LeEBES

Empathic Concern and
Altruistic Allocation
Under Loss Framing

Keisuke Yamamoto'’, Hirofumi Hashimoto?

'Kyoto Bunkyo University, 80 Senzoku, Makishimacho, Uji City, Kyoto,
611-0041, Japan

*Osaka Metropolitan University, 2-1-132 Morinomiya, Joto-ku, Osaka, 536-
8525, Japan

“Author for correspondence (kei.1993m.t.101631@gmail.com)

Many studies do not simultaneously manipulate
empathic concern and social evaluation, making it
difficult to disentangle the determinants of altruistic
behavior. This study examined whether loss framing
elicits altruistic allocation beyond the effects of
social evaluation. The empathy-altruism hypothesis
was compared with the empathy-specific evaluation
hypothesis using a dictator game with a 2 x 2 design
that manipulated recipients’ loss framing and social
evaluation. Recipients were described as having
experienced a loss due to bad luck or no loss, and
allocations were made under conditions of high or
low social evaluation. The analysis was conducted
using data from 100 Japanese undergraduates who
participated in a laboratory experiment. The results
showed that allocations were higher in the loss-
framed condition than in the no-loss condition only
under high social evaluation, with no difference
observed under low social evaluation. These findings
support the empathy-specific evaluation hypothesis,
suggesting that altruistic responses to loss framing
depend on reputational incentives rather than
unconditional altruism.
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Introduction

Altruistic behavior is elicited by several proximate factors,
most notably social evaluation and empathic concern,
defined as an other-oriented affective response to others’
suffering (Batson, 2010). Both reputational incentives
and empathic appeals have been widely used to promote
altruistic behavior in real-world settings (Bateson et
al., 2006; Lesner & Rasmussen, 2014), yet their specific
functions and limitations remain incompletely understood.
Importantly, when reputational incentives are introduced
in contexts where individuals already experience empathic
concern, altruistic behavior may paradoxically decrease
due to crowding-out effects (Bénabou & Tirole, 2006; Graf
et al., 2023). This pattern suggests that reputational and
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empathic mechanisms do not simply add to one another but
may interact in more complex ways, underscoring the need
to disentangle their respective contributions to altruistic
behavior.

Numerous studies suggest that empathic concern is
associated with increased altruistic behavior (FeldmanHall
et al., 2015; Harbaugh et al., 2007; Hein et al., 2010;
Tankersley et al., 2007; Waytz et al., 2012). However,
because most of these studies do not independently
manipulate reputational incentives, the observed
altruistic behavior in empathy-eliciting contexts may
also reflect social evaluation. According to the empathy-
specific evaluation hypothesis (Archer et al., 1981),
individuals learn that failing to help in empathy-eliciting
situations risks social criticism and therefore may behave
altruistically in order to avoid negative evaluation rather
than as a direct consequence of empathic concern itself.

Fultz et al. (1986) directly addressed this issue by
manipulating empathic concern through perspective-
taking instructions and social evaluation through
anonymity. According to the empathy-altruism hypothesis
(Batson, 2010), individuals engage in altruistic behavior
by perceiving others’ suffering and experiencing
empathic concern. This hypothesis predicts that empathic
concern should increase altruistic behavior regardless
of anonymity, whereas the empathy-specific evaluation
hypothesis predicts that this effect should disappear under
anonymous conditions. Fultz et al. (1986) reported only a
main effect of empathic concern and therefore concluded
in favor of the empathy-altruism hypothesis.

However, the conclusions drawn by Fultz et al. (1986)
warrant further scrutiny. First, the small sample sizes in
their experiments, with 22 participants in Experiment
1 and 32 participants in Experiment 2, limited the
statistical power to detect interaction effects. Second,
the effectiveness of perspective-taking instructions as a
manipulation of empathic concern has been questioned.
McCauley et al. (2024) failed to replicate the findings of
Fultz et al. (1986). In addition, a meta-analysis showed that
perspective-taking does not reliably increase empathic
concern compared with a neutral condition that does not
include perspective-taking instructions (McAuliffe et
al., 2020). Taken together, these findings raise concerns
about whether previous studies have successfully isolated
empathic concern from reputational considerations. These
limitations highlight the need for alternative and more
robust methods of eliciting empathic concern.

