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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

When the Shoe Fits: Perspective Taking and the Limits of Empathy 

by 

Hannah M. Tuller 

  Doctor of Philosophy in Psychology 

University of California, San Diego, 2014 

Professor Nicholas Christenfeld, Chair 

 

The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate the flexibility of perspective 

taking. Perspective-taking manipulations have traditionally been used to evoke emotions 

and change attitudes in situations where participants have no reason not to take on the 

feelings and motivations of the target other. The experiments here present new findings 

concerning the largely unanswered question as to whether perspectives can usefully be 

adopted in situations where participants already hold opinions, including strong ones, on 

the measure of interest. 

The results of two experiments in Chapter 1 suggest that perspective-taking 

effects are difficult to achieve in personal and emotionally-relevant conflict situations as 

well as in hypothetical conflict scenarios.  
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Chapter 2 explored methods of overcoming participants’ inability or 

unwillingness to engage in perspective taking by providing motivations for them to do so. 

Both increasing accountability and portraying perspective-taking ability as an indicator of 

competence increased self-reports of perspective taking, but only the accountability 

motivation successfully increased empathic concern and forgiveness for targets.  

Chapter 3 tested the effectiveness of a perspective-taking approach to decreasing 

attitude entrenchment. This approach was found to be effective in changing participants’ 

views on controversial issues such as weight discrimination and abortion under certain 

conditions. These results suggest that it is possible to reduce attitude entrenchment by 

encouraging individuals to think about the perspective of another with an opposing view 

as long as there is accountability and real contact. 

Collectively, this research highlights the difficulty of overcoming egocentric 

biases in order to successfully to take the perspective of another person when this 

perspective conflicts with one’s own and suggests several promising approaches that 

enable individuals to do so. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“It’s queer, when one thinks about it,” goes on Kropp, “we are here to 
protect our fatherland.  And the French are over there to protect their 
fatherland.  Now who’s in the right?” (Remarque, 1929) 
 

All Quiet on the Western Front depicts the realities of World War I through the 

fictional experiences of Paul Bäumer and his schoolmates, who enlist in the German 

army after being inspired by the romantic patriotic ideals of their teacher Kantorek, only 

to have their worlds shattered on the battlefield. In many ways, the precipitating cause of 

World War I was nationalism, which is in part, the conception that one’s own nation’s 

interests are separate and superior to the interests of other nations and to the common 

interest of all. Each nation had a Kantorek, espousing the righteousness of its own ideals. 

The boys on the battlefield saw how hollow these ideals were in the face of horrific 

death, but those in power were so focused on their own self-interests that they failed to 

consider the other perspective. They did not recognize that the enemy had may have had 

reasonable justifications for its own goals and ambitions, which might be just as valid as 

their own. Instead of building empathy, they built weapons, and an entire generation was 

torn apart by the brutalities of war. This pattern has repeated itself for the whole of 

human history and continues its destruction to this day. 

These conflicts of perspective exist not just on the scale of war. People need to be 

able to consider other perspectives in communications with friends and partners, business 

negotiations, and politics. In a world where social relationships are as critical and 

complex as they are, the ability to make predictions about the thoughts, motivations, and 
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feelings of others is a crucial survival skill and appears to be an innate potential ability in 

humans. Infants begin to display precursors to theory of mind, the attribution of mental 

states to others and the cognitive processes become more sophisticated throughout 

development (Meltzoff & Williamson, 2010). The culmination of social-cognitive 

development is the ability to infer the emotional experience of an other. This is 

commonly referred to as empathy, a concept which incorporates an affective response to 

another person, the cognitive ability to take the perspective of the other person, and the 

capacity to maintain a view of the self as independent from the other (Decety & Jackson, 

2004).  

Of all of the elements involved in empathy, perspective taking is the most 

cognitively sophisticated and the most appropriate for evaluating conflicting viewpoints. 

It requires an observer to make a purposeful effort to imagine how a target feels in a 

given situation (Hoffman, 1987). Perspective taking can be organizationally defined as a 

set of components having to do with the responses of an individual to the experiences of a 

specific other.  These components include the processes taking place within the observer 

and the physiological, emotional, cognitive, and motivational outcomes that result from 

these processes (Davis, 1994). 

But how flexible are perspectives really? To what degree can people deviate from 

an initial position, or fluctuate between viewpoints, and under what circumstances is this 

most likely? These are the central questions to be addressed in this dissertation. 

Knowledge of how to increase people’s capacity for perspective-taking has important 

real-life implications for not only profound situations such as marital counseling, foreign 
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policy, and courtroom arguments, but for mundane social events like choosing a movie 

one’s partner would enjoy.  

Much social psychological literature suggests that shifting people’s ways of 

thinking is relatively easy to do.  Research involving priming methodologies is rife with 

examples of the impact of subtle cues on people’s judgments, beliefs and behaviors. For 

example, after holding a hot cup of coffee, participants were more likely to judge 

strangers as having warm personalities (Bargh & Shalev, 2012). In stereotype research, 

after viewing words stereotypically associated with old age, participants slowed their 

walking pace (Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996). Emotions have been primed through a 

multitude of methods including word lists, stories, faces, and recalled experiences, and 

have been shown to affect concepts from risk assessment (Lerner, Gonzalez, Small, & 

Fischhoff, 2003) to appraisals of agency (Yang & Tong, 2010). Subliminal cues also 

work as successful primes. With such an abundance of findings on the important changes 

that can be achieved by hardly perceptible manipulations, the possibilities for perspective 

taking should be numerous. 

Perspective taking has typically been manipulated by instructional sets designed 

to induce empathic cognitive processing through imagining. Participants read the 

instructions and are then exposed to a target who, in most cases, is in some sort of 

distress, discomfort, or emotional upset. They are asked to imagine themselves in the 

target’s situation, and to imagine her thoughts and feelings under the circumstances she 

faces (Davis, 1994). Responses are then compared to those of control participants, who 

are exposed to the same target, but are given instructions that, in most cases, prevent 
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them from perspective taking. These instructions generally fall into one of three 

categories. The first type can be labeled observe instructions. This class asks that the 

participant simply observe or watch the target, concentrate on the information presented 

(e.g., Archer, Foushee, Davis, & Aderman, 1979), or focus on the technical aspects of the 

stimulus presentation (e.g., Finlay & Stephen, 2000). On occasion, there is an 

accompanying order to refrain from focusing on the thoughts or feelings of the target 

(e.g., Stotland, 1969). However, this direction is most often used with the second type of 

control, the objective instruction set (e.g., Todd, Bodenhausen, Richeson, & Galinksy, 

2011). In this form, subjects are explicitly asked to remain objective while reading or 

writing about, listening to, or watching the target. Finally, the third type of control can be 

categorized as neutral or naturalistic. In this type of control condition there are no 

instructions regarding perspective taking at all. Subjects simply take in the stimulus and 

complete the tasks as they normally would (e.g., Galinksy, Maddux, Gilin, & White, 

2008). 

Perspective-taking instructions have been successfully used to manipulate a wide 

variety of social psychological phenomena. Instructions to take someone else’s 

perspective have been shown to increase empathic concern for the target individual as 

well as offers of assistance (e.g., Toi & Batson, 1982), to increase liking for and warmth 

toward a target (e.g., Shih, Wang, Bucher, & Stotzer; Todd et al., 2011), to facilitate 

negotiations (Galinsky et al., 2008) and to change attitudes and attributions (e.g., Batson, 

Polycarpou, et al., 1997; Regan & Totten, 1975).  This work suggests that it is relatively 
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easy to get people to shift perspectives, at least in cases where people don’t already have 

an opinion on the measure of interest (see Davis, 1994 for review).  

A largely unanswered question is whether it also is relatively easy to get people to 

shift perspectives in cases where they already have opinions, including strong ones, on 

the measure of interest. In situations where the target’s perspective does conflict with that 

of the individual, the perspective-taking literature is scarce, and as has been the custom, 

results represent comparisons to neutral controls, not to an opposing viewpoint. Research 

has shown that perspective-taking instructions have increased forgiveness and positive 

emotional reactions in hypothetical conflict scenarios (Takaku, 2001; Takaku, Weiner, & 

Ohbuchi, 2001), and have decreased vengeance and increased empathy in recalled 

transgressions (Exline & Zell, 2009).  

In the real world, the need to understand another person’s perspective is 

particularly important in cases of conflicting opinions. When you are in an argument with 

your spouse, when you’re asking your boss for a raise, when you are behind a slow 

bicyclist on your morning commute (or when an impatient driver threatens your morning 

bike ride), effective perspective-taking requires a shift from one viewpoint to another, 

yours to theirs, rather than from a neutral midpoint. The present research focuses on 

whether perspectives can be made to shift in these kinds of situations where a person 

already holds a conflicting position. We explore whether there are techniques and 

motivations that facilitate an individual’s capacity to make this shift
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CHAPTER 1  

PERSPECTIVE TAKING IN CONFLICT SITUATIONS 

Experiment 1.1 

As a starting point, we chose to examine the effects of perspective taking using 

participants’ own real-life conflicts. Such situations are ones in which individuals are 

likely to have strong opinions about, and this approach also maximizes ecological 

validity.  

In the first experiment, participants were asked to write about a recent 

transgression that had been committed against them. Real-life transgressions provided us 

with access to a set of conflicting viewpoints that was high in both ecological validity and 

personal salience to the participants. We hypothesized that the experience of considering 

the perspective of a transgressor may lead individuals to look more charitably upon those 

individuals. 

Why should taking the perspective of a transgressor facilitate more positive 

evaluations? Evidence suggests that the perspective-taking process engenders a 

motivational shift from relationship destruction towards relationship preservation. After 

experiencing a harmful incident, people tend to act in a defensive manner in order to 

protect their self-image and sense of power (Exline & Zell, 2009). Individuals who do not 

engage in perspective taking are likely to remain focused on their own immediate self-

interest and to distance themselves from others. They experience more negative 

emotional reactions and are more likely to blame the other and to engage in relationship-

destructive behaviors (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998).  
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Perspective taking, on the other hand, draws individuals back towards their 

offenders. It has been shown to elicit increased levels of empathic concern for target 

individuals (e.g., Exline, Baumeister, Zell, Kraft, & Witvliet, 2008; Exline & Zell, 2009; 

Toi & Batson, 1982), more situational attributions for behavior (Regan & Totten, 1975), 

as well as increased prosocial motivations (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998). One such 

motivation, forgiveness, has long been associated with increased empathy and 

perspective taking (e.g., McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997). 

We chose to have participants communicate their accounts in narrative form 

because such manipulations are effective in inducing perspective taking in other contexts 

(Exline, et al., 2008; Exline & Zell, 2009; Zechmeister & Romero, 2002). The written 

record also allowed us to analyze the content of the experiences described, as well as to 

provide a manipulation check of the instructions. Finally, this method also allowed us 

insight into the subjective thought processes involved in reflecting on transgressions.  

Further, we asked participants to write in the first-person narrative mode in order 

to strengthen the manipulation in the perspective-taking condition. The advantages of 

using first-person narration to express the other person’s point of view were twofold. 

