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ABSTRACT 

Victim research indicates that victims receive numerous benefits. However, previous 

research has not addressed what legitimatizes a claim to the victim role. Claims often include 

citations of the severity and number of misfortunes. Yet, how these factors influence the 

legitimacy of a claim is unexplored. Whereas emotional, cognitive, and behavioral reactions to 

victims have been thoroughly studied, previous research has not explored how these channels 

of response provide a coherent explanation of reactions to claims to the victim role.  

In this study I sought to determine the factors responsible for the acceptance or 

rejection of an individual’s claims to the victim role. More specifically, I was interested in 

examining the consequences of usurping the victim role. Participants evaluated a donation-

seeking target person on a fictitious crowd sourcing website. Participants were randomly 

assigned to view to one of four video interviews by the donation requester. Misfortunes varied 

in number (2 or 5) and severity (minor or severe) in the videos. After the video, participants 

were randomly assigned to (1) provide explicit appraisals and emotional reactions to the target, 

or (2) provide implicit emotional reactions to the target, or (3) watch an additional video of the 

target (an avoidance of the target measure). Donation pledges were measured for all 

participants. Minor misfortunes generated weaker emotional connections, less sympathy, and 

smaller donations than severe misfortunes. Numerous misfortunes led to the most avoidance 

of the target person. Severity and number of misfortunes interacted to create the most 

negative reactions for numerous minor misfortunes and the most positive reactions for 
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numerous severe misfortunes. These results provide strong evidence that the legitimacy of a claim 

to the victim role is influenced by the severity and number of misfortunes. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The victim role garners monetary, physical, emotional, and social benefits. Often, these 

benefits are provided to assuage the negative impact of the victim’s misfortune. However, not 

all who claim the victim role receive these benefits. Victim and helping research has been 

informative regarding the nature of the victim role (e.g., Parsons, 1991) and the effects of 

misfortunes on victims (e.g., Fisher, 2015; Walsh & Bruce, 2014). Yet, research examining the 

qualifications for victim status is sparse and fragmented. A claim to the victim role usually 

includes a citation of the severity and number of misfortunes. However, it is unclear how these 

factors legitimize the claim. Moreover, there is evidence in the literature that individuals who 

exploit their the victim role are received negatively (Delton et al., 2012). However, there is no 

research exploring the consequences for illegitimately claiming the victim role.  

Encounters with victims are dynamic and nuanced. During an encounter, people can 

have a variety of emotional reactions (e.g., Kogut, & Ritov, 2008; Kogut, 2011), make both 

positive (Nadler & Rose, 2003) and negative appraisals (e.g., Gold, Landerman, & Bullock, 1977), 

and behave in helpful or unhelpful ways towards victims (Shaw et al., 1994). Research seems to 

indicate that some of these emotions, appraisals, and behaviors can occur simultaneously 

(Likowski, Mühlberger, Seibt, Pauli, & Weyers 2011). Additionally, these reactions may be 

reflexive to the misfortune and/or reactive to each other. Emotions may be reflexive of an 

appraisal of a victim or behaviors may be reactive to emotions and appraisals generated by 

interactions with the victim. Nevertheless, victim research has not examined how these 
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channels of responses can be linked to provide a coherent explanation of reactions to claims to 

the victim role. For instance, research indicates that people make unique appraisals for 

different types of victims (e.g., Clements, 2006) and these different types of victims generate 

unique reactions, but there is no research examining the processes by which these distinctions 

occur. 

The central aim of this study was to explore how severity and number of misfortunes 

affect the perceived legitimacy of a claim to the victim role and how these variables influence 

emotional, appraisal, and behavioral reactions to the claim. More specifically, this study sought 

to address the question of what happens when an individual attempts to usurp the victim role.  

