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My Brother’s Keeper? Compassion
Predicts Generosity More Among Less
Religious Individuals

Laura R. Saslow1, Robb Willer2, Matthew Feinberg2, Paul K. Piff2,
Katharine Clark3, Dacher Keltner2, and Sarina R. Saturn4

Abstract

Past research argues that religious commitments shape individuals’ prosocial sentiments, including their generosity and solidarity.
But what drives the prosociality of less religious people? Three studies tested the hypothesis that, with fewer religious expec-
tations of prosociality, less religious individuals’ levels of compassion will play a larger role in their prosocial tendencies. In Study 1,
religiosity moderated the relationship between trait compassion and prosocial behavior such that compassion was more critical to
the generosity of less religious people. In Study 2, a compassion induction increased generosity among less religious individuals but
not among more religious individuals. In Study 3, state feelings of compassion predicted increased generosity across a variety of
economic tasks for less religious individuals but not among more religious individuals. These results suggest that the prosociality of
less religious individuals is driven to a greater extent by levels of compassion than is the prosociality of the more religious.
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Social scientists have long claimed that religion is associated

with pro-group behaviors and sentiments like cooperation,

generosity, and solidarity (Durkheim, 1915). A variety of

theoretical arguments have been advanced to explain why. For

instance, religion may foster a sense of shared identity

(Graham & Haidt, 2010), invoke concerns about one’s reputa-

tional standing in the eyes of God and one’s religious commu-

nity (Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008; Shariff & Norenzayan,

2007), or establish rule-based prosocial values (Durkheim,

1915). One implication of this line of work is that the factors

leading people to behave prosocially or not may vary in impor-

tant ways based on how religious they are, but research has not

yet explored this possibility.

Although religiosity is generally widespread (Stark, 1999),

roughly half of the citizens of Japan, Sweden, Denmark, and

Germany are atheist (Lynn, Harvey, & Nyborg, 2009), increas-

ing numbers of Americans report having no religious affiliation

(Hout & Fischer, 2002), and at least half a billion people world-

wide do not believe in God (Zuckerman, 2007). Moreover,

although religiosity may predict increased prosociality, nonreli-

gious individuals do demonstrate high levels of prosociality and

endorsement of ethical attitudes (for a review see Beit-Hallahmi,

2009). This analysis highlights a critical question: What factors

drive the prosocial behavior of less religious individuals?

In the current investigation, we argue that the prosocial

behavior of less religious individuals is driven to a great extent

by their level of compassion, more so than among the more reli-

gious. Compassion, the ‘‘feeling that arises in witnessing

another’s suffering and that motivates a subsequent desire to

help’’ (Goetz, Keltner, & Simon-Thomas, 2010, p. 351), is

linked with a motivation to help others, often at a cost to the

self. It increases the desire to soothe another’s suffering (Bat-

son & Shaw, 1991) in addition to being related to volunteerism

(Omoto, Malsch, & Barraza, 2009) and to supporting policies

aimed at assisting the poor or needy (Smith, 2009). In keeping

with these findings, we hypothesized that compassion would

reliably predict prosocial behavior in the less religious, but less

so in more religious individuals.
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The Present Research

Across three studies, we compared the influence of compassion

on prosocial tendencies among more and less religious

individuals. In Study 1, we examined whether religiosity would

moderate the relationship of trait compassion on prosocial

behavior. We hypothesized that trait compassion would be

more critical to the generosity of the less religious than the

more religious. In Study 2, we tested whether a compassion

induction (vs. a neutral video) would increase generosity

among less religious individuals, but not among more religious

individuals. In Study 3, we assessed if momentary feelings of

compassion would predict increased generosity across a variety

of economic tasks for less religious individuals but not more

religious individuals. By measuring and manipulating compas-

sion, and measuring various forms of generous tendencies and

behavior, across three studies we test our hypothesis that

compassion is more integral to the generosity of the less

religious versus the more religious

Study 1: Especially for the Less Religious,
Trait Compassion Predicts Prosocial
Behavior

In Study 1, we tested whether trait levels of compassion and

religiosity interact in their influence on prosocial tendencies

in a nationally representative sample of adults. We expected

that for less religious individuals, compassion would be related

to higher generosity, but that compassion would be less

strongly associated with prosociality among more religious

individuals.