First, this created narratives that were parallel in construction to those written from the 

participants’ own point of view, allowing for consistency in analysis. Additionally, 

having participants write as if they were their transgressors served to remove the self 

from the equation as much as possible. This was important because evidence suggests 

that even in the case of effortful perspective taking, people see themselves as normative 
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and fail to fully account for the idiosyncratic nature of their thoughts and feelings 

(Krueger & Clement, 1997; Marks & Miller, 1987; Nickerson, 1999).  

The present experiment explored the effects of perspective taking in a real-life 

conflict situation. If perspective-taking does increase positive emotions and prosocial 

motivations compared to focus on one’s own perspective, and extends to real-life 

transgressors, we should see that people are more likely to express 1) empathic concern 

and 2) forgiveness for their transgressors after taking the other’s perspective. 

Method 

Participants  

Fifty-four undergraduates (43 female, 11 male) participated in this experiment for 

course credit. The subjects’ average age was 20.2 years (SD = 1.37). The sample’s ethnic 

identification was 52% Asian, 20% Caucasian, 19% Hispanic/Latino, and 9% Other. 

Procedure  

On arriving at the laboratory, participants were greeted by an experimenter and 

led to an individual room where they were given a packet containing instructions for the 

perspective-taking manipulation. After completing the perspective-taking manipulation, 

participants received the questionnaire from the experimenter. 

Perspective-taking manipulation. Participants were randomly assigned to either 

the perspective-taking condition or the own-perspective condition.1 Based on procedures 

used in prior perspective-taking manipulations designed to examine forgiveness (Exline 
                                                

1An additional two conditions were run for exploratory reasons on a different set of 
participants. Because these conditions are not of central theoretical interest, they will not 
be discussed here.  
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et al., 2008; Exline & Zell, 2009), participants were first asked to recall an event in their 

past in which a) someone close to them did something to them that was deeply offensive, 

harmful, or hurtful, and b) they still had some anger or resentment about the experience. 

They were then asked to take about 10 minutes to write about the event based on the 

directions for their assigned perspective and were given an example to follow. 

Experimental Conditions  

The instructions for the perspective-taking condition incorporated elements used 

in previous studies with some adaptations designed to enhance the manipulation. Much of 

the wording designed to induce participants to genuinely consider the perspective of a 

transgressor was based on the instructions used in Exline and Zell (2009) and Takaku 

(2001).  

Perspective-taking condition. Participants assigned to the imagine-other 

perspective condition were presented with the following instructions: 

Take about 10 minutes to describe the offense situation in the other 
person’s voice  (that is, as if you were the person who hurt or offended 
you). As you describe the situation, please imagine the other person’s 
thoughts, feelings, and motivations in the most innocent way possible. In 
other words, is there some way that the person did not have malicious 
intentions? 
Because thoughts, feelings and motivations are internal to the other 
person, you will probably need to guess.  You might consider prior hurts 
or problems in the person’s life that might help to explain his/her own 
hurtful actions or situational factors or pressures that help to explain 
his/her actions.  However, in doing this, do not make up facts or events 
that are not true or did not actually occur. 

Own-perspective condition. Participants assigned to the own perspective 

condition were presented with the following instructions: 
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Take about 10 minutes to describe the offense situation as it occurred. As 
you describe the situation, try to imagine the thoughts and feelings that 
you had at the time. 
 

Measures  

Empathic concern. To determine whether taking the perspective of a 

transgressor enhanced empathic concern relative to consideration from one’s own point 

of view, participants were given a series of emotion-state adjectives and were asked to 

indicate for each, how much they were currently feeling toward their offender on a scale 

from 1 (not at all) to 9 (very much). The list included 6 adjectives used in much previous 

research to assess empathy: sympathetic, compassionate, softhearted, warm, tender, and 

moved (see Batson et al., 1991, for a review). Scores for these 6 adjectives were averaged 

to create an empathy index. 

Forgiveness. Forgiveness was assessed both as a single-item measure and with 

the 18-item Transgression Related Interpersonal Motivations Inventory–Revised (TRIM-

18-R; McCullough & Hoyt, 2002). The TRIM-18-R consists of 3 subscales, assessing 

revenge (e.g., “I want to see him/her hurt and miserable), avoidance (e.g.,  “I am trying to 

keep as much distance between us as possible”), and benevolence (e.g., “I have given up 

my hurt and resentment”) motivations toward the offender. Participants rated items on a 

5-point scale, indicating how much they agreed or disagreed with each. Composite scores 

were created for each subscale by averaging its component statements. 

Perspective taking. Perspective taking was measured by self-report using a scale 

developed by Exline et al. (2008). Participants were asked the extent to which they could 

“understand why the other person acted as s/he did”; “see the situation from the other 
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person’s perspective”; “see his/her behavior as making sense;” and “think of valid 

reasons why s/he acted as s/he did” on a scale ranging from 1(not at all) to 10 (totally). A 

perspective-taking index was created by averaging the scores on these four items. 

Results and Discussion 

The incidents described by the participants included betrayals of trust, various 

forms of abuse, personal insults, jealous or competitive reactions, broken promises, and 

similar offenses. See Table 1.1 for more detail about the offenses participants chose to 

describe. Almost half of the offenders were friends of the participants.  

Table 1.1  

Frequencies of Categories of Offense By Condition 

 Perspective 
Taking 

Own 
Perspective 

Lies/Betrayal 
E.g., “One of my old apartment-mates lied to me 
and as a result, our relationship ended.” 
“My ex-girlfriend slept with my best friend soon 
after we broke up” 

12 9 

Rude/Says Mean Things 11 11 
Takes Advantage 2 6 
Breaks Promises 3 3 
Belittling/Jealous/Competitive 3 2 
Other 7 3 
 38 34 

 

Of primary theoretical interest were the effects of perspective taking. In order to 

explore these, we examined the differences in empathic concern and forgiveness between 

the perspective-taking and own-perspective conditions. If taking the opposing perspective 

increases prosocial motivations in real-life conflicts as it does in hypothetical scenarios 
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(Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998), we would expect to see participants in our perspective-taking 

condition reporting higher levels of empathic concern and forgiveness for their 

transgressors than participants in the own perspective condition. In order to test these 

predictions, Student’s t-tests were conducted for the index of empathic concern as well as 

the four forgiveness measures.   

Surprisingly, comparison between the perspective-taking and own-perspective 

conditions on these five measures yielded only one significant effect (see Table 1.2 for 

means). On the empathic concern index, participants in the perspective-taking condition 

did not score higher on the empathic index than did those in the own perspective 

condition, t(52) = 1.44, p = .16.  Similarly, there were no differences in forgiveness on 

the single-item measure t(52) = .39, p = .70, or the TRIM subscales for revenge t(52) = 

.02, p = .98 or benevolence t(52) = 1.11, p = .27. Only the avoidance subscale registered 

a significant effect of condition. Participants in the perspective-taking condition reported 

significantly less desire to avoid their transgressors than did participants in the own-

perspective condition t(52) = 2.25,  p= .03. 

In order to determine whether this general lack of support for the experimental 

hypotheses was due to a failure of the perspective-taking manipulation itself, we ran a 

Student’s t-test on the perspective-taking items. Results indicate that this was not the 

case. Participants instructed to take the perspective of their transgressors expressed 

agreement with the perspective-taking measures at a significantly higher rate than did 

those who described the transgression from their own point of view on the ten-point 

scale; t(52) = 4.43, p < .0001 (see Table 1.2). Thus, the manipulation was successful. 
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Table 1.2 

Means (SD) of Empathic Concern, Forgiveness, and Perspective-Taking Measures by 

Condition 

 Perspective-Taking Own Perspective 
Empathic Concern 3.63 (1.69) 2.94 (1.8) 
Forgiveness (single item) 3.46 (.95) 3.57 (1.1) 
Revenge 1.75 (.67) 1.76 (.56) 
Benevolence 3.53 (.67) 3.3 (.82) 
Avoidance* 2.47 (.92) 3.1 (1.12) 
Perspective-Taking* 6.47 (1.74) 3.83 (2.53) 
Note: * indicates a significant difference between conditions for that measure. 

We also looked at the content of the participants’ written responses. Descriptions 

averaged 139 words in length, and there was no significant difference in length between 

the perspective-taking condition and the own-perspective condition. Friends were the 

most common offenders for participants in both conditions, followed by family members 

and significant others, and finally classmates/acquaintances and roommates. The 

distributions of offenders were roughly equivalent across conditions. It appears that, 

regardless of condition, participants chose to describe transgressions that were 

perpetrated by people in similar relationship roles, and they described them at similar 

length.  

Despite the strong indication that subjects followed the perspective-taking 

instructions during the manipulation, the present study found little evidence that they 

increased rates of forgiveness or even empathy. One possible explanation for the 

divergence from previous findings is that prior research hasn’t dealt with directly 

opposing perspectives (Exline et al., 2008; Exline & Zell, 2009; Takaku, 2001; Takaku et 
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al., 2001) and when it has, the situations have been hypothetical (Arriaga & Rusbult, 

1998; Takaku, 2001; Takaku et al., 2001). Thus, perspective-taking instructions may 

increase forgiveness and empathy in comparison to neutral controls, but may not be 

strong enough to contend with opposing and previously held viewpoints in real-life 

situations.  

It may be that the intensity and emotional charge related to real-life conflicts is 

what contrasts with previous studies, which were hypothetical. Recalled personal 

transgressions may be too closely held and emotionally charged to register movement in 

the limited scope of this manipulation. If intensity is indeed responsible for the limited 

effects of perspective taking obtained in Experiment 1, we might get results by dialing it 

down and looking at perspective-taking in a less personal context. 

Experiment 1.2 

Experiment 1.2 represented a reduction in the emotional intensity associated with 

the real-life situations of Experiment 1.1. Participants still reasoned about conflicting 

viewpoints, but did so for neutral, third-party targets in a hypothetical scenario. We 

hypothesized that, in the absence of strong emotional involvement or of a previously 

formed opinion on the matter, people come to empathize and show more agreement with 

perspectives with which they identify.   

The purpose of Experiment 1.2 was thus to manipulate perspective taking in a 

context in which the participants did not have a previously-held position in the conflict, 

and could be asked to reasonably represent either side. If limiting emotional intensity by 

depersonalizing the context does in fact allow increased identification with an other’s 



15 

 

 

 

point of view, we should see more evidence of perspective-taking effects in this study. 

Specifically, we would expect that, after describing the conflict situation from their 

assigned point of view, participants would empathize with their target and show 

increased agreement with her point of view. 

In addition to the reduction in intensity from the previous experiment, several 

other methodological changes were made in order to remove obstacles to perspective 

taking as well as to adapt it to the hypothetical narrative format. The perspective-taking 

measures were modified to reflect potentially important elements used to measure 

identification with characters in written text (Cohen, 2001). These measures were also 

changed from a 10-point scale to a 5-point scale. Additionally, the scale for empathic 

concern was reduced from 9-points to 7-points in order to increase comparability to the 

bulk of perspective-taking literature utilizing this measure (see Batson et al., 1991). 