The Victim Role  

For this paper, a victim will be defined as someone who has experienced a negative life 

event. The victim role will be defined as the set of mutual expectations that victims and 

observers place on one another in social interaction. Parsons (1991) argued that those who 

claim victim status place an obligation on observers to assist them. Hastorf, Northcraft, and 

Picciotto (1979) found evidence that individuals feel pressure from a “norm to be kind” to show 

sympathy for the misfortunate. This pressure manifests itself in individuals’ emotional, 

cognitive, and behavioral reactions to victims. For example, in terms of emotional reactions, 

individuals are tense and uncomfortable around physically disabled individuals (Kleck, 1968). 

Kleck also found that individuals report more favorable impressions and appraisals about others 

when they believe the other is a victim. Individuals appear to be less critical when rating a 

victim’s ability to perform tasks than a non-victim other and to behave in ways that show they 

want to present a positive attitude towards victims (Kleck, Ono, & Hastor, 1966). Aside from 
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general reactions to victims, people distinguish between type and degree of victimization 

(Clements et al., 2006). This indicates that there is a mechanism by which observers judge 

victims. 

Victim Role Legitimacy 

Whereas some individuals may have legitimate needs or at least believe they are 

victims, other individuals may wish to take advantage of the victim role. Because of the 

extensive benefits of victim status, it is important that it is protected against possible usurpers. 

Fortunately, observers are sensitive to “free riding”: the possibility that others may exploit their 

apparent misfortune to shirk responsibility or gain other benefits (Delton et al., 2012).  

People who exploit the victim role (free riders) generate a variety of negative reactions 

from their peers. Free riders who are discovered may be discreetly punished after the offense 

or may even be ostracized by their peers, depending on the circumstances (Mathew & Boyd, 

2013). Whereas observers have negative reactions to free riders, individuals with actual 

impairments, misfortunes, or disabilities are usually recognized as making legitimate requests 

for help (Delton et al., 2012). Devlin-Fotlz & Lim (2008) found that participants reacted 

negatively when they believed someone was intentionally trying to take advantage of their peers 

by not sharing responsibilities, but not when the participants believed that person was 

legitimately unable to help. The negative sentiment towards free riders was so profound that 

participants chose to punish them even at a cost to themselves. This interest in detecting whether 

someone is intentionally attempting to exploit their misfortune or has actual needs is evidence 

that people seek to discriminate between legitimate and illegitimate victims. Furthermore, this 

appraisal appears to be emotionally-charged and leads to clear behavioral consequences. In the 

case of a detected free rider, observers will punish the target, but in the case of a qualified victim, 
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observers will have sympathy for the target. On the other hand, claims to the victim role may be 

protected from overt criticism. Observers feel social pressure to be kind to victims and may not 

confront usurpers of the victim role in order to avoid appearing callous or cruel (Hastorf, 

Northcraft, & Picciotto, 1979). Therefore, because of the varied and complex reactions to 

victims it may be necessary to examine emotions, appraisals, helping, and avoidance of victims 

as measures of perceived victim legitimacy.   

Free riders are aware of the consequences of their actions. Potential free riding is 

curtailed when people know they are being monitored and that they may be punished for 

exploiting the victim role (Dugar, 2013). Consequently, effective free riding must be done 

surreptitiously and strategically. When people punish free riders, they tacitly acknowledge that 

the free rider was cheating intentionally.  

Severity and number of misfortunes may be scruntized to evaluate the legitimacy of a 

claim to the victim role. People may be skeptical of an individual who cites a minor misfortune 

as evidence of their victim status, because they are wary of free riding. Citing a minor 

misfortune may be seen as an attempt to usurp the victim role. Citing multiple misfortunes 

would magnify the attempt to claim the victim role. If the misfortunes are minor, citing multiple 

misfortunes would increase negative reactions beyond those generated by citing fewer minor 

misfortunes.  

Reactions to Victims 

To explore reactions to claims to the victim role, I dissected the different channels of 

responding to victims. The emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses to victims appear to 

be influenced by the nature and degree of the misfortunes cited (Clements, 2006). With this in 
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mind, I examined four bodies of literature: empathy, appraisal, helping, and avoidance. First, I 

will review emotional reactions to victims. Next, I will discuss how observers appraise and help 

victims. Lastly, I will evaluate when and why people avoid victims.  