Method

Participants and procedure. We analyzed participants from the

2004 General Social Survey, which is a nationally representa-

tive sample of noninstitutionalized adults in the United States

over the age of 18 (Davis & Smith, 2005; 624 men, 713

women; ages 18 to over 89, M ¼ 45.96, SD ¼ 17.08; 1,076

White, 158 Black, 103 Other; 712 were Protestant, 320 were

Catholic, 17 were Jewish, 7 were Buddhist, 4 were Hindu, 8

were Muslim, 199 were not religious, 4 did not report their reli-

gion, and the rest were some other religion).

Compassion. As compassion, sympathy, and empathic

concern are typically considered highly interrelated (Batson,

2009), we measured the tendency to feel compassion with the

7-item empathic concern subscale of the Interpersonal

Reactivity Index (rated from 1, does not describe very well,

to 5, describes very well; a ¼ .72; M ¼ 4.43, SD ¼ .67; Davis,

1983). Items include, I often have tender, concerned feelings

for people less fortunate than me, When I see someone being

taken advantage of, I feel kind of protective towards them, and

Other people’s misfortunes do not usually disturb me a great

deal (reverse-scored).

Prosocial behavior. A composite of ten items were used to

measure prosocial behavior. Participants rated the frequency

with which they engaged in a series prosocial helping acts,

including giving food or money to a homeless person, returning

money after getting too much change, allowing a stranger to go

ahead in line, volunteering time for a charity, giving money to a

charity, offering a seat to a stranger, looking after a plant or pet

of others while they were away, carrying a stranger’s belong-

ings, giving directions to a stranger, and letting someone bor-

row a item of some value; a ¼ .73; M ¼ 2.40, SD ¼ 1.03).

Participants rated the items using the following scale (recoded

so that higher values reflect greater prosociality): 1 (not at all in

the past year), 2 (once in the past year), 3 (at least 2 or 3 times

in the past year), 4 (once a month), 5 (once a week), and 6

(more than once a week).

Religiosity. Participants indicated the strength of their

religious identity. The scale was recoded so that higher values

represent greater religiosity: 1 (no religion), 2 (not very strong

religious identity), 3 (somewhat strong religious identity), and

4 (strong religious identity), M ¼ 2.99, SD ¼ 1.03. Single-item

measures of religiosity have been found to have sufficient

reliability and predictive validity in other work (Gorsuch &

McFarland, 1972).

Covariates. We tested our results with and without the

following covariates: gender, political orientation, and educa-

tional attainment (Snibbe & Markus, 2005; an indicator of

socioeconomic status; M ¼ 13.67, SD ¼ 2.89). These are

variables that have been linked in past research to prosocial

behavior or attitudes (Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983; Jost, Glaser,

Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Piff, Kraus, Cote, Cheng, &

Keltner, 2010). As a measure of political orientation, partici-

pants indicated how liberal or conservative they were on most

political and social issues, from 1 (extremely liberal), 4 (mod-

erate), to 7 (extremely conservative), M ¼ 4.23, SD ¼ 1.41

(Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009). Education was assessed as

highest year of education completed.

Results

First, we tested for correlations among respondents’ reported

compassion, prosocial behavior, and strength of religious iden-

tity. Trait compassion was related to religious identity (r¼ .12,

p < .001) and prosocial behavior (r ¼ .20, p < .001), such that

those who reported a greater tendency to feel compassion were

more religious individuals and people who reported behaving

more prosocially. Religiosity was marginally related to proso-

cial behavior (r ¼ .05, p ¼ .077), with more religious individ-

uals reporting greater prosocial behavior.