Finally, agreement was added as a dependent measure in order to capture the sharing of 

target’s beliefs and goals which are suggested to accompany identification (Oatley, 

1994). 

Method 

Participants  

Participants were 85 undergraduates (67 female, 19 male), who participated in the 

experiment for course credit. The subjects’ average age was 20.6 years (SD = 2.42). The 

sample was 62% Asian, 22% Caucasian, 12% Hispanic/Latino, and 4% Other. 
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Procedure  

Upon arrival at the laboratory, participants were greeted by an experimenter and 

instructed that they would be participating in a pilot experiment about linguistic 

flexibility. Each participant was tested individually and read the instructions and narrative 

and completed the subsequent questionnaire entirely on the computer. 

Perspective-taking manipulation. The narrative for this experiment (see 

Appendix A) was a dialogue between a mother and her eighth-grade son’s teacher. In the 

story, Jimmy has received a zero on his term paper, and his mother asks his teacher to 

accept the paper late, due to circumstances surrounding an emergency concerning the 

family’s dog. The teacher maintains that she cannot give Jimmy special treatment 

considering the extremely clear standards that were put in place long before the paper 

was due. Both women are polite and understanding, but remain insistent in their 

arguments throughout the narrative.  

Before reading the story, all participants saw the following instructions, designed 

to evoke perspective taking while supporting the cover story of linguistic flexibility:  

In just a minute, you will be given a story to read. After reading it 
carefully and thoroughly, you will be asked to retell that same story from 
the perspective of one of the characters. You will write your story in the 
1st person tense; as if you were that person. 
 
They were given a short example to clarify the desired perspective, and were 

randomly assigned to condition.  

Experimental conditions. Participants were assigned to either the mother’s 

perspective condition or the teacher’s perspective condition. These are both roles that the 

subjects were familiar with, but unlikely to inhabit in their own lives. They were 
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reminded that, after reading, they would be asked to retell the story from the point of 

view to which they had been assigned. 

Measures 

Empathic concern. To measure relative levels of empathic concern for the 

characters, participants were given the same set of emotion-state adjectives as in 

Experiment 1.1.They were asked to indicate for each, how much they were currently 

feeling toward the mother and toward the teacher from1 (not at all) to 7 (very much). 

Scores for the adjectives (sympathetic, compassionate, softhearted, warm, tender, and 

moved) were again averaged to create an empathy index. 

Agreement. To measure the extent to which they identified with their 

perspective-taking targets, participants indicated their cognitive judgments in response to 

each of three questions: “Do you think the teacher should accept Jimmy’s term paper?” (1 

= definitely not, 5 = definitely yes); “While reading, who did you find yourself rooting 

for?” (1= definitely the teacher, 5 = definitely the mother); “Which character’s argument 

do you agree with more?” (1 = the teacher is definitely right, 5 = the mother is definitely 

right). 

Perspective taking. As in Experiment 1.1, perspective taking was assessed by 

self-report. It was measured as the average score of items on a series of questions adapted 

from Exline et al., 2008 and Cohen, 2001. In this experiment the scale ranged from 1 

(disagree completely) to 5 (agree completely) and assessed participants’ agreement with 

statements measuring the extent to which they could understand the events similarly to 

how the character understood them as well as the reasons behind the character’s actions, 
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their ability to get inside the character’s head and to feel her emotions, to see the situation 

from the character’s perspective and to know what the character was going through. 

Results and Discussion 

One of the primary questions Experiment 1.2 aimed to answer was whether 

perspective taking would increase empathic concern for a target in a situation with 

relatively little inherent emotional intensity for participants. If dialing down the intensity 

did encourage identification, we would expect that those who took the mother’s 

perspective by retelling the story from her point of view would report more empathic 

concern for the character of the mother than would those who told the story from the 

teacher’s perspective and vice versa. Moreover, we would predict that each group would 

feel more empathy towards their own character than towards the character with the 

opposing perspective. In order to address this, three student’s t-tests were conducted to 

compare empathic concern indexes between the two conditions. None of them found 

significant results.  As shown in Table 1.3, there were no differences between the 

conditions in the empathy reported for the teacher t(84) = .76, p = .45 or for the mother 

t(84) = 1.5, p = .14, and no significant effect emerged between the difference scores of 

empathy towards participants’ own character and the other t(84) = 1.07, p = .29. 

Table 1.3 

Means (SD) of Empathic Concern for Characters by Condition 

 Mother Teacher 
For Teacher 3.58 (1.49) 3.82 (1.45) 
For Mother 4.14 (1.38) 3.7 (1.28) 
Difference .56 (2.05) .11 (1.64) 
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The second question of theoretical interest in this experiment was whether 

perspective taking would increase participants’ agreement with the goals and attitudes of 

their target characters. We ran Student’s t-tests to determine whether telling the story 

from either the mother’s or teacher’s perspective caused participants to make judgments 

in line with those of the character they represented. The three questions measuring 

agreement with the characters provided means in the expected directions, but did not 

reach the level of significance (see Table 1.4). People who had taken the perspective of 

the mother (M = 2.5, SD = 1.3) were more likely to think that Jimmy’s paper should be 

accepted than were those who had taken the perspective of the teacher (M = 2.02, SD = 

1.07), t(84) = 1.85, p = .07. Similarly, those who took the mother’s perspective were 

more likely to agree with the mother’s argument and to be rooting for her while reading 

and those who had taken the teacher’s perspective were more likely to agree with the 

teacher’s argument and to be rooting for her, but not significantly so (agreement: t(84) = 

1.64, p = .10; rooting for: t(84) = 1.77, p = .08). 

Table 1.4  

Means (SD) of Agreement with Characters by Condition 

 Mother Teacher 
Paper Should be Accepted 2.5 (1.3) 2.02 (1.07) 
Agreement With Argument 2.3 (1.05) 1.98 (.72) 
Rooting For 2.84 (1.29) 2.38 (1.1) 
Note: Low scores agree with/root for teacher; high scores agree with/root for mother. 

Due to the limited effects observed in Experiment 1.2, we turned to the index of 

self-reported perspective taking to determine whether the manipulation worked as we 

expected it to. If successful, participants who had been assigned to retell the story from 
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the mother’s perspective should have reported that higher levels of agreement with the 

perspective-taking index measures for the mother and those assigned to speak from the 

perspective of the teacher should report higher levels of agreement for the teacher. 

According to a set of Student’s t-tests, this was not the case. Those who had taken the 

perspective of the teacher were no more likely than those in the mother condition to 

report being able to see the situation from the teacher’s perspective (t(84) = 1.09, p = 

.28), and in terms of being able to take the perspective of the mother, the ratings were 

virtually identical between the two conditions (t(84) = .01, p = .99).  

Overall, removing the self from the equation had no effect on empathic concern or 

cognitive, or even in self-reported perspective taking.  We did not find evidence that the 

lack of results in Experiment 1.1 was due to any emotional intensity associated with the 

personal recollection of conflict situations. In fact, it is possible that hypothetical 

scenarios actually carry too little emotional intensity to initiate empathic processes. 

Hypothetical scenarios have been successfully used in the past to increase prosocial 

motivations (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998; Takaku, 2001; Takaku et al., 2001), but never 

using third-person descriptions. Previous studies invoked the participant’s self by actually 

putting them in the story. The scenarios are written in second person and have additional 

emotional indicators; “You feel neglected by your partner” (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998, p. 

935), “You were very angry . . .” (Takaku, 2001, p. 499). By placing participants in a 

neutral, third party position regarding the scenario, perspective taking was completely up 

to them. It is possible that in order for hypothetical scenarios to be effective, participants 
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need either the assistance provided by second-person narration in bridging perspectives, 

or some level of enhanced emotional reaction to the scenario.



 

22 

 

CHAPTER 2   

MOTIVATED PERSPECTIVE TAKING IN CONFLICT SITUATIONS 

Experiment 2.1 

The results of Chapter 1 suggest that perspective taking in conflict situations is 

difficult to manipulate, regardless of the level of emotional intensity involved. In the 

present experiment, we turn to the question of whether having a strong motivation to take 

the perspective of another might make a difference. Our goal was to discover whether 

motivation to more fully adopt the other person’s perspective would increase 

participants’ willingness to do so. Experiment 2.1 attempted to motivate participants to 

engage in a deeper level of perspective taking using two different methods. 

The first method of motivation was disclosure. We told participants that we would 

be sending the person whose perspective they were supposed to be adopting their 

descriptions to read. We suspected that participants might feel more accountable if they 

believed that their descriptions would be read by someone familiar with the details of the 

situation. In implementing this manipulation, we chose to have participants describe 

conflicts with someone they were currently in touch with, under the assumption that the 

promise of future contact would increase the likelihood that they would be concerned 

with this person’s impression of them. 

The second method of perspective-taking motivation was designed to activate 

participants’ desire to feel and appear competent, by presenting perspective taking as a 

desirable skill. By telling participants that they would be judged on this skill that is 

predictive of many positive outcomes, we hoped to motivate them to do their very best to 

accurately take the perspective of the target. 
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In order to assess the effects of these methods of motivation, we employed two 

types of controls as comparisons. Similar to in Experiment 1.1, the first control group 

described conflicts from their own points of view. We expected this task to enhance the 

salience of the participants’ own perspectives and to provide a stark contrast against those 

who were motivated to take the other’s perspective. The second control group did not 

provide a detailed description of the conflict. This condition served as a naturalistic 

baseline.  

If people are willing to take the other’s side in a conflict in order to prevent 

potential damage to the relationship or to increase their self-esteem, we should see levels 

of self-reported perspective-taking that are higher than when people simply recall the 

event from their own perspective. If the manipulation is strong enough to produce true 

perspective taking, we should also see significant increases in forgiveness and empathic 

concern for the transgressor. 

Method 

Participants  

There were 211 (146 female, 65 male) participants in this experiment. The 

participants’ average age was 20.9 years (SD = 2.11). The sample’s ethnic identification 

was 47% Asian, 23% Hispanic/Latino, 20% Caucasian, and 10% Other. 

Procedure  

On arriving at the laboratory, participants were greeted by an experimenter and 

led to an individual room with a computer. Participants completed the entire experiment 

on the computer and, following completion, were debriefed by the experimenter. 
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Perspective-taking manipulation. Participants were randomly assigned to one of 

four conditions; two were perspective-taking conditions and two were control conditions. 

Participants in all conditions read that we were interested in finding out about the types of 

conflicts people have with their friends, roommates, and significant others and were 

given a list of examples of supposed conflicts provided by prior participants (e.g. “My 

friend is always late to meet me and she doesn’t call or text to let me know”). They were 

then asked to think of a conflict or disagreement they’d recently had with a friend, 

roommate or significant other, someone they were still in touch with and to provide the 

friend’s first name and a brief description of the event. It was important to obtain this 

information before participants were given condition-specific instructions in order to 

prevent bias in choice of the disagreement they would describe.  