A core assumption of the empathy-altruism hypothesis
is that empathic concern is elicited by salient recipient
suffering (Batson, 2010), such as experiencing a monetary
loss or another form of disadvantage. Previous studies
using economic games have operationalized recipient
disadvantage in several ways, including monetary losses
due to bad luck (Barclay & Benard, 2020; Brafias-
Garza, 2007; Goto, 2018; Yamamoto & Hashimoto,
2025) and losses caused by others’ actions (Dhaliwal
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et al., 2021; Keysar et al., 2008; Leliveld et al., 2012;
Liu et al., 2017; Van Doorn et al., 2018). In addition,
instructional manipulations that emphasize the recipient’s
dependence on the dictator have been shown to increase
altruistic allocations (Brafias-Garza, 2007). However,
these studies did not simultaneously manipulate social
evaluation, making it difficult to disentangle the respective
contributions of empathic concern and reputational
considerations to altruistic behavior.

The present study
The present study addresses this gap by employing a 2
x 2 design that independently manipulates recipients’
loss framing, based on monetary loss due to bad luck,
and social evaluation, operationalized as anonymous
versus non-anonymous conditions, in a dictator game.
The loss framing was designed to elicit empathic concern
by highlighting recipients’ misfortune rather than to
manipulate individual risk preferences.

Based on the empathy-altruism hypothesis, Hypothesis
1 predicts a main effect of loss framing on altruistic
allocation, such that allocations will be higher in the loss-
framed condition than in the no-loss condition under both
anonymous and non-anonymous settings. In contrast,
based on the empathy-specific evaluation hypothesis,
Hypothesis 2 predicts an interaction between loss framing
and social evaluation, such that loss framing will increase
altruistic allocation only under non-anonymous conditions
and not under anonymous conditions.

This design allows examination of whether altruistic
allocation following loss framing persists under anonymity
or is restricted to contexts involving social evaluation.

Methods

Participants & design

Because this study employed a novel manipulation of
empathic concern and examined its interaction with
social evaluation, no clear benchmark effect size was
available. Accordingly, an a priori power analysis was
conducted using G*Power 3.1.9.3 (Faul et al., 2007),
assuming a medium effect size (f'= 0.25; Cohen, 1988), a
= .05, and power = .80. This analysis indicated a required
total sample size of 128 (32 per group), as specified
in the preregistration. Due to budget constraints and
participant availability, 107 Japanese undergraduates
took part in the study. After excluding seven cases with
missing data, the final sample comprised 100 participants
(25 men, 75 women; mean age = 20.18 years, SD =
1.14). All participants provided informed consent prior
to participation. The experiment employed a 2 (Loss
Framing: loss vs. no-loss) x 2 (Social Evaluation: high vs.
low) between-participants design.

Manipulation of loss framing

Loss framing was manipulated by informing participants,
acting as dictators, about the outcome of a lottery affecting
their paired recipient. In the loss condition, participants
were told that the recipient initially received a ¥500 show-
up fee but lost ¥400 as a result of the lottery. In the no-
loss condition, participants were told that the recipient
retained the full ¥500. This manipulation was intended
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to elicit empathic concern by highlighting the recipient’s
misfortune. Although the dictator drew the lottery, the
dictator’s own show-up fee was not reduced. Further
details are provided in Appendix 1: https://osf.io/zkjmv/
overview

Manipulation of social evaluation

Social evaluation was manipulated by varying whether
the dictator’s allocation decision would be disclosed to
the recipient. In the high social evaluation condition,
participants were informed that the recipient would receive
information about the allocation amount as well as the
dictator’s randomly assigned private room number. In the
low social evaluation condition, participants were told
that the recipient had received a different experimental
explanation and therefore would not know the dictator’s
identity or that a dictator game was being played. This
manipulation was intended to alter participants’ subjective
perception of social evaluation.

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to private rooms and
completed the experiment individually. At the beginning
of the session, participants were informed that they would
receive a ¥500 show-up fee. Written instructions described
the anonymity procedures, the pairing process, and the
dictator game. All participants were assigned the role
of dictator and were told that they would allocate ¥500,
separate from the ¥500 show-up fee, between themselves
and a paired recipient who had no decision-making power.
Pairing was described as being based on room numbers,
although the recipients were fictitious.