Religiosity as a moderator. Next, we tested our main hypoth-

esis that compassion more strongly predicts prosocial tenden-

cies among the less religious than among the more religious.

We tested this by regressing religiosity, compassion, and the

interaction of the two. We found evidence for this hypothesis.

Below, we describe the results not controlling for the
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covariates. In Table 1, in parentheses, we show the results when

controlling for covariates; overall, controlling for covariates

had little impact.

We observed a main effect of trait compassion such that

greater compassion was related to greater prosocial behavior, b
¼ .19, t(1315)¼ 6.81, p < .001. In contrast, we observed no main

effect of religiosity on prosocial behavior, b¼ .03, t(1315)¼ .93,

p¼ .353. Most importantly, we observed the predicted interaction

between trait compassion and religiosity, b ¼ �.07, t(1315) ¼
�2.46, p ¼ .014. Among participants who were less religious,

greater compassion was related to higher levels of reported proso-

cial behavior, b ¼ .25, t(1315)¼ 6.74, p < .001. Among partici-

pants who were more religious, greater compassion was also

related to higher levels of reported prosocial behavior, b ¼ .12,

t(1315)¼ 2.99, p¼ .003. Because the interaction was significant,

however, although the relationship between compassion and pro-

sociality was robust for the more religious participants, it was

smaller than the relationship between compassion and prosocial-

ity for the less religious participants. See Figure 1.

Discussion

Study 1 yielded evidence in support of our main hypothesis:

Religiosity moderated the relationship between compassion

and prosocial behavior such that the compassion-to-

prosociality link was stronger for less religious individuals than

it was for more religious individuals. Further, these results held

while controlling for gender, political orientation, and educa-

tional attainment—variables that might otherwise account for

our findings. In sum, these findings indicate that although com-

passion is associated with prosociality among both less reli-

gious and more religious individuals, this relationship is

particularly robust for less religious individuals.

Study 2: An Experimental Manipulation of
Compassion

In Study 1, we examined how religiosity influences the relation-

ship between trait compassion and self-reported prosocial beha-

vior. In Study 2, we experimentally manipulated feelings of

compassion, to establish possible causality between felt compas-

sion and prosociality in the less religious. Prior work has found

that manipulations of state compassion can significantly alter sub-

sequent prosociality (Piff et al., 2010). In the current study, we

predicted that less religious individuals induced to experience

greater compassion (vs. those in a neutral condition) would make

more prosocial choices. However, we expected that this effect

would be less pronounced among religious study participants.

Method

Participants. One hundred and one participants were recruited

through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, a nationwide sample of

adult participants (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011;

41 men, 60 women; ages 18 to 68, M ¼ 32.54, SD ¼ 12.01;

Table 1. Summary of Results for Compassion Predicting Prosocial Outcomes for the Less Versus More Religious

Interaction b
Less Religious (1 SD Below
Mean: b for Simple Slope)

More Religious (1 SD Below
Mean: b for Simple slope)

Study 1: Trait compassion
Self-reported prosocial behavior �.07* (�.07*) .25** (.26**) .12** (.12**)

Study 2: Compassion versus neutral mood manipulation
Prosociality on dictator task �.37** (�.35**) .58** (.57**) .01 (.03)
Prosociality on charity task �.10 (�.07) .26* (.24***) .11 (.13)

Study 3: State compassion
Prosociality on composite of economic tasks �.20** (�.20*) .36** (.44**) �.07 (.05)
Generosity during public goods task �.23* (�.21*) .43** (.41**) �.003 (.004)
Prosociality on dictator task �.09 (�.09) .21* (.31**) .02 (.13)
How trustworthy on trust second mover task �.20** (�.21*) .26** (.30**) �.18*** (�.11)
Generosity during indirect reciprocity task �.11 (�.07) .29** (.29**) .05 (.17)

* p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p < .10. (Controls for covariates in parentheses).

