findings seem to hold for a general population and not only for students.

In critically reflecting on the current work, we want to acknowledge the fact that some of
the findings rely on self-report by the participants and no real observed behavior. Self-report
instruments only provide access to information about people’s beliefs about themselves. Also,
there is evidence that self-report instruments including affective response towards stimuli (such as
dispositional compassion) do not align with momentary affective experiences (Feldman Barrett,
1997; Robinson & Clore, 2002). We could handle the issue of self-reported compassion in Study 1
by inducing compassion in Study 2. Yet, proenvironmental intentions are still self-reported and it
is unclear whether participants correctly forecast their intentions and act in a more
proenvironmental way after compassion for humans is induced (cf. Wilson & Gilbert, 2003).
Nonetheless, intentions have been shown to be an important basis for the emergence of real
behavior (cf. Ajzen, 1985). Additionally, in Study 1, Sample 3, participants report whether they
donate money to one or more nature or environmental organization. In sum, while future research
can extend the present research by showing the link between compassion for humans and
proenvironmental behavior, the present contribution represents a meaningful foundation in this
regard.

We also want to address another issue. The duration for which participants viewed the
pictures inducing compassion (or not) might have differed between the Validation Study and
Study 2. Given that the Validation Study was an online study we were able to program the precise
duration the two pictures were displayed on the screen (i.e., 10 seconds). The same pictures were
used in Study 2 which was a paper/pencil study. Here, it was technically impossible to ensure that
the pictures were displayed for exactly ten seconds. Therefore, we asked participants “to look at
each picture for approximately ten seconds.” Although there is no guarantee that participants

followed the instructions, it seems likely that participants dealt with the pictures appropriately
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because the study was conducted under controlled laboratory conditions (i.e., no external
distraction) and both the high- and the low-compassion condition included a statement
highlighting the importance of viewing the pictures as instructed (see instructions in the Method
section of the Validation Study).

We have proposed that compassion includes a moral concern which should be applicable to
nature and the environment. Beyond that, others processes are possible, which is in line with
recent theorizing emphasizing a multiple process perspective (Bullock, Green, & Ha, 2010;
Fiedler, Schott, & Meiser, 2011; Hayes, 2013). Thus, it seems reasonable to assume that several
routes can lead to specific behavior. Hence, it could be possible that compassion, defined as a
reaction to negative, baleful experiences others are undergoing, implies some sort of negativity
bias also affecting proenvironmental tendencies (Keller & Pfattheicher, 2013). Specifically, if
compassion implies the processing of the negative experiences of other entities then
compassionate individuals might be more likely to consider the potential negative impact that their
non-proenvironmental behavior might have on other entities. Hence, a heightened awareness of
potentially negative developments for others might also contribute to the effect that compassion
has on proenvironmental tendencies.

It is also plausible that “incidental affect” or “incidental emotion” can explain the results.
Specifically, it has been shown that emotional states in one situation can carry over to another
unrelated situation and impact judgment and decision-making (e.g., Bodenhausen, 1993). There is
research on compassion showing carry-over effects of compassion from one situation to another
unrelated one (Condon & DeSteno, 2011; Oveis et al., 2010). Therefore, it is well possible in the
present case that compassion for humans might carry over to the unrelated situation of a concern
for the environment which would result in strengthened proenvironmental tendencies.

We have argued that compassion elicits moral judgments and actions across different

moral domains (Goetz et al., 2010; Haidt, 2003; McCullough, Kilpatrick, Emmons, & Larson,
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2001). From this basis we assumed that compassion elicits the morality-driven motivation to
prevent and to relieve suffering which should also be applicable to nature and the environment.
Building on these considerations, it seems possible that political orientations could moderate the
association between compassion for humans and proenvironmental tendencies. Research by
Graham, Haidt, and Nosek (2009) on the basis of moral foundations theory (e.g., Haidt & Graham,
2007; Haidt & Joseph, 2007) shows that liberals endorse a stronger harm/care and
fairness/reciprocity sensitivity compared to conservatives. Conservatives display three other sets
of moral intuitions more strongly than liberals (i.e., ingroup/loyalty, authority/respect, and
purity/sanctity). In this regard one could predict that the compassion-for-individuals and
compassion-for-nature link is more pronounced in liberals given that these individuals are
particularly harm sensitive (which corresponds to compassion for suffering humans) as well as
caring sensitive (which corresponds to a concern for the environment and proenvironmental
tendencies). Unfortunately, political orientations were not measured in our studies but it seems
likely that the majority of participants possess liberal attitudes (many are students at a German
university). Thus, the composition of the sample might have provided a basis for the association
between compassion for humans and proenvironmental tendencies. Still, it is an interesting open
question and future research can test political orientations as a moderator.