Emotional Reactions to Victims 

The first reaction we have to victims may be an automatic, emotional response. 

Prestona and De Waal’s (2002) Perception-Action Model (PAM) states that people 

automatically assimilate the emotional states of a target via emotional contagion (De Waal, 

2008). After perceiving the emotional state of a target, the observer responds with 1) 

congruent emotions and/or 2) secondary emotions. Congruent emotions are emotions shared 

with the target. For example, if an object is perceived as ‘sad’ the observer may experience the 

congruent emotion of sadness. This congruent emotional connection is sometimes called 

“empathy” (Eisenberg, 1991). The term empathy is often used to refer to a vicarious emotional 

connection with an other (i.e., affect sharing), but can also include taking the perspective of an 

other (De Waal, 2008).   

PAM’s premise of automatic congruent emotions is supported by multiple studies 

indicating that observers engage in automatic physiological mimicry of targets. This mimicry is 

predictive of behavior and emotions (e.g., Dimberg & Thunberg, 1998; Dimberg et al., 2000). 

Another major piece of evidence for the automaticity premise of PAM is mirror neurons. Mirror 

neurons are activated when an observer witnesses a target object perform an action. The 

observer’s mirror neurons may cause the observer to enact the target’s experience as if the 

observer was in the target object’s situation. Gallese and Goldman (1998) suggest mirror 

neurons may be foundational to understanding the emotional states of others. This idea has 
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some support from neurological studies and empathy research (e.g., Singer et al., 2004). 

Furthermore, although an observer may be experiencing congruent emotions with a target, 

these emotions may not affect judgments about the legitimacy of the target’s claims to the 

victim role, because these emotions are more or less automatic.   

Secondary emotions are emotions about the target. Positive secondary emotions are 

sometimes referred to as “sympathetic concern” (De Waal, 2008). Additionally, these emotions 

often occur after or as a consequence of automatic emotional reactions. They can be 

complementary, neutral, or contradictory to the perceived emotions of the target. For instance, 

if the target appears sad the observer may experience the congruent emotion of sadness, but 

may also experience the secondary emotions of fear, anxiety, happiness, or anger, depending 

on the observer’s appraisal of the target and the situation. Some secondary emotions may be 

caused by a negative appraisal of the target. The observer may notice that although the target 

appears sad, they could judge that the target is overreacting or trying to elicit sympathy. For 

instance, someone who slammed their hand with a car door may generate congruent negative 

emotions and secondary feelings of concern. However, if they then claim to be a victim, our 

initial mild concern may turn into irritation or anger. This self-labeling would be seen as an 

illegitimate attempt to obtain sympathy and perhaps the beginning of additional requests for 

other resources provided to victims.  

Emotional connections and reactions can be affected by cognitive processes. Individuals 

automatically display less congruent or even antagonistic facial expressions in response to 

positive facial expressions of their competitors (e.g., Weyers, Mühlberger, Kund, Hess, & Pauli, 

2009), outgroup members (e.g., Bourgeois, & Hess, 2008), or those they have negative attitudes 
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about (e.g., Likowski, Mühlberger, Seibt, Pauli, & Weyers, 2008). Additionally, Likowski, 

Mühlberger, Seibt, Pauli, and Weyers (2011) found evidence that an automatic emotional 

connection to a target appears to mediate emotional congruency when targets are neutrally or 

positively associated with the participant. However, this mediation did not occur when 

participants had negative associations with the target. In other words, the relationship 

observers have with a target may alter an automatic emotional connection by enhancing or 

decreasing positive congruent and secondary emotions. Illegitimate claims to the victim role 

may lead to negative secondary emotions and appraisals from observers. This would diminish 

the emotional connection with the target. If an individual cited multiple, minor misfortunes this 

may further decrease observers’ congruent emotions and create strong negative feelings 

towards the alleged victim. 