Figure 1. Study 1: The interaction of religiosity and trait compassion
(plus and minus 1 standard deviation from the mean) on prosocial
behavior.
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78 were European American, 8 were Asian American, 6 were

African American, and the rest were of other or mixed ethni-

city; 39 were Christian, 7 were Jewish, 2 were Muslim, 36 were

atheist, 12 were agnostic, 8 were spiritual but not religious, and

the rest did not report their religion or were of some other

religion; participants could choose more than one religion).

Participants were paid a small fee for their participation. We

required that all participants be registered in the United States

and that their Amazon quality rating be greater than or equal to

98%. As we were primarily interested in the less and more reli-

gious, we specifically attempted to recruit roughly half of each.

We asked participants to indicate their level of religiosity from

1 (not at all) to 7 (deeply), M ¼ 3.43, SD ¼ 2.42.

Design and procedure. The advertisement on Amazon

Mechanical Turk included a web address that directed the par-

ticipants to an online study elsewhere. This study randomly

assigned participants to either a compassion-induction or a

neutral-prime condition. Next a 46-s video (Piff et al., 2010,

study 4) was presented as a memory task. The compassion video

presented information about child poverty over a series of photo-

graphs of helpless and vulnerable children as evocative, sad

music played in the background (N ¼ 49). In prior research, this

identical video was found to elicit significant increases in state

feelings of compassion (Piff et al., 2010). The neutral-prime

video was a 46-s clip of two men talking (N ¼ 52).

Prosociality was then assessed with two tasks. In a hypotheti-

cal dictator task, participants were asked to imagine that they had

been paired with a stranger, given $10, and could give as much or

as little as they wanted to the stranger. The amount that they chose

to give was the index of their generosity (M¼ 3.95, SD¼ 1.82).

(Seven participants failed to answer this question and were thus

not included in the analyses for this measure.) Although hypothe-

tical, research shows that people behave similarly when playing

for real versus hypothetical earnings (Simpson, 2003). We also

measured participants’ attitudes toward charitable giving (Piff

et al., 2010). Specifically, participants were asked to rate what

percentage of people’s annual salary should be spent on various

categories of items. Their rating of what percentage of people’s

annual salary people should spend on ‘‘charitable donations’’ was

the outcome of interest (M ¼ 5.28, SD ¼ 4.48).

Covariates. We tested our results with and without the fol-

lowing covariates: gender, political orientation, and subjective

socioeconomic status. As a measure of political orientation,

participants indicated how liberal or conservative they were

on most political and social issues, from 1 (very liberal), 4

(moderate), to 7 (very conservative), M ¼ 3.42, SD ¼ 1.85

(e.g., Graham et al., 2009). Subjective socioeconomic status

was assessed by having participants rate their perceptions of

their relative socioeconomic rank vis-à-vis others (Adler, Epel,

Castellazzo, & Ickovics, 2000). Participants placed themselves

on a ladder relative to others in their community (10 ¼ top

rung, 1 ¼ bottom rung), M ¼ 5.44, SD ¼ 1.92.

Results

Religiosity as moderator. We tested our hypothesis that

especially for the less religious participants, those who

watched a compassion-inducing versus neutral video would

be more likely to show prosociality. In Table 1, in parenth-

eses, we show the results when controlling for covariates.

Overall, controlling for covariates had little impact on the

results.

We found support for this hypothesis in the dictator task.

We observed a main effect of the video manipulation such

that individuals who saw the compassion-inducing instead

of the neutral video subsequently showed greater prosocial

behavior in the dictator task, b ¼ .29, t(93) ¼ 3.02, p ¼
.003. We also observed a main effect of religiosity on pro-

social behavior, b ¼ .35, t(93) ¼ �2.67, p ¼ .009. Most

importantly, we observed the predicted interaction between

the video (compassion-inducing vs. neutral) and religiosity,

b ¼ �.37, t(93) ¼ �2.84, p ¼ .006. As predicted, the

observed relationship between compassion and prosociality

in the dictator task was robust for the less religious partici-

pants, b ¼ .58, t(93) ¼ 4.00, p < .001, but attenuated for the

more religious participants, b ¼ .01, t(93) ¼ .07, p ¼ .941.