Experimental Conditions  

Disclosure perspective-taking condition. Participants assigned to the disclosure 

perspective-taking condition were presented with the following instructions: 

You will now describe the conflict you referred to before in detail. You 
will be describing it from the other person’s point of view, as if you were 
that person. 
We will be contacting the person you had the disagreement with to see 
how closely your account matches his or her real feelings. So when you 
write, do so in a way that you think this person would think is fair. 
 
Participants were asked for the person’s email address or phone number. Every 

effort was made to encourage participants to provide this information, and the survey was 

programmed such that participants could not move forward without entering information 

into the space provided. The instructions told them they were allowed them to access the 

person’s information in their phones or address books. Participants who indicated that 
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they did not have these items were given the opportunity to use the experimenter’s 

computer to access their own email accounts to obtain the information. A handful of 

participants went to the experimenter claiming that they could not provide the 

information, and were told to enter their own email address so that the experimenter’s 

boss could contact them later.  

Participants were then given an example scenario and were prompted to describe 

their own conflict in detail from the other person’s point of view. After completion of this 

description, they were informed that none of the following dependent measures would be 

shown to the other person. 

Skill perspective-taking condition. Participants assigned to the skill-based 

perspective-taking condition were presented with the following instructions: 

The term theory of mind refers to the capacity to understand that others 
have beliefs, desires, and intentions that are different from one's own. The 
ability to inhabit another’s mind, to make predictions about his thoughts, 
motivations, and feelings, and to come up with realistic representations of 
his internal world is crucial to social functioning. This skill varies between 
people, is a good predictor of emotional intelligence, and research 
indicates that those who are very good at it have the most positive social 
outcomes. 
You will be participating in an exercise designed to assess this ability. In 
this exercise, you will be describing the conflict situation you referred to 
before from the other person’s point of view, as if you were that person. 
Independent raters will then assess the quality of your response. (Note: All 
identifying information will be masked from raters.) 
The key to being successful in this task is to consider the possibility that 
[other person’s name] had reasonable beliefs, desires, and intentions in 
regard to this event. People who have received high scores on this task 
have examined discrepancies in held information, sincere motivations, and 
external circumstances that may have contributed to other person’s role in 
the event. 
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Participants were then given an example and were prompted to describe the 

conflict from the other person’s point of view. After completion of this description, they 

were informed that none of the following dependent measures would be shown to the 

independent raters. 

Own-perspective control condition. Participants assigned to the own-

perspective condition were presented with the following instructions: 

You will now describe the conflict you referred to before in detail. You 
will give your side of the story from your own 1st person perspective. 
 

No perspective control condition. Participants assigned to the no perspective condition 

did not write about the conflict beyond the initial one or two sentence description. After 

the brief description they skipped immediately to the dependent measures. 

Measures  

Perspective taking. Perspective taking was again measured through participants’ 

self-reports. An index averaging the same four items from Experiment 1.1 was utilized. 

However, in order to remain consistent with other items in the present experiment, a 7-

point scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely) replaced the original 10-point scale.  

Forgiveness. Forgiveness for the other person in the conflict was assessed as a 

single-item measure. Participants rated their agreement with the statement “I forgive 

him/her” on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 

Empathic concern. Empathic concern was measured using the same index as the 

previous experiments. Participants were given the same set of emotion-state adjectives 

and indicated how much of each emotion they currently felt toward the other person on a 

scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).  
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Results and Discussion 

First we examined the content of the descriptions written by participants. The vast 

majority wrote about conflicts with either friends or roommates. The issues discussed 

were mainly centered on inconsiderate or rude behaviors, lack of reciprocity, and 

incidents of distrust or disrespect. These accounts are described in detail in Appendix B. 

The main purpose of the present experiment was to examine whether participants 

might be more successful at perspective taking with motivational incentives to do so.  For 

this reason, we were interested in comparing the two experimental conditions which 

offered such incentives with the control conditions. Because preliminary analyses 

revealed that there were no significant differences between the control conditions, these 

conditions were collapsed into a single control condition (combined control) for analysis. 

For each of the measures of interest (perspective-taking, forgiveness, and empathic 

concern), primary analysis was conducted using ANOVAs of the two experimental 

conditions and the combined control to assess whether or not there were differences 

between the conditions. Post-hoc t-tests were then utilized to examine these effects in 

further detail.  

We first examined whether there were differences in conditions on self-reported 

perspective taking as assessed by the perspective-taking index. A one-way ANOVA 

indicated a significant effect of the manipulation between the conditions F(2, 208) = 22.8,  

p< .0001. Student’s t-tests indicated that the means for both the disclosure and skill 

manipulations demonstrated this perspective-taking advantage over combined control 

(t(156) = 6.21,  p < .0001; t(156) = 4.31, p < .0001 respectively)(See Table 2.1). There 
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was no significant difference between the two motivational techniques in terms of self-

reported perspective-taking t(104) = 1.69, p = .09. 

As participants in the motivated perspective-taking conditions indicated that they 

engaged in increased perspective taking, the next step was to discover whether or not this 

affected their reactions toward their transgressors. We conducted a one-way ANOVA to 

determine the effects of condition on the single-item measure of forgiveness and found a 

significant effect F(2, 208) = 9.46, p = .0001. As can be seen from Table 2.1, post-hoc 

student’s t-tests of the pairwise comparisons showed that the disclosure manipulation 

produced a significantly higher mean than combined control t(156) = 4.03, p < .0001 and 

the skill manipulation (t(104) = 4.02, p = .0001), but that the skill manipulation did not 

differ from combined control t(156) = .36, p = .72. 

Analysis of the final measure of interest in the effects of perspective taking, 

empathic concern, also demonstrated an effect of condition F(2, 208) = 4.34, p = .01. As 

can be seen in Table 2.1, post hoc Student’s t-tests revealed that once again, disclosure 

was most effective, with a marginally significant difference between the disclosure 

manipulation and combined control (t(156) = 1.69, p = .09) and a significant difference 

between the disclosure manipulation and skill manipulation (t(104) = 3.3, p = .0013).  As 

was the case on the forgiveness measure, there was no significant difference between the 

skill manipulation and combined control, t(156) = 1.6, p = .11. 
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Table 2.1  

Means (SD) of Forgiveness, Empathic Concern, and Perspective-Taking Measures by 

Condition 

 Disclosure Skill Combined Control 
Perspective-Taking 5.04a (1.31) 4.58a (1.45) 3.46b (1.6) 
Forgiveness 4.15a (.86) 3.36b (1.15) 3.43b (1.15) 
Empathic Concern 2.61a (.81) 2.09b (.78) 2.34ab (.98) 
Note: Means sharing a common subscript are not significantly different. 

Overall, the results of Experiment 2.1 suggest that disclosure is an effective 

method of motivating participants to take the perspective of a target other. Not only did it 

lead to self-reported perspective taking in an emotionally laden and personally relevant 

context, it drove participants to increased forgiveness of and empathic concern toward 

their transgressors. The skill manipulation, on the other hand, while it caused participants 

to report increased perspective taking, was not sufficient in producing perspective-taking 

effects. 

The success of the disclosure manipulation is especially remarkable given the fact 

that we were not able to obtain accurate contact information for many of the targets. A 

confirmed 26.5% of participants in this condition falsified this information, and the true 

number is likely higher. Some of participants in the disclosure perspective condition 

typed nonsense to bypass the requirement of completing the contact information page of 

the survey, and others admitted to giving false information or pretending not to have it 

after being debriefed. That people would be so unwilling to actually share their 

description with the other person suggests that this threat is very real to participants.  
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The success of the disclosure manipulation raises questions about why this 

manipulation was effective. One possibility is that it motivated participants to write from 

the other person’s perspective in a more compelling way. Perhaps the quality of the 

written account serves as a proxy for the cognitive act of perspective taking, and more 

compelling accounts are indicative of deeper empathic processing. Thus, writing an 

account that will not offend the other person may trigger the cognitive processes that lead 

to deeper empathy. 

In order to address this possibility, we asked a separate set of participants to rate 

the quality of the accounts from the disclosure and skill conditions (See Appendix C for 

details). The new participants rated how satisfied the perspective-taking target would be 

if they read the original participant’s attempt at taking his or her side in the conflict on a 

scale from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 7 (very satisfied). If the disclosure manipulation was 

more effective because the prospect of the target seeing their account (rather than the 

independent raters of the skill manipulation) led participants to do a better job writing it, 

we would expect to see this reflected in the ratings. According to our results, this was not 

the case. There was no significant difference in the account ratings between the 

disclosure (M = 4.39, SD = 1.24) and skill (M = 4.72, SD = 1.23) conditions. 

Given these findings, it seems likely that the quality of the account is not as 

important as the actual motivation behind it. Overall, the results of this experiment 

suggest that there is something in the mere suggestion that the description should be fair 

enough to be able show the other person that triggers perspective-taking processes and 

causes people to think differently about the transgressor. Moreover, the hesitation to 
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share the accounts with their transgressors demonstrates that people clearly care about 

preserving their relationships, suggesting this may be an important motivation for 

perspective taking.
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CHAPTER 3  

PERSPECTIVE TAKING AND SOCIAL ISSUES 

Immeasurable harm has been done by people’s inability to appreciate that the 

views of those with whom they disagree can be reasonable and coherent. This inability is 

apparent in disagreements ranging from marital disputes to union negotiations to 

international conflicts. 

One particularly pernicious instance of this failure is in the arena of American 

politics. Polarization has resulted in widespread legislative deadlock (Viser, 2013; 

Wesiman, 2013; Wilson, 2014) and even complete shutdowns of the government 

(Steinhauer, 2013). Such extreme political polarization also has a range of negative 

consequences for civil society, including a souring of public discourse (Jamieson & Falk, 

2000), reduced trust in government, and increasing alienation of citizens from politics 

(Layman et al., 2006).   

Although there are likely numerous contributors to attitude polarization, including 

sociological factors (Bishop, 2008) and cognitive factors (Fernbach, Rogers, Fox & 

Sloman, 2013), we suggest that a major cause is the failure of perspective taking—

partisans become so immersed in their own way of thinking about issues that they lose 

touch with other points of view. This might seem to imply that simply exposing partisans 

to their opponents’ point of view could ameliorate polarization. Previous theory and 

research, however, suggests that this approach is unlikely to be effective. Rather, people 

often dismiss the perspectives of people who disagree with them as foolish or biased. In 

part, this is because people fail to appreciate the extent to which their own opinion about 

an issue is dependent on their particular construal of that issue—their subjective 
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understanding of what the relevant facts and background are—and that an alternative 

construal of the issue could lead a reasonable person to have a different opinion from 

theirs (Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979; Ross, Green & House, 1977; Ross & Nisbett, 1991; 

Ross & Ward, 1995; 1996; Vallone, Ross & Lepper, 1985). This failure to see opponents’ 

positions as both sincere and potentially reasonable can further entrench adversaries’ 

positions (Ross & Ward, 1995; 1996).  