Appraisal and Helping Victims 

Whereas evidence provided by physiological studies indicates that people have 

automatic reactions to the emotional states of others (Prestona & De Waal, 2002; Gallese & 

Goldman, 1998; Dimberg et al., 2002), shared and positive emotions may not always lead to 

helping behavior (Coke, Batson, & McDavis, 1978). Rather, the observer’s feelings of personal 

responsibility for the target’s welfare may determine whether they help the target. When 

individuals are made to feel responsible for a victim they are more likely to help (Tilker, 1976; 

Duval, Duval, & Neely, 1979).  

Shaw et al. (1994) observed that willingness to be exposed to an emotionally arousing 

situation is affected by whether there would be an expectation to help, and by the cost of 

helping. Participants preferred emotionally arousing situations when they were not asked to 
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help the victim, or were asked to do a low-cost helping task, but not when asked to perform a 

high-cost helping task. Piliavin & Piliavin, (1975) showed that in high-cost situations, observers 

of needy people were more likely to diffuse responsibility to other observers than in low-cost 

situations.  

Victim appraisal can lead to different outcomes, depending on the observer’s focus. 

Small, Loewenstein, & Slovic (2007) found that when people are encouraged to think explicitly 

about issues of fairness and deservingness, the relationship between shared emotional 

experience and helping is weakened. A deliberate appraisal of the victim’s status negatively 

impacted giving. Deliberate appraisal of a victim’s circumstances may decrease focus on the 

emotional connection shared with them. These findings indicate that citing many misfortunes 

or minor misfortunes may lead to questioning the claim to the victim role. This may reduce the 

perceived legitimacy of the claim. In contrast, people who focus on the victim’s perspective, but 

not their circumstances, show increases in emotionally connecting with the victim, which 

appears to increase helping behaviors (Coke, Batson & McDavis, 1978; Likowski, Mühlberger, 

Seibt, Pauli, & Weyers, 2011). Thus, it appears that the appraisal of a victim may be directed by 

the aspects of the misfortune on which the observer focuses. More so, if an observer is 

required to engage in deliberate processing of the victim’s claims it is less likely they will be 

motivated to help. 

On the other hand, research seems to indicate a difference between sharing an 

emotional experience with someone and feeling concern for them (Gruen & Mendelsohn, 

1986). Lishner et al. (2011) point out that taking the victim’s perspective may not be enough to 

arouse concern for them. The other’s well-being must also be valued by the observer. This 
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suggests a complex interplay between automatic emotional response and cognitive appraisals 

of the victim and his or her situation. If emotional feedback indicates concern and compassion 

for the target and the target’s needs are appraised as legitimate, helping is likely to occur. 

Someone who cites multiple severe misfortunes is most likely to generate feelings that 

motivate positive appraisal and helping behaviors. Antithetically, claims to the victim role that 

cite many minor misfortunes may attenuate congruent emotions and decrease the chance of 

help occurring.  

Avoiding Victims 

One possible motivation for helping a victim is to alter the victim’s emotional state, 

which, via emotional connection, should result in the improved emotional state of the helper. 

An alternative strategy to improve one’s mood is to remove oneself from the victim’s vicinity. 

Observers may avoid a victim because they believe being near the needy person will produce 

negative emotions causing either an unpleasant shared emotional experience or a feeling of 

obligation to assist the victim. Even if an observer does not experience an obligation to provide 

the victim with physical assistance or emotional support the observer may still become 

negatively emotionally aroused by the victim’s distress.  