We found limited support for our hypothesis in the char-

ity task. We observed a main effect of the video such that

individuals who saw the compassion-inducing instead of the

neutral video showed greater prosocial behavior in the char-

ity task, b ¼ .18, t(100) ¼ 2.16, p ¼ .034. We also observed

a main effect of religiosity on prosocial behavior in the

charity task, b ¼ .59, t(100) ¼ 5.10, p < .001. We did not

observe the predicted interaction between the video

(compassion-inducing vs. neutral) and religiosity, b ¼
�.10, t(100) ¼ �.83, p ¼ .408. The pattern of the modera-

tion was in the predicted direction but failed to reach statis-

tical significance. However, as predicted, the observed

relationship between compassion and prosociality in the

charity task was robust for the less religious participants,

b ¼ .26, t(100) ¼ 2.06, p ¼ .043, but not statistically signif-

icant for the more religious participants, b ¼ .11, t(100) ¼
.92, p ¼ .359. See Figure 2.

Discussion

The results from Study 2 support the hypothesis that com-

passion more strongly influences prosociality among less

religious individuals than more religious individuals. Specif-

ically, we found that for less religious participants, watching

a compassion-inducing (versus neutral) video was related to

greater prosocial behavior. By contrast, for the more reli-

gious participants, the video condition was not linked to

prosocial behavior. Results were stronger for the dictator

task versus the charity task. Further, these results were not

explained by gender, political orientation, or subjective socio-

economic status.
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Study 3: For the Les Religious, State
Compassion Predicts Greater Prosocial
Behavior

In Studies 1 and 2, we found that compassion moderated the

impact of religiosity on prosociality. A limitation of Studies

1 and 2, however, are that they assess either self-reported

(Study 1) or hypothetical (Study 2) prosociality. In Study 3,

we expanded upon our previous two studies by examining

behavioral outcomes with real stakes. Specifically, we exam-

ined whether religiosity would moderate the impact of momen-

tary feelings of compassion across various measures of

economic prosociality. We hypothesized that greater state

compassion would significantly predict greater generosity for

the less religious, but not for the more religious.

Method

Participants. Eligible participants included 98 men and

112 women, aged 18 to 46 (M ¼ 20.28, SD ¼ 3.52). Sixty-

four were European/European American, 97 were Asian or

Asian American, 43 were of other or mixed ethnicity, and 6 did

not report their ethnicity; 72 were Christian, 10 were Jewish, 10

were Buddhist, 5 were Hindu, 36 were atheist, 23 were agnos-

tic, 26 were spiritual but not religious, 11 did not report their

religion, and the rest were of some other religion). All were col-

lege students who participated in exchange for course credit.

Design and procedure. Prior to the laboratory session, partici-

pants completed an online demographic questionnaire, which

included political orientation as measured in Study 2 (M ¼
3.11, SD ¼ 1.24), subjective socioeconomic status (Adler et

al., 2000; using an image of a ladder that was clicked; the scale

is in x-axis units clicked on the screen, M ¼ 1.05, SD ¼ .97),

and religiosity as measured in Study 2 (M ¼ 2.94, SD ¼
1.53). We tested our results with and without the following

covariates: gender, political orientation, and subjective socioe-

conomic status.

Compassion. Upon arriving in the laboratory, participants

were seated at a cubicle and asked to rate their current feelings

of compassion by answering how much they felt ‘‘compassion/

sympathy’’ at the present time from 1 (do not feel at all) to 7

(feel very strongly), M ¼ 3.10, SD ¼ 1.60. This was an adapta-

tion of the Differential Emotions scale (Fredrickson, Tugade,

Waugh, & Larkin, 2003) using the two words most associated

with compassion (Goetz, et al., 2010).