In the present research, we adopt a perspective-taking approach to decreasing 

attitude entrenchment. We attempt to do this in a way that overcomes the tendency of 

individuals to disregard their opponent’s position and remain hardened in their own. We 

propose that it is possible to have people move beyond facile dismissal of opposing 

viewpoints by employing a variation on a standard perspective-taking exercise. 

Specifically, we suggest that attempting to articulate an individual opponent’s argument 

in a way that opponent is expected to endorse as accurate prevents people from ignoring 

or glossing over the other side’s valid arguments and pushes people to think through the 

set of underlying assumptions that might lead someone to a different opinion from theirs. 

In effect, it forces people to try to construe the issue as the opponent would construe it. 

This approach is not unrelated to a variant of the speaker/listener technique for couples 

empathy training (Markman, Floyd, Stanley, & Lewis, 1986), where one member of the 

couple paraphrases the content and feelings expressed by the other, and that other then 

rates, on a bull’s eye target, how well they feel their message was understood (Long, 

Angera, Carter, Nakamoto, and Kalso, 1999). 
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 Although previous research has demonstrated the power of perspective taking to 

influence the views and behaviors of people who start from a neutral or third-party stance 

(e.g., Batson et al., 1997; Galinksy, et al., 2008; Regan & Totten, 1975; Shih et al., 2009; 

Todd et al., 2011; Toi & Batson, 1982), little is known about its potential in cases of 

conflicting viewpoints.  Most of what is known about perspective taking in conflict 

situations has been assessed in negotiation game contexts.  This work suggests that 

perspective taking can help overcome impasses in situations where individuals can 

achieve self-interested benefit from doing so (Epley, Caruso, & Bazerman, 2006; 

Galinsky et al., 2008; Galinsky & Mussweiler, 2001; Gilin, Maddux, Carpenter, & 

Galinsky, 2013; Trotschel, Huffmeier, Loschelder, Schwartz, & Gollwitzer, 2011).  In the 

present research we ask whether perspective taking might be effective in influencing real 

world beliefs where there isn’t an easily discoverable mutually beneficial solution to the 

conflict and where participants do not stand to gain any personal advantage by taking the 

perspective of—or making a concession to—an opponent.  

Experiment 3.1 

As an initial test of this idea, we selected an issue about which opinions were 

expected to be strong but not long-standing or deeply entrenched: weight discrimination. 

We explored whether our perspective taking manipulation could cause people to 

moderate their views on this issue. 

Method 

Participants 
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Participants were 85 undergraduates2 (67 female; Mage = 20.0 years; SDage = 1.6 

years; 62% Asian, 18% White, 14% Latino, 6% Other) at a large public university who 

completed the experiment for course credit.  

Procedure  

Participants came into the lab in pairs and, before beginning the session, 

experimenters verified that each pair had never met before. To help the pairs become 

superficially acquainted, they were instructed to spend 10 minutes engaged in a task 

based on the control condition in Aron, Melinat, Aron, Vallone, and Bator’s (1997) “fast 

friends” protocol.  That is, participants took turns asking each other questions designed to 

promote superficial disclosures (e.g., “When was the last time you walked for more than 

an hour?”). Participants were then moved to separate rooms and asked to fill out a form 

entitled “small talk” in which they were asked to provide additional superficial 

information about themselves (e.g., favorite color), ostensibly to share with their partner 

later. This form was actually used as a filler task to hide the true purpose of the study.   

After completing the filler task, each participant was led to believe that his or her 

partner held the opposing view on an important social issue. A form entitled “Issue for 

Discussion” was first used to determine the view of each participant. On this form, all 

participants read the following scenario: 

Tori L. is a 32-year-old San Diego resident. She was not hired for a 
teaching job because the school she applied to has a policy against hiring 
teachers who are obese. 
                                                

2 An additional 16 participants were excluded, including 6 for failing the attention check, 
and 10 for failing to follow instructions.  
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Participants were asked whether it should be legal for the school to have a policy 

against hiring obese teachers, providing a rating on a scale that ranged from 1 (definitely 

not) to 6 (definitely yes).  Participants were also asked to rate how strongly they held 

their position on a scale from 1 (not strongly at all) to 4 (extremely strongly).   

Participants were then given what they were told were their partner’s printed 

responses to this question, along with responses from the “small talk” filler task.   

In fact, the responses to both forms were standardized and pre-printed (though we 

did simulate the sound of a laser printer at the appropriate time to increase believability). 

All participants received the same printout for the filler task. On the issues for discussion 

task, they always received feedback indicating that their partner held the viewpoint at the 

opposite end of the continuum from their own. In almost all cases (82 of 85) the 

participant’s own view was in opposition to the weight discrimination and participants 

accordingly were informed that the partner had responded with a 6 (i.e., that the policy 

definitely should be legal). The 3 participants who favored weight discrimination were 

informed that their partners had selected 1 (i.e., that the policy should definitely not be 

legal).  

Participants were then randomly assigned to complete one of two writing tasks:  

In the partner-perspective condition, participants were asked to articulate, in writing, the 

point of view of their partner (i.e., the opposite perspective to their own). The instructions 

for the task were designed to promote a sense of accountability by leading participants to 

believe that their partner would be reading what they wrote and also that they would be 

seeing their partner again.    
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In the own-perspective condition, participants were asked to articulate, in writing, 

their own perspective on the weight discrimination issue. Participants in this condition 

were told that they would be seeing their partners again, but there was no indication that 

their partners would be reading what they wrote.  

Participants in both conditions were next asked to report their attitudes about the 

relevant instance of weight discrimination again, on the same scale they used initially.  

Our dependent variable of central interest was whether (and to what extent) participants 

would change their position on the relevant weight discrimination issue in the direction of 

their partner’s opposing position.  

Participants’ subjective sense that they had taken the perspective of their partner 

was assessed using four items from a scale developed by Exline et al. (2008). 

Specifically, participants were asked the extent to which they could “understand why 

[their] partner holds this position”; “see the issue from his/her perspective”; “see his/her 

position as making sense;” and “think of valid reasons why he/she holds this position.” 

Participants reported their agreement on a 7-point scale, with 1 indicating that they did 

not agree at all and 7 indicating that they agreed completely. The 4 items were averaged 

to form a composite score. 

Results and Discussion 

In order to address attitude change -- our central theoretical question -- we 

examined the difference between pre- and post- manipulation scores on the weight 

discrimination issue.  We coded change as positive if it was in the direction of the 

partner’s position, negative if it moved away from the partner’s position, and zero if it did 
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not change. Results revealed a significant effect of condition, t(83) = 2.24, p = .027, d = 

.47, with participants who wrote from their partner’s perspective (M = .61, SD = 1.14) 

showing more attitude change toward the views of their partners than those who wrote 

from their own perspective (M = .18, SD = .54).  

In order to tell whether the difference was due to people in the partner-perspective 

condition softening their position, or the own-perspective condition hardening theirs, we 

examined the change separately within each condition. A one-sample t-test in the partner-

perspective condition showed significantly greater than zero softening of the position 

t(40) = 3.43, p = .0014, d = .68 rather than people in the own perspective condition 

hardening their positions (though the control condition did show a small, but statistically 

significant change in the direction of moderation as well, t(43) = 2.23, p = .03, d = .2).   

There was no interaction between position strength and condition on attitude 

change (F(1,81) = 1.00, p = .32).  This suggests that the effect was not limited only to 

people who initially held weak positions (and in fact, there was no relationship overall 

between strength of the initial position and the degree of attitude change, r(83) = .01, p = 

.93). 

Despite the significant effect of the perspective-taking manipulation on actual 

issue positions, there was no significant condition effect on participants’ subjective sense 

of having taken the perspective of their partners, t(83) = -.28, p = .78, d = .06. That is, 

participants in both conditions reported, on average, feeling that they had done a 

reasonably good job of taking their partner’s perspective (M = 4.42, SD = 1.93, and M = 
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4.31, SD = 1.67 in the partner perspective and own perspective conditions, respectively 

on the seven-point scale). 

Experiment 3.2 

In Experiment 3.1, we found, as predicted, that asking participants to articulate a 

political opponent’s point of view, in detail and with the expectation that the accuracy of 

this articulation would be judged by that opponent, caused participants to moderate their 

positions on a contentious issue. This was the case even though they showed no evidence 

that they were aware that they had done a better job taking their partner’s perspective. In 

Experiment 3.2 we investigated whether this effect might extend to cases in which 

positions tend to be more hardened. We addressed this question by looking at a different 

issue—one about which participants were expected to have stronger, longer-standing, and 

more deeply entrenched views and for which people were expected to be much more 

familiar with the arguments on both sides: legalized abortion (Jelen & Wilcox, 2003; 

LeBaron & Carstarphen, 1997; Wilcox & Norrander, 2002). 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 94 undergraduates3 (68 female; Mage = 20.9 years; SDage = 1.8 

years; 62% Asian, 16% Latino, 13% White, 9% Other) who completed the experiment for 

course credit.  

                                                

3 An additional 6 participants were excluded; 5 for failing to pass a standard attention 
check and 1 for failing to follow instructions. See Supplement for analysis of excluded 
data. Data collection stopping rule: Collect as much data as possible before the end of the 
quarter. 
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The procedure was identical to that of Experiment 3.1 except that the weight 

discrimination scenario was replaced with the following: 

Tori M., a 16-year-old high school student from San Diego, was raped by 
her mother’s boyfriend. She discovered that she is 11-weeks pregnant and 
she does not want to have the baby. 
 
Participants were asked whether, given Tori’s circumstances, it should or should 

not be legal for her to have an abortion. They indicated their response on a four-point 

scale ranging from 1 (definitely not) to 4 (definitely yes). Again, almost all participants 

(89 out of 94) took positions on one side of the issue—in this case, in favor of legalized 

abortion. Those participants were informed that their partner was strongly opposed to 

legalized abortion in this case, while the 5 participants who opposed legal abortion in this 

case were given the opposite indication. As in Experiment 3.1, participants reported on 

their attitudes twice, once before the perspective-taking manipulation and once after, in 

order to assess any change in position that resulted from the manipulation. Subjective 

perspective taking was assessed in the same way as in Experiment 3.1. 

Results and Discussion 

Given that the central reason for moving from the weight discrimination issue to 

the abortion issue was our desire to test the effect of the perspective taking manipulation 

on more strongly-held issue positions, we first examined whether participants indeed 

reported feeling more strongly about the abortion issue than they had about the weight 

discrimination issue in Experiment 3.1. Results indicate that this was indeed the case, 

t(177) = 2.38, p = .02, d = .35 (M = 3.1, SD = .82 vs. M = 2.8, SD = .84 for abortion and 

weight discrimination respectively). 
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 As predicted, and conceptually replicating the finding in Experiment 3.1, 

participants were more likely to shift their attitudes about legalized abortion in the 

direction of their opponent’s position in the partner-perspective condition than in the 

own-perspective condition, t(92) = 3.12, p = .002, d = .62 (M = .36, SD = .61, vs. M = 

.06, SD = .25).  As was the case with the issue of weight discrimination, the directional 

change in abortion attitudes in the partner-perspective condition was significantly greater 

than zero, t(46) = 4.1, p = .0002, d = .75. Also as in the first study, there was also a slight 

(but this time only marginally significant) change in the same direction for the control 

condition t(46) = 1.77, p = .08, d = .13).  