One could also discuss whether seeing nature suffer is a precondition for the relation of
compassion and proenvironmental tendencies. Indeed, in Study 2, it was not explicitly stated that
nature was suffering. Nonetheless, we found that compassion for other humans promotes
proenvironmental intentions. On this basis one could assume that compassion leads to
proenvironmental tendencies without the suffering of nature being explicitly salient. This is in line
with the conceptualization of compassion as a basic moral emotion (Haidt, 2003) and congruent
with the notion that compassion elicits moral actions and judgments across different moral

domains — including proenvironmental tendencies as shown in the present studies.
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In addition, it would be relevant for future research to investigate what subjects/objects can
be the target of compassion. Research by Epley and colleagues (Epley, Akalis, Waytz, &
Cacioppo, 2008; Epley, Waytz, & Cacioppo, 2007) has shown that individuals attribute human
mental characteristics and emotions to non-human animals and gadgets (i.e.,
anthropomorphization). This notion is compatible with the findings by Tam (2013) and Berenguer
(2007, 2010) which show that compassion applies to a wide spectrum of targets including
compassion for suffering trees and animals. However, one may speculate that compassion is
restricted to “living” targets (e.g., trees and animals) and not “non-living” targets such as the air or
stones. In general, it is an open question whether compassion promotes proenvironmental
tendencies as an ultimate goal, that is, whether compassionate individuals anthropomorphize
nature and benefit nature as an agent (e.g., Mother Earth; Ahn, Kim, & Aggarwal, 2014; Tam,
Lee, & Chao, 2013; Sacci, Riva, & Brambilla, 2013), or whether compassion promotes
proenvironmental tendencies as an instrumental goal, that is, whether compassionate individuals
benefit nature in order to benefit the lives of others.

As a final step, we want to discuss the applied value of the present contribution. That is,
the present work is also relevant in terms of implications for climate change and protection of
nature. So far, research has shown that specific compassion for the environment fosters
proenvironmental tendencies (e.g., Berenguer, 2007, 2010; Tam, 2013). Building on the present
work we provide evidence that feelings for the suffering of humans (i.e., compassion) also
promotes proenvironmental tendencies. Thus, speakers (e.g., in front of the United Nations) or
climate change campaigns (e.g., Greenpeace) that aim to mobilize people to protect nature may
also include suffering humans in their demonstrations to elicit compassion which in turn may
mobilize people to protect nature.

Furthermore, the majority of people are likely aware that damaging the environment is bad

and acting proenvironmentally is desirable (Gifford, 2014). However, irrespective of the
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knowledge people possess, proenvironmental tendencies can still be strengthened. The present
contribution offers an affective perspective on how to strengthen proenvironmental tendencies. We
suggest that individuals’ proenvironmental motivation to protect nature can be increased by
inducing the emotion of compassion. That is to say, we suggest increasing moral behavior in the
domain of nature protection by activating the moral emotion of compassion.

To conclude, the present work has highlighted that other-oriented tendencies such as
compassion for others effectively strengthen tendencies related to the conservation of nature. As
such, the findings of the present work are important in the context of climate change because they
suggest that general other-oriented tendencies such as compassion can successfully be used to

promote proenvironmental behavior.
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FOOTNOTES
1 Of note, the LISS study also included two items related to proenvironmental tendencies. We did
not include the items of (a) whether individuals “performed voluntary work for an
organization for environmental protection, peace, or animal rights” because it was not
restricted to proenvironmental tendencies, (b) “I am involved with one or more nature or
environment organizations.” because prevalence was fairly low and therefore variance was
restricted (only 16.4% report that they are involved with one or more nature or environment

organizations).
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