Participants then received instructions corresponding
to their assigned social evaluation condition and completed
a brief comprehension check. Next, the loss manipulation
was implemented, and participants were informed whether
their paired recipient had experienced a monetary loss.
Participants subsequently indicated how much of the ¥500
endowment they wished to allocate to the recipient in the
dictator game, with allocation amounts specified in one-
yen increments. Responses were collected using sealed
envelopes to ensure anonymity.

In a post-experimental questionnaire, participants were
asked what they considered when deciding the allocation
amount. Empathic concern was assessed using three items
adapted from Fultz et al. (1986), such as deciding out of
respect, compassion, and kindness toward the recipient.
Reputational consideration was assessed using three
items developed for this study based on the concept of
reputation, such as deciding to appear favorable to others,
being mindful of others’ perceptions, and being perceived
by others as a kind person. All items were rated on a
7-point scale. Participants also reported their sex and age.
After completing the experiment, participants were fully
debriefed and compensated with Amazon gift cards.

Results

As a manipulation check for loss framing, empathic
concern was analyzed using an analysis of covariance
with sex included as a covariate. The results indicated that
empathic concern did not differ significantly between the
loss condition (M = 3.66) and the no-loss condition (M =
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3.77), F(1, 97) = 0.19, p = .67, partial n*> = .00. The main
effect of sex was also not significant, indicating no reliable
difference in empathic concern between men (M = 3.44)
and women (M = 3.99), F(1, 97) = 3.84, p = .05, partial
1n? = .04. As a manipulation check for social evaluation,
reputational consideration was analyzed using an analysis
of covariance with sex as a covariate. Reputational
consideration did not differ significantly between the low
social evaluation condition (M = 4.14) and the high social
evaluation condition (M = 4.13), F(1, 97) = 0.00, p = .96,
partial n2 = .00. In contrast, the main effect of sex was
significant, indicating that women (M = 4.52) reported
higher reputational consideration than men (M = 3.75), F(1,
97)=4.37, p = .04, partial n2 = .04.

To test the hypotheses, the amount allocated in the
dictator game was analyzed using an analysis of covariance
with sex included as a covariate. The main effect of
social evaluation was not significant, F(1, 95) = 2.53, p
= .12, partial n? = .03, whereas the main effect of loss
was significant, F(1, 95) = 5.68, p = .02, partial n* = .06.
Participants allocated more money in the loss condition
(M = 264.00) than in the no-loss condition (M = 210.24). In
addition, the interaction between loss framing and social
evaluation was significant, F(1, 95) = 10.61, p = .00, partial
1n? = .10. Simple comparisons using Bonferroni correction
are presented in Figure 1. Under the high social evaluation
condition, allocations were higher in the loss condition (M
= 318.35) than in the no-loss condition (M = 191.77, p =
.00). In contrast, under the low social evaluation condition,
allocations did not differ between the loss condition (M
= 209.65) and the no-loss condition (M = 228.71, p = .63).
The main effect of sex was not significant, F(1, 95) = 1.85,
p = .18, partial n? = .02.

Figure 1
Average allocations in each condition
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Note: The error bars represent standard errors.

In addition, a supplementary descriptive analysis
focused on hyper-fair allocations, defined as allocations
greater than ¥250. Table 1 presents the proportions
of such allocations across conditions. Among the 100
participants, 23 engaged in hyper-fair allocation. In the
high social evaluation condition, 14 of 25 participants
in the loss condition and 0 of 23 in the no-loss condition
allocated more than ¥250. In the low social evaluation
condition, 7 of 27 participants in the loss condition and 2
of 25 participants in the no-loss condition allocated more
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than ¥250. In a supplementary Firth penalized logistic
regression predicting hyper-fair allocation greater than
¥250, the Loss x Social Evaluation interaction was not
statistically significant (p = .10), although the estimated
effect was in the same direction as in the analysis of
continuous allocations.

Table 1
Percentages of hyper-fair in each condition
Loss
No-loss Loss
Social Low 8.0% (2/25)  25.9% (7/27)
Evaluation High 0.0% (0/23)  56.0% (14/25)

Note: The number of participants in each condition was as follows.
In the high social evaluation condition, 23 participants were assigned
to the no-loss condition and 25 to the loss condition. In the low
social evaluation condition, 25 participants were assigned to the no-
loss condition and 27 to the loss condition. The percentages in Table
1 represent the proportion of participants who allocated more than
¥250 (referred to as “hyper-fair”), based on the sample size in each
condition. In total, 23 of the 100 participants engaged in hyper-fair
allocations.