Despite the strength of the attitudes in the present study, there was only a small 

inverse relationship between the strength of the initial attitude and the amount of attitude 

change r(92) = .22, p = .04, but this effect did not interact with perspective-taking 

condition, F(1, 90) = .77, p = .38. That is, again, we found no evidence that the effect of 

the perspective taking manipulation was limited to participants with weaker attitudes 

about the issue. 

Finally, as in Experiment 3.1, we did not find a significant difference in self-

reported perspective taking between the partner-perspective condition (M = 5.65, SD = 

1.11) and the own-perspective condition (M = 5.18, SD = 1.48), t(92) = -1.76, p = .08, d = 

.36, although this time the difference approached significance. 

Interim Discussion 

Across two experiments, we found that inducing people to articulate the 

perspective of someone who disagrees with them about a controversial issue—even a 
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longstanding, highly-contentious issue about which partisans tend to hold deeply 

entrenched beliefs—can cause those people to become amenable to compromise. 

Although Experiment 3.2 was not strictly an exact replication of Experiment 3.1, it was 

very close—with the only change being the issue under consideration. And the results we 

observed in these two experiments were remarkably consistent. 

In both of these studies, participants first met and briefly acquainted themselves 

with the person whose perspective they were asked to articulate and were held directly 

accountable to that person for the accuracy of their rendering of the opposing perspective. 

So far, we have assumed that these elements of the manipulation were essential to its 

effectiveness. Next we briefly report the results of two additional experiments that test 

these assumptions more directly while also helping to rule out plausible alternative 

explanations for the observed effect. 

Alternative Explanations 

We have suggested that the moderation of partisans’ positions on the two issues 

was a result of taking the perspective of a person with the opposite opinion with whom 

they had established at least a superficial personal connection and to whom they were 

held accountable for the accuracy of their perspective-taking effort.  Next, we examine 

whether the accountability element is really necessary or whether any perspective-taking 

effort—or at least any effort with some incentive to do a good job—would be sufficient.  

We also tested a potential boundary condition on the effectiveness of this perspective-

taking exercise: would it still lead to moderation in participants’ issue positions if the 

accountability were to a person the participant had never met?  We gathered follow-up 
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data to explore both of these questions. In one study we aimed to create a situation where 

the same perspective taking would occur, but instead of participants being told that this 

information would be shown to their opponents, they were told that it would be evaluated 

by experts. In another study, we used the same disclosure-based motivation as in 

Experiments 3.1 and 3.2, except that the disclosure was to a “previous participant” whom 

participants never met and never expected to meet. In both cases, participants were 

exposed to the same sort of difference of opinions as in Experiment 3.1 and 3.2, and 

engaged in essentially the same perspective-taking exercise, but in these experiments, 

their accountability for producing a high-quality and accurate articulation of their 

putative opponent’s perspective was to abstract evaluators or opponents. 

These follow-ups used the same basic method as Experiment 3.2, but with the 

following twist: participants were run alone instead of in pairs and were asked to 

articulate either their own perspective or the perspective of a person who was putatively a 

past participant (“Subject A059”) with the opposite opinion to theirs on the legalized 

abortion issue. Participants completed an analogue of the relationship-formation stage of 

the earlier studies on which they were given the ostensible previous participant’s answers 

to the discussion questions that participants in the prior studies had taken turns answering 

in person with their partners. Participants then filled out the same “small talk” and “issue 

for discussion” forms as in the previous experiments, and the responses to these questions 

they received from Subject A059 were the same as the ones provided in Experiment 3.2 

as the partner’s responses.  
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To determine whether a simple, non-social incentive to do a good job at the 

perspective-taking exercise would be effective in moderating participants’ issue 

positions, we recruited 101 participants (73 females; Mage = 20.8 years; SDage = 3.1 years; 

56% Asian, 23% White, 14% Latino, 7% Other) who completed the study for course 

credit.4 Participants were randomly assigned either to an own-perspective condition that 

mimicked the one employed in Experiment 3.2 or to a skill-based perspective-taking 

condition, which was designed to motivate participants to write thoughtful and fair 

arguments by stressing the importance of perspective taking as a life skill:  

Perspective taking is the ability to inhabit another person’s mind, to make 
predictions about that person’s thoughts, motivations, and feelings, and to 
come up with a realistic representation of his or her internal world. This is 
an important element of successful social interaction. Perspective taking is 
a skill and some people are better at it than others. A great deal of past 
research has found that people who are better at perspective taking tend to 
become more successful in life. 
 
Participants in this condition were asked to articulate Subject A059’s point of 

view about the legalized abortion issue and were told that independent raters would 

assess the quality of their response in terms of this crucial skill.  

In contrast to the findings of the first two experiments, here this perspective-

taking condition produced no change in participants’ issue positions compared to the 

own-perspective condition t(99) = -.91, p = .363, d = .19 (M = .08, SD = .48, vs. M = 0, 

SD = .35). The results here make it clear that, in the absence of a sense of accountability 

                                                

4 An additional 15 participants were excluded from analysis; 14 for failing the attention 
check, and 1 for failing to follow instructions. See Supplement for analysis of excluded 
data. Data collection stopping rule: Collect as much data as possible before the end of the 
quarter. 
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to the person whose perspective one is being asked to take, engaging in perspective 

taking is unlikely to be effective in producing attitude change, even when there is a some 

incentive to do well. 

Next, we tested a potential boundary condition on the effect of our perspective-

taking treatment: We looked at whether the perspective-taking exercise would still be 

effective at moderating participants’ issue positions if they have never met the opponent 

whose position they were being asked to take.  Such a change to our procedure might be 

expected to weaken or eliminate any perspective taking effects because people might feel 

less compelled by the imagined perspective of a person whom they have never met and 

who is therefore only an abstraction to them. To examine this, we recruited 103 

participants (81 females; Mage = 20.6 years; SDage = 3.0 years; 54% Asian, 21% White, 

15% Latino, 10% Other), who completed the study for course credit.5  Participants were 

randomly assigned to the disclosure-based perspective-taking condition or to the own-

perspective condition. In the disclosure-based perspective-taking condition, participants 

were asked to articulate Subject A059’s point of view about the legalized abortion issue, 

and were led to believe that their response would be sent to Subject A059 for a rating of 

its accuracy which would in turn be emailed to the participant. As before, in the own-

perspective condition, participants articulated their own point of view about legalized 

abortion.  

                                                

5 An additional 7 participants were excluded from analysis; 5 for failing the attention 
check, and 2 for failing to follow instructions. See Supplement for analysis of excluded 
data. Data collection stopping rule: Collect as much data as possible before the end of the 
quarter. 
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Results confirmed the importance of meeting the opponent whose perspective one 

is being asked to articulate. There was no difference between the two conditions in terms 

of attitude change about legalized abortion, t(101) = .08, p = .932, d = .02 (M = .15, SD = 

.5, vs. M = .16, SD = .58). Thus, taking the perspective of an abstract other was not 

enough to produce the depolarizing effect, even when participants were made to believe 

that other would evaluate the accuracy of what they had written. 

Taken together, the follow-up studies suggest that taking another’s perspective 

without having met that person is not effective in moderating political opinions, even 

when one is highly motivated to do a good job. To further probe for any differences in 

participants’ motivation to do a good job between our follow-up treatments (the skill-

based and the disclosure-based perspective-taking conditions) and the partner-

perspective-taking condition in Experiment 3.2, we recruited 88 independent coders6 (66 

females; Mage = 20.0 years; SDage = 1.7 years; 49% Asian, 20% White, 17% Latino, 14% 

Other) to rate the quality of the written arguments in each of those three conditions. Each 

participant rated 13 arguments chosen at random from the combined pool of 152 

perspective-taking arguments from the 3 studies. We found no evidence of any difference 

in the quality of the arguments articulated comparing the follow-up incentive condition 

and the follow-up un-met other condition to the original condition from Experiment 3.2 

where actual attitude change was observed, F(1,149) = 0.62 p  > .4.  Thus, it appears that 
                                                

6 We also ran this analysis excluding the 46 coders who failed to pass our two very 
conservative attention checks.  The results do not change when data from these 
participants is excluded. Data collection stopping rule: Collect as much data as possible 
before the end of the quarter. 
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the effect on participants’ own political opinions of taking their partner’s opposing 

perspective on the relevant issue is not driven simply by motivation to write a coherent, 

or plausible, account of that person’s perspective. Rather, the ability to vividly imagine a 

specific other person whom one has met and whose perspective one is articulating 

appears to afford the perspective-taking experience a degree of emotional resonance that 

it otherwise lacks. 

General Discussion 

We examined the effectiveness of a perspective taking manipulation at decreasing 

attitude entrenchment. This question was addressed with reference to participants’ real 

world beliefs about two controversial political issues. We found that it was possible to 

decrease polarization of a belief by instructing people to consider the perspective of a 

specific person with an opposing viewpoint, whom they had met, and by holding them 

accountable to this person. 

In Experiment 3.1 we found evidence of decreased political polarization on the 

issue of weight discrimination. We selected this issue because it was one about which 

participants were not expected to hold long-entrenched beliefs that might be especially 

difficult to change. In both a perspective taking condition and a control condition, 

participants had the opportunity to engage in small talk with an unfamiliar individual who 

they later discovered held an opposing view. Participants in the perspective taking 

condition wrote from the point of view of their opponent, under the impression that he or 

she would be judging the success of this effort. In contrast, in the control condition 

participants simply wrote from their own perspective. We found that participants softened 



48 

 

 

 

their views in the perspective-taking condition and did so to the same degree regardless 

of how strongly they felt about their initial position.  

Given the effectiveness of our manipulation in the first experiment, we explored 

whether our manipulation could also be effective in leading to depolarization on an issue 

about which people’s positions are notoriously emotion-laden and deeply entrenched. In 

the second study, we addressed this question with reference to beliefs about abortion 

using the same methodology we used in Experiment 3.1. Again we found that 

participants moderated their views in response to the perspective taking exercise 

suggesting the potential usefulness of such a technique in easing even highly contentious 

political disagreements. 

It is notable that our perspective taking exercise had an effect on partisans’ issue 

positions even in the absence of a significant effect on their self-reported success in 

understanding their opponent’s perspective. Although participants’ ratings of their 

understanding of the opposing perspective did not differ numerically, the assessments 

may well have different bases in the two conditions. That is, participants’ assessments of 

their perspective-taking success in the own-perspective condition may have been 

influenced more by overconfidence than those of participants in the other-perspective 

condition whose experience attempting to articulate their opponent’s perspective may 

have helped to calibrate them better (Lichtenstein & Fischhoff, 1980). 

It does not seem that our perspective-taking exercise was effective simply 

because, in the process of arguing for the other side, participants partially convinced 

themselves without really considering their opponent’s perspective.  Our follow-up 



49 

 

 

 

studies showed no evidence of depolarization when participants had to make arguments 

for the other side without being held accountable to a specific individual whom they met 

in person. It also does not seem that the effect is driven simply by any incentive to do a 

good job at the task given the ineffectiveness of the incentives in our follow-up studies at 

producing any opinion change.  