Prosocial behavior. Participants next took part in a series of

economic exercises designed to measure their generosity, trust,

trustworthiness, and motivation to reward others’ generosity.

Exercises used points which were exchanged for money at the

end of the study (1 U.S. dollar for every 10 points). The points

were real (no deception was used), but we did not reveal the

conversion rate from points to dollars before the end of the

study. Participants’ behavior in studies using such payment

systems has shown effects parallel with 1:1 payment schemes

(e.g., Barclay & Willer, 2007).

As measures of generosity, participants took part in a ‘‘Pub-

lic Goods’’ game and a ‘‘Dictator’’ game (Ledyard, 1995). In

the public goods game, a group of four participants could con-

tribute any amount of a 10-point endowment to a public pool,

which was then doubled and split evenly between them (M ¼
6.65, SD ¼ 3.65). In the dictator game, participants divided a

pool of 10 points between themselves and another participant

(M ¼ 3.61, SD ¼ 2.41). In both cases, the selfish decision

would be to not give any resources to the other participant or

public pool. The public goods task was added later in the pro-

tocol, so only some participants were able to take part.

Participants also took part in a ‘‘Trust game’’ as second

movers (Berg, Dickhaut, & McCabe, 1995). First movers were

allocated 10 points and were given the opportunity to send any

portion to the second mover. Whatever amount the first mover

sent was tripled and second movers, in turn, decided what por-

tion (if any) of the points they wished to send back to the first

mover. When playing as the second mover, participants

received the full 30 points from the first mover (M ¼ 13.38,

SD ¼ 5.67). Participants’ behavior as second mover offered

behavioral measures of their trustworthiness.

Finally, participants also took part in an ‘‘Indirect Recipro-

city game’’ (Simpson & Willer, 2008). First, participants were

told the result of another participant’s behavior in an earlier

Dictator game with a third participant. After being told that the

participant had split the pool evenly (a relatively generous

behavior in the game), participants were then allocated 10

points that they could share with the dictator they had just

observed (M ¼ 3.74, SD ¼ 1.94). The game offered a measure

of the extent to which participants would expend resources to

reward the generosity of others.

Figure 2. Study 2: The interaction of religiosity and mood induction
(neutral vs. compassion-inducing video) on prosociality in dictator
task.
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Because these measures were highly correlated we grouped

them into a single index (composite of z-scored tasks; a ¼ .69;

M ¼ �.01, SD ¼ .73).

Results

First, we assessed the relationships between momentary

feelings of compassion, prosocial behavior, and strength of

religious identity. Feelings of compassion were not related to

religious identity (r ¼ �.01, p ¼ .926) but were related to

prosocial behavior on the tasks (r ¼ .23, p ¼ .005), such that

individuals who reported feeling greater compassion behaved

more prosocially. Religiosity was not related to prosociality

across the economic tasks (r ¼ .12, p ¼ .153).

Religiosity as a moderator. We tested our hypothesis that espe-

cially for the less religious, those who felt more compassion

would behave more prosocially. Below, we describe the results

not controlling for the covariates. In Table 1, in parentheses, we

show the results when controlling for covariates; overall, con-

trolling for covariates had little impact. Moreover, although

results for all economic tasks are shown in Table 1, here we

will focus on the overall results when assessing prosociality

in all of the economic tasks combined. We found support for

our hypothesis. We observed a main effect of compassion such

that individuals who felt more compassion showed greater pro-

social behavior in all of the economic tasks combined, b ¼ .15,

t(209) ¼ 2.21, p ¼ .028. In contrast, we observed no main

effect of religiosity on prosocial behavior overall, b ¼ .06,

t(209) ¼ .83, p ¼ .407.