Discussion

This study examined whether altruistic allocation elicited
by loss framing persists under anonymity. The results
supported the empathy-specific evaluation hypothesis
(Archer et al., 1981) rather than the empathy-altruism
hypothesis (Batson, 2010). These findings suggest that
empathic cues alone may be insufficient to promote
altruistic behavior in the absence of social evaluation.

Manipulation checks revealed no differences in self-
reported empathic concern across loss conditions and no
differences in reputational consideration across social
evaluation conditions. However, given that behavioral
differences nevertheless emerged, one possibility is that
these psychological states were not adequately captured
by self-report measures rather than not elicited at all. This
interpretation is consistent with prior work (Dang et al.,
2020), which suggests that self-report measures may be
insensitive to subtle underlying psychological states that
can still guide behavior.

One possible reason the empathy-altruism hypothesis
was not supported is that recipients were not placed in
highly tragic situations. Prior tests of the hypothesis have
involved emotionally intense helping contexts, such as
substituting for another person receiving electric shocks
(Batson, 2010). In contrast, monetary loss due to bad luck,
as implemented in the present study, may evoke weaker
empathic responses. Losses caused by others’ actions
(Dhaliwal et al., 2021; Keysar et al., 2008; Leliveld et al.,
2012; Liu et al., 2017; Van Doorn et al., 2018), rather than
by bad luck, may be perceived as more severe or unjust
and therefore elicit stronger empathic reactions.

Descriptive analyses further showed that a notable
proportion of participants (23 out of 100) made hyper-fair
allocations, defined as allocations exceeding ¥250, which
are higher than amounts typically observed in dictator
games (Camerer, 2003; Engel, 2011). This pattern may
reflect attempts to equalize total outcomes by considering
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both the show-up fee and the allocation decision. Failure
to achieve such outcome equality may increase the risk
of negative social evaluation for participants. It should be
noted, however, that the number of participants who chose
hyper-fair allocations in the present study was limited,
which precluded formal statistical testing. Nevertheless,
future research may reveal that empathic concern and
social evaluation exert distinct influences on whether
individuals prioritize equality in dictator game allocations
or equality in total outcomes. Demonstrating such a
distinction would raise a novel and theoretically important
question for research on altruistic behavior. Supplementary
analyses of hyper-fair allocations did not yield statistically
significant interaction effects, although the observed
pattern was directionally consistent with the primary
findings.

A key contribution of this study is the use of a dictator
game to examine the empathy-altruism hypothesis under
tightly controlled conditions, thereby reducing confounds
that are common in naturalistic helping situations.
Moreover, by jointly manipulating loss framing and
social evaluation, this study offers a novel framework for
disentangling the determinants of altruistic behavior. In
particular, the findings indicate that inducing recipients’
misfortune through monetary loss due to bad luck
is insufficient to increase altruistic allocation under
anonymous conditions.

Consistent with the empathy-specific evaluation
hypothesis (Archer et al., 1981), empathic concern
and social evaluation may function as intertwined
determinants of altruistic behavior. From an evolutionary
perspective, this interdependence suggests that empathic
responses may have evolved primarily as context-sensitive
cues that guide behavior in situations where reputational
consequences are salient, rather than as unconditional
drivers of altruism. If this is the case, principles proposed
as ultimate explanations of altruism in evolutionary
psychology, such as indirect reciprocity and reputation-
based cooperation, may also inform real-world intervention
strategies when considered through the lens of proximate
mechanisms. Future studies that replicate these findings
using alternative manipulations of empathic concern would
help clarify the generality of this interpretation.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First,
participants were informed that they could have incurred
losses, which may have elicited positive affect due to
perceived good fortune and, in turn, inflated generosity.
Future studies should manipulate loss exclusively for
recipients to rule out this alternative explanation. Second,
the sample was gender imbalanced, which warrants
replication using more balanced sampling. Third, the
sample size was guided by an a priori power analysis;
however, due to constraints on budget and participant
availability, the analysis was based on the assumption of a
medium effect size. Consequently, this study may not have
had sufficient power to detect smaller effect sizes.
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