We have seen the powerful effects of our perspective taking approach on attitude 

depolarization, even with respect to such a highly contentious issue as legalized abortion, 

but there are, as always, limits on the conclusions possible. Our results suggest that 

establishing at least a superficial relationship with the target to whom one can be held 

accountable is required in order for taking their perspective to have this effect. Future 

research will be needed to determine which aspects of this personal connection are most 

crucial. For example, one promising direction will be to examine whether it is enough to 

simply spend time with one’s opponent or whether the expectation of seeing them again 

is needed.  Future research is also needed to explore whether this effect would occur even 

among individuals who know the political views of their opponents before getting to 

know them and whether it generalizes to other issues, including issues that have nothing 

to do with politics.    

Taken together, the results of our research provide evidence of the potential to 

reduce attitude entrenchment by encouraging individuals to take the perspective of their 

opponents.  However, our work as well as other research on this issue suggests that the 

success of this approach may depend on personalization and accountability. Without 

these factors, individuals seem to treat reasoning from another perspective as merely a 
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cognitive exercise.  However, with these factors, they appear to be able to do more than 

just go through the motions:  when people are held accountable to actual individuals they 

have met, they may be more likely to vividly imagine how another person could, in good 

faith, hold a view different from theirs and, as a result, come to see that view as more 

reasonable than they had previously thought.  

 

Chapter 3, in part, is currently being prepared for submission for publication of 

the material. Tuller, H. M., Bryan, C. J., Heyman, G. D., & Christenfeld, N. J. S. The 

dissertation author was the primary investigator and author of this paper. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

This dissertation investigated people’s ability to take the perspectives of others.  

Most prior work on this topic has focused on situations where participants have no reason 

not to take on the feelings and motivations of a target other. Overall, this body of prior 

work suggests that it is relatively easy for participants to shift perspectives, at least in 

cases where people don’t already have an opinion on the measure of interest or are 

compared to neutral observers (see Davis, 1994 for review). In the present research, we 

focused on the largely unexplored question of whether perspectives are also flexible in 

situations where participants already hold opinions, including strong ones, on the 

measure of interest. Overall, we found evidence of larger obstacles to perspective taking 

in these contexts than in more neutral contexts, but that perspective taking is still possible 

when the person doing so is held accountable to someone he or she knows.   

In our first study, we asked participants in the experimental perspective-taking 

condition to describe, in the voice of their transgressor, a recent and unforgiven hurt they 

had experienced in the voice of their transgressor. Control participants described the 

incident from their own perspective. The results indicated that, though participants 

reported increased perspective taking in the condition where they were asked to take the 

other person’s perspective, there were few differences in prosocial motivations. We did 

not find increased empathic concern in the perspective-taking condition, and there was 

little indication that forgiveness motivations were affected. These results contrast with 

previous research using hypothetical scenarios (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998) which has 

suggested that perspective taking increases prosocial motivations in conflict situations.  
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We hypothesized that this divergence from previous findings was due to the emotional 

intensity inherent in our paradigm. Thus, perspective-taking instructions, as they have 

been traditionally used, may increase forgiveness and empathy in comparison to neutral 

controls, but may not be strong enough to contend with opposing and previously held 

viewpoints in real-life situations.  

Experiment 1.2 aimed to remove the emotional intensity inherent in Experiment 

1.1 by employing a non-personal, hypothetical context. Instead of asking participants 

about real conflicts, we used a conflict scenario about which the participants did not have 

a previously-held position, and could be asked to reasonably represent either side. 

Participants were randomly assigned to take the perspective of the teacher or the mother, 

and were asked to take her perspective as they read about a conflict between the 

characters. We expected participants to express more emotional concern for the character 

they took the perspective of and to take her side in the conflict. However, neither of these 

results were obtained, and additionally, there were no self-reported differences in 

perspective taking towards either of the characters. In our effort to eliminate the 

perseverance effects related to strongly-held positions, we actually reduced perspective-

taking attempts. Our hypothetical scenario differed from previous studies by providing a 

neutral stimulus presented through third-person narration. By eliminating emotional 

indicators and references to the self, we eliminated participants’ willingness or ability to 

engage effectively in perspective taking. 

Together, the results of Chapter 1 indicated that perspective-taking effects are 

difficult to achieve when a conflict situation is personal and emotionally salient as well as 
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when it is hypothetical and emotionally inconsequential. Chapter 2 returned to real-life 

conflict situations, and was aimed at overcoming participants’ inability or unwillingness 

to engage in perspective taking by providing motivations for them to do so. Two methods 

of motivation were selected. The first method was based on accountability. We told 

participants in the disclosure condition that their attempts to take the perspective of their 

transgressor would be shared with that person. If participants believed that their friend or 

roommate would be reading words they had written on their behalf, they would be 

compelled into genuine portrayals in order to preserve the relationship. The second 

motivational method portrayed perspective-taking ability as a central trait to success. 

Participants were told that the quality of their perspective-taking attempt would be 

assessed by judges. We hoped that this evaluative element would drive them to protect 

their self-perceptions of competence. 

Both methods of motivation led to increased reports of perspective taking in 

comparison to control, but only the disclosure manipulation proved effective in boosting 

empathic concern and forgiveness ratings. Based on review by an independent sample of 

participants, these prosocial effects were not related to the objective quality of the written 

perspective-taking accounts. This, and the obvious distress displayed by participants at 

the thought of sharing their perspectives with their transgressors, evinces some internal 

process linked with both perspective-taking and relationship preservation, which will be 

discussed presently. 

Building upon the success of the disclosure motivation in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 

explored whether perspective-taking might also be used to moderate entrenched opinions 
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on important social issues. We could not use sets of friends for these studies due to the 

biases inherent in pre-existing relationships, so we paired strangers to be perspective-

taking partners. After spending a short time getting to know each other, each participant 

was assigned to take his or her partner’s purported perspective on a social issue, which 

was always opposing the participant’s own perspective. 

For Experiment 3.1 we used a topic that few were likely to have well-worn 

positions on prior to the experiment. We asked participants whether a discriminatory 

hiring policy should be legal based on a specific scenario in which an overweight woman 

had been denied a teaching position. The majority of participants reported that this 

practice should be illegal, and were thus asked to write arguments supporting legality to 

be read by their partners. After the manipulation, participants in the disclosure condition 

reported less entrenched views, regardless of initial strength of position. 

A more challenging test of the capacity of the disclosure perspective-taking 

motivation was on the topic of abortion, an issue for which people hold strong and 

informed opinions, was examined in Experiment 3.2. The motivation was again 

successful in depolarizing attitudes. According to follow-up studies, this effect was not 

due to participants simply convincing themselves of the opposing position’s merit as a 

byproduct of thinking of arguments, but is related to the perspective-taking process. 

Overall, this experiment suggested that people can in fact take the perspective of an 

opponent if given the right motivation to do so. 

Throughout this dissertation we have seen repeatedly that individuals fall short of 

accurate or complete perspective taking when asked to do so. In Chapter 1, individuals 
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were not able to fully set aside their own perspectives of a conflict situation in which they 

had been involved, and perhaps more surprisingly, did not adopt the motivations of the 

perspective to which they were assigned in a fictional conflict. These findings may be 

better understood within the context of the egocentric biases inherent in mental 

simulation. 

According to the theory of mental simulation, people can use their own minds as 

analogues to understand how another’s mind functions. This egocentric model of 

perspective taking suggests that one’s own perspective is the default mode by which 

individuals relate to others; (e.g., Decety, 2005; Nickerson, 1999) that they predict how 

others will think, feel, and act in a given situation based on how they imagine that they 

themselves would think, feel, and act in that same situation (Van Boven & Loewenstein, 

2003). The downside of the cognitively economical availability of the self as a default is 

the potential for egocentric bias. Though a reasonable and effective tool in many 

situations, people use their own perspectives as a proxy for the other, even when there is 

clear evidence that it is not a valuable comparison (Krueger & Clement, 1994; Van 

Boven, Loewenstein, & Dunning, 2004). Adjustments from one’s own perspective also 

tend to be insufficient (Epley et al., 2004; Nickerson, 1999  

Evidence from open-ended questions in Experiment 1.2 provides direct support 

for this automatic tendency to make judgments based on one’s own experience, rather 

than from that of the perspective-taking target. When asked to explain how they decided 

which character to root for in the hypothetical conflict between the teacher and the 

mother, multiple participants reported that they used their own experiences. For example, 
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one participant assigned to take the teacher’s perspective sided with the mother, 

explaining, “I am a student and if I were put into that situation, I would also want my 

paper to be accepted.” This sentiment is reflected in responses on both sides of the 

disagreement based on the personal beliefs and past experiences of the participants 

themselves. If egocentric biases could not be overcome in a hypothetical scenario, it is 

not surprising that the biases held strong for personal conflicts as well. 

However, evidence from the results of Chapters 2 and 3 suggests that there are 

egocentric biases can be overcome when individuals are sufficiently motivated to engage 

in sincere perspective taking. Holding participants accountable for their perspective-

taking accounts proved to be particularly effective in this regard. We suspect that the 

mere suggestion of a threat to an existing relationship, even a damaged or superficial one, 

is enough to trigger internal processes aimed at relationship preservation. 

In Experiment 2.1, participants expressed significant distress at the thought of the 

person they were in conflict with seeing what they would be writing on his or her behalf. 

They told us that they did not want to cause conflict or to anger their friends and 

roommates, even though they had been hurt by them. For example, one participant wrote, 

“Knowing that the person who we chose to write about is going to know some of the 

things we wrote about them does not put me at ease because already we are not as close 

as we used to be and I don't want any more problems.” Another wrote, “He still thinks 

that what he is doing is okay and I have not brought up the problem with him yet so I 

would of course not want the study to email/call him and tell him that I have issues with 

him.”  
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The maintenance of social bonds is critical to psychological well-being (Maslow, 

1968). Forgiveness provides evolutionary assurance that an individual remains connected 

to a source of emotional, social, and material support (Bono, McCullough, & Root, 

2008), and empathic processes are intimately related to forgiveness (McCullough et al., 

1998; McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997). Forgiveness is also related to 

empathy as a way of maintaining relationships and motivations toward conciliatory 

behavior (rather than escalating destructive behavior) in the face of relationship conflict 

have been related to engagement in perspective-taking (Arriaga & Rusbult, 1998). Thus, 

despite the hurt left over from these unresolved conflicts, the idea of a threat to the 

relationship likely triggered these empathic processes aimed at forgiveness and 

relationship preservation. 

This same effect was seen in Chapter 3, not with damaged relationships, but with 

relationships based on only 10 minutes of face-to-face interaction. In these experiments, 

attitude change was dependent upon establishing at least a superficial personal 

relationship between participants. Without this, individuals seemed to treat reasoning 

from another perspective as merely a cognitive exercise. However, with interaction, they 

appeared to be able to do more than just go through the motions – they engaged in real 

perspective taking.  