Most importantly, we observed the predicted interaction

between compassion and religiosity, b ¼ �.20, t(209) ¼

�2.92, p ¼ .004. As predicted, the observed relationship

between compassion and prosociality was robust for the less

religious participants, b¼ .36, t(209)¼ 3.77, p < .001, but atte-

nuated for the more religious participants, b ¼ �.07, t(209) ¼
�.64, p ¼ .522. See Figure 3.

Discussion

In Study 3, we found support for our hypothesis: Religiosity

moderated the relationship between compassion and prosocial-

ity in the economic tasks such that, for the less religious parti-

cipants, feeling more compassion was related to greater

prosocial behavior. For the more religious participants, feeling

compassion was not linked to prosocial behavior. Results were

not explained by gender, political orientation, or education.

General Discussion

Social scientists have tied religion to prosocial sentiments such

as generosity and solidarity, but this literature leaves unan-

swered an important research question: What explains the gen-

erosity of less religious individuals? Across three studies, we

found evidence that, with fewer or no religious expectations

of prosociality, individual levels of compassion are more crit-

ical to the generosity of the less religious. (See Table 1) In

Study 1, especially for the less religious, greater trait compas-

sion was related to greater self-reported prosociality. In Study 2,

the generosity of the less religious (but not the more religious)

was influenced by a compassion-inducing versus a neutral

video. In Study 3, the generosity on a wide variety of economic

tasks of the less religious (but not the more religious) was influ-

enced by higher momentary feelings of compassion. The sum

of this evidence suggests that the prosociality of less religious

individuals is driven to a greater extent by compassion than is

the prosociality of the more religious.

As a side note, in all three studies we found that more con-

servative individuals were more religious. As an alternative

explanation, therefore, it is plausible that political orientation

(how politically conservative or liberal someone considers

themselves to be), would also serve to influence the impact

of compassion on prosociality. In fact, however, none of the

tests of moderation were significant, ps > .10.

An alternative explanation for the significant interaction of

religiosity and compassion on generosity is in fact driven by a

ceiling effect, with the generosity of those high in religiosity

being so high that higher levels of compassion among mem-

bers of this group cannot lead to detectable increases in gen-

erosity. Our results, however, suggest that this is most likely

not an issue. For example, across the studies, less religious

individuals who were more compassionate actually tended

to show more generosity than more religious individuals who

were high or low in compassion (see Figures 1–3). This pat-

tern suggests that it was in fact possible for those high in reli-

giosity and compassion to exhibit higher levels of generosity

than they did.

Figure 3. Study 3: The interaction of religiosity and state compassion
(plus and minus 1 standard deviation from the mean) on prosociality
across the economic tasks.
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Overall, we might conclude that the less religious may be

bound to others by emotional connection. These findings are

similar to Batson’s empathy–altruism hypothesis, in which

empathy rather than egocentric motivations determine altruis-

tic behaviors (Batson & Shaw, 1991). The more religious, on

the other hand, may ground their generosity less in emotion and

more in other factors such as doctrine, a communal identity, or

reputational concerns.

Future research might examine how compassion functions

for followers of different religions. Are those who believe in a

more traditional and stricter religion just as unlikely to be

influenced by compassion as followers of less traditional and

less strict religions? Are followers of religions that place more

of an emphasis on compassion even less likely to be influ-

enced by their own trait or state levels of compassion? In sum,

it could be fruitful to explore the boundary conditions of this

effect.

Our findings support the idea that compassion shapes other-

orientated behavior and attitudes for the less religious, and less

so for the more religious, at both trait and state levels. More

religious people likely act prosocially based on a variety of

influences, compassion being just one of them. Indeed, there

are many causes of prosocial behavior (Penner, Dovidio, Pilia-

vin, & Schroeder, 2005). Our results support the idea that the

other-oriented emotion of compassion significantly influences

prosocial inclinations in the less religious.
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