
personal distress dominate over sympathy, and any helping that occurs is egoistic (see
the bottom row of Table 12.2).

Experimental Tests of Batson’s Model. Batson and colleagues have conducted
dozens of investigations to test the empathy–altruism model of helping (for a review,
see Batson, 1987). Many of these studies use a similar procedure in which partici-
pants are asked to observe, over closed-circuit television, another person receiving
mild electric shocks while working at some task. (Participants are unaware that the
whole procedure is staged and no shocks are actually being delivered.) The researchers
manipulate two variables. The first is empathy. Participants in the low-empathy con-
dition are instructed to be objective and impartial and to watch the proceedings with
an air of detachment. Participants in the high-empathy condition are told to imagine
themselves in the worker’s shoes and to experience what the worker is experiencing.
The second variable pertains to when participants can leave. All participants learn that
the worker will be completing 10 trials, but some participants are told they have to
observe only 2 of the trials. This condition is known as the easy-escape condition,
because participants can easily escape any distress they are feeling by leaving the
experiment. Other participants are not given this opportunity. They are told they must
watch all 10 trials, so no escape is possible.

Once the experiment begins, the first two trials pass uneventfully. However, at this
point the learner becomes very distraught and confesses that he or she had a trau-
matic experience with shock as a child and doesn’t want to continue. The experi-
menter then asks the participant whether he or she would be willing to trade places
and receive the shocks in the role of the worker. This willingness constitutes the pri-
mary measure of helping.

Let’s look at what Batson’s model predicts in this situation. Participants in the low-
empathy condition should be experiencing high levels of personal distress, and any help-
ing that occurs should be egoistically motivated. When they can’t escape the situation,
the only way to relieve their distress is to offer to trade places with the worker and
take the shock themselves. However, when it is easy to escape the situation, they can
leave the experiment, much as a person might decide to change the channel when a
starving child appears on the television screen with an appeal for help. The first pre-
diction, then, is that participants in the low-empathy condition will help when they can’t
escape but not when they can escape. A different pattern is predicted for participants in
the high-empathy condition. Presumably, these participants are feeling sympathy for the
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TABLE 12.2 Batson’s Empathy-Altruism Model of Helping

Type of 
Level of Empathy Dominant Emotional Reaction Helping

High Sympathy (aka Altruistic 
empathic concern) helping

Low Personal distress Egoistic 
helping

Note: Empathy determines how we feel when we encounter a person in a state of need, and our dominant emotional reaction determines the type of
helping that occurs.

Response
to a 
Person in
Distress
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