The need for accountability rather than just incentives, and for real contact, rather 

than just knowledge of the other, has implications for any effort to apply these findings. 

Such approaches may prove useful in a wide range of interpersonal situations. Future 

research will be needed to further test the limits and applications of motivated perspective 
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taking. We know that some relationship needs to exist, but how minimal can that 

relationship be? There are types of conflicts, such as labor disputes, malpractice suits, or 

even charges of discrimination, where the disputants may not actually be acquainted with 

one another. Must individuals spend time in person together in order to earnestly 

appreciate the each other’s perspectives? Or would a photograph, an Internet chat, or a 

known reputation suffice? These questions are empirically testable.  

There are also issues of magnitude to consider. The conflicts participants 

discussed in our experiments were relatively minor harms. Participants did, however, 

appear to experience some distress at the thought of the transgressor seeing their 

descriptions. If distress serves as evidence of recognition of a threat to the relationship, 

the effects might be even greater for more serious transgressions. More serious 

transgressions would likely produce more acute distress, and would increase motivations, 

whether conscious or unconscious, to relieve it, by working to repair the relationship. A 

related question is in regards to the stakes. Would we be as likely to see attitude change 

in a court battle over child custody? This situation sets the preservation of one 

relationship in contrast with the preservation of another, and would likely be a difficult 

test of perspective taking. 

Future research should also seek to determine the duration of this perspective 

taking effects. Does this forgiveness and attitude change last permanently? Does it make 

it outside the lab? In order to have practical implications, this perspective-taking exercise 

must cause sustainable change. Multiple attempts may be necessary to work fully through 

conflict situations, but it is likely that the motivated perspective taking exercises we have 
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described provide a solid foundation for lasting change. The initial recognition of a valid 

point of view other than one’s own is the largest obstacle and should pave the way for 

further intervention. Conflict resolution should also be more attainable if both parties 

engage in motivated perspective taking.  

 For the issues that attract serious debate, from the equitable allotment of chores 

to the legitimacy of international borders, it is rare that both positions do not have some 

merit. A technique that encourages people to take seriously the viewpoint of another and 

to recognize its value may help reduce the harm caused by conflict and polarization.
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APPENDIX A 

Experiment 1.2 - Narrative Stimulus 

Jimmy Sims is an 8th grade student at Zanesville Middle School. He had a term 

paper due in his history class last Friday, and he failed to turn it in. He tried to hand it in 

to his teacher, Mrs. Saunders, the following Monday, but she would not accept the late 

paper. He received a zero on the assignment, which is worth 20% of his final grade. 

Jimmy’s mother has made an appointment to meet with Mrs. Saunders to discuss the 

situation. 

“Mrs. Saunders, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Jimmy’s mother. Thank you for 

agreeing to meet with me.” 

“It’s nice to meet you too Mrs. Sims. Jimmy is a pleasure to have in class.” 

“I’m happy to hear that. Jimmy really is enjoying history this year. What I wanted 

to talk to you about is his term paper. He’s very upset about the zero he received on the 

assignment, and what it’s going to do to his final grade in the class. I wanted to ask you 

personally if you would make an exception to your rule and accept his paper late.” 

“I understand Jimmy’s concern, but as I told him, I cannot accept the paper after 

the due date because it would be unfair to the rest of the students.” 

“Of course it would be. However, Jimmy had a very tough time last week, which I 

think you should take into consideration. On Wednesday night our family dog was hit by 

a car. We were at the vet until 2am, and Jimmy didn’t sleep at all. Fortunately, the injury 

looked a lot worse than it actually was, and Rufus is going to be ok, but he hasn’t been 

able to come home yet, and Jimmy has been very upset. The poor baby’s barely eaten a 

thing and still isn’t sleeping well.” 
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“That’s awful! I’m so sorry to hear that, Jimmy didn’t mention anything about it 

in class!” Mrs. Saunders opens up a desk drawer and pulls out an assignment sheet. “This 

is the term paper assignment that all of the students received last month.” 

Jimmy’s mother reads through the sheet, stopping on the bolded letters at the 

bottom: Due Date: Friday, March 21st. Late papers will not be accepted under any 

circumstances. If there is any reason you cannot meet this deadline, you must talk to 

Mrs. Saunders before the due date. 

“The students have had a month to write their term papers, and I have reminded 

them almost daily of the due date. They are all very familiar with my policy against late 

assignments. I have this policy in place because I want them to learn responsibility. They 

are responsible for completing their work on time, or for coming to me to discuss 

extenuating circumstances. Jimmy did not come to me.” 

“I wasn’t aware of this policy, and I’m not sure why Jimmy didn’t talk to you 

about Rufus. Maybe he still thought he could finish on time, I don’t know. It does seem 

clear that he should have asked you for an extension, but he’s just a kid. We’ve had 

Rufus since Jimmy was four years old. He’s part of the family. Jimmy was scared and his 

mind wasn’t on school, it was on his hurt dog.” 

“I empathize with your situation Mrs. Sims, I really do. Jimmy is a great kid and I 

want him to succeed. But part of preparing the students for success is teaching them that 

they have responsibilities that need to be taken care of.”  

“I think he’s learned that lesson, or he certainly will eventually, but this is just a 

school project.” 
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“Part of the project is getting it in on time. All of the other students turned theirs 

in on Friday, and I guarantee you that Jimmy’s not the only one dealing with tough stuff 

at home. It wouldn’t be fair to them. I have to be true to my word, and I have to be 

consistent.” 

“But Jimmy did finish the assignment. Even though he wasn’t sleeping and was 

worried about his dog, he spent the weekend finishing it. I think he should be rewarded 

for that.” 

Mrs. Saunders smiled reassuringly at Jimmy’s mother. “Mrs. Sims, I think it’s 

admirable that Jimmy completed the term paper, which just goes to show that he is 

developing good character which will reap its own rewards. Sometimes the most 

important school lessons aren’t reflected in grades.”
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APPENDIX B 

Experiment 2.1 – Participants’ Conflict Description Content 

Table B.1 
Frequencies of Conflict Categories by Condition 

 Disclosure Skill 
Doesn’t clean/do dishes 
“My suitemate doesn’t clean up after himself.” 

11 10 

Is Late/Cancels Plans/Breaks Promises 
“She always takes longer to get ready than what 
she says so we all end up waiting for her for a 
while.” 

8 4 

General Inconsiderate Behaviors 
“Bought a cat even though she knew everyone in 
the apartment was allergic to cats.” 

13 11 

Moody/Says Mean Things 
“My roommate is always in a bad mood and 
causes a tense environment.” 

4 5 

Doesn’t Reciprocate/Relationship is One-Sided 
“My best friend is selfish and never makes time for 
me, but expects me to be there whenever she wants 
to see me.” 

9 7 

Friend is Jealous/Possessive/Competitive 
“My friend likes to say that he is better than me at 
everything.” 

0 3 

Distrust/Disrespect 
“My boyfriend has a hard time allowing me to live 
my life independently. I feel as though he does not 
trust me and my choices.” 

3 4 

Money 
“My ex keeps asking to borrow money from me.” 

1 5 

Other 
“My friend is staying in San Diego for a guy.” 

4 4 
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APPENDIX C 

Chapter 2 – Supplemental Study 

The present study was designed to determine the relative quality of the accounts 

written in the disclosure and skill conditions of Experiment 2.1 by asking a new set of 

participants to rate extent to which descriptions appeared to demonstrate effective 

perspective-taking. 

Method 

Participants  

Participants were 44 undergraduates (38 female, 6 male), who participated in the 

experiment for course credit. The subjects’ average age was 20.18 years (SD = 1.86). The 

sample was 59% Asian, 16% Caucasian, 16% Hispanic/Latino, and 9% Other.7 

Procedure  

Upon arrival at the laboratory, participants were greeted by an experimenter and 

informed that they would be helping to evaluate how well participants did on a task in a 

prior experiment. Participants were first given necessary background information on what 

those in the prior experiment had been asked to do in order to allow for adequate 

evaluation. For each account, participants were given both the brief description 

expressing the original participant’s own point of view and their perspective-taking 

attempt.8 Each participant read and rated 18 random accounts from the disclosure and 

                                                

7 An additional 15 participants were excluded from analysis because they failed to follow 
instructions in one or both attention-checks. 
8 Every effort was made to maintain the integrity of the original accounts. Participants 
were warned that because the accounts had been written by actual past participants, some 
of the grammar would be difficult to follow. However, in a small number of cases where 
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skill perspective-taking conditions as well as 2 attention-check accounts. The entire 

procedure was conducted as a computer survey. 

Measure 

To measure the quality of each account, participants were asked to indicate how 

satisfied the perspective-taking target would be with the way his/her side of the story was 

described. The scale ranged from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 7 (very satisfied). 

Results 

There was no significant difference in the account ratings between the disclosure 

(M = 4.39, SD = 1.24) and skill (M = 4.72, SD = 1.23) conditions. According to a 

Student’s t-test, the accounts from the skill condition were rated marginally higher t(95) = 

1.31, p = .19. 

The account that received the lowest rating (M = 1.33, SD = .71) came from the 

disclosure condition: 

Brief Description: “My roommate Jeff never washes the dishes after each 
use and it piles up in the sink.” 
Perspective-taking attempt: “My name is Jeff and I am very busy. I work 
early mornings and am taking an average number of units. What I do the 
most is chill and play video games. I am restricted by my time since i hang 
out with my girlfriend 24/7. I like to cook but i never wash my dishes on 
time because i often forget and go about my other errands. My room mates 
should be less chill about my habits. I totally take advantage of their 
generousity.” 
 

                                                                                                                                            

there were confusing typos or the grammar was overly confusing, minor modifications 
were made. Additionally, names were added or changed to facilitate question phrasing. In 
order to protect the privacy of the original participants, original names were rotated 
through the accounts. 
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The highest-rated account (M=7, SD=0) came from the skill perspective-taking 

condition: 

Brief Description: “My friend Kevin is always 30 minutes to an hour late 
to our meetings.” 
Perspective-taking attempt: “As a graduate student studying Computer 
Science and Engineering, I am constantly in lab writing code or compiling 
programs. For those who have taken a course of two in this field, you 
always have to add an hour or two to the allotted time since there are 
always debugging issues or error codes to consider- most of which are 
completely unexpected. I understand that I'm not a punctual person and it 
really upsets my girlfriend and friends, but sometimes when you start a 
program, it just has to get done in that one sitting. I try my hardest to 
estimate how long it would take to finish projects and plan my day 
accordingly to hang out with friends, but coursework is always demanding 
and takes up most of my day. I often have to pull all-nighters in the 
"dungeon" which is where all computer science students complete their 
code into the depths of the night. When I get into work, I get lost into the 
world I'm in, and time just seems to fly by. This has been a problem for 
me and my family because we just aren't punctual. I'm trying my hardest 
to accomodate my plans to my schedule because I know it is not fair at all 
to my friends to be wasting their time waiting on me.” 
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