There has been considerable debate about the allowance of victim impact statements in 

the penalty phase of jury cases. The objection centers on the effect that these evocative 

statements have on juror emotional states, and how heightened emotions in jurors affect the 

penalties they mete out. This effect is commonly attributed to the court empathizing with the 

victim (Nadler & Rose, 2003). Cialdini, Schaller, and Houlihan (1987) have argued that 

individuals help people when they feel sad as a means of regulating their emotions. They found 
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that participants high in empathy felt worse than those low in empathy while watching 

someone being mildly shocked. Furthermore, the highly empathetic participants had a greater 

desire to help those being shocked. However, if the participants received a negative mood 

reducing intervention there was no difference in intentions to help between the high and low 

empathy participants. People may avoid legitimate victims to preemptively avoid feelings of 

distress and an obligation to help. Conversely, there may be a different motivation for avoiding 

an illegitimate victim.  An illegitimate victim would generate weaker congruent emotions and 

stronger secondary emotions of frustration, disapproval, or anger. Observers may avoid these 

individuals due to the displeasure of associating with them.  

The effect of avoiding negative emotionally arousing circumstances appears to be 

enhanced when the cost of helping is high. Pancer et al. (1979) demonstrated that participants 

maintained a greater distance between themselves and a table when it appeared to be a 

donation center. Furthermore, when a handicapped individual was stationed at the donation 

table, participants maintained an even greater distance. People appear to be sensitive to 

emotional costs and are more avoidant of greater costs. 

Both congruent negative emotions and secondary emotions may cause individuals to 

feel obligated to help. Situations in which there is minimal emotional arousal are also likely to 

produce weak emotions, and thus reduce avoidance of a victim. When the enactment of the 

victim role appears legitimate, secondary emotions are likely to favor helping and motivate 

observers to resolve the victim’s plight. Cases in which claims to the victim role appear to be 

illegitimate are likely to produce primary emotions like anger and secondary emotions such as 
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resentment or frustration and a desire to avoid the target. Misfortunes that are very arousing 

and high cost may be avoided regardless of the legitimacy of the claim to the victim role.  

Unique Factors Affecting Reactions to Victims 

 Along with the typical responses observers may have towards those claiming the victim 

role, the observer’s goals and personality may influence their responses. Self-esteem concerns 

may blunt emotional connection with targets. Previous research has indicated that the pursuit 

of self-esteem may reduce individuals’ ability to focus on the needs of others (Crocker & Park, 

2004). Individuals may experience a dampened emotional connection with a victim, because of 

a self-preoccupation with protecting their self-esteem. For instance, if observers realize they 

are feeling bad from emotionally connecting with a victim, they may disengage from the victim. 

Additionally, if enacting self-defensive strategies decreases emotional connections to victims, a 

predisposition towards a diffuse state of negativity may increase the tendency to decrease 

negative emotions by disengaging from the victim. Therefore, those with high trait negative 

affect may be more sensitive to negative emotions in others and therefore seek to disconnect 

with victims.  

Additionally, extraversion and agreeableness are positively correlated with victim 

blaming whereas neuroticism is negatively correlated (Nudelman, 2013). It is surprising that 

high agreeableness would lead to victim blaming. One possible reason high agreeableness leads 

to victim blaming is that these individuals are more susceptible to feelings of obligation to help. 

To counteract these feelings, these individuals engage in victim blaming to reduce feelings of 

sympathy or responsibility. Supporting this idea, high agreeableness has been found to increase 

intentions to engage in prosocial behaviors (Graziano, Habashi, Sheese, & Tobin, 2007). 
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Therefore, high extraversion and agreeableness should decrease sympathy for victims, 

especially illegitimate victims, but high agreeableness will increase helping behaviors. High 

levels of neuroticism may heighten the emotional connection to victims, but not necessarily 

lead to positive appraisals and prosocial reactions. An emotionally unstable individual may not 

be able to regulate the effects of connecting with a victim and therefore may take on the 

emotions of the victim, but then become self-focused on their own negative emotions.  

 The Present Study 

This review has examined how people respond to and evaluate the victim role as well as 

the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses to those individuals. The different kinds of 

responses can be linked in a causal chain (Figure 1.1). Immediate emotional reactions to a 

target are followed by an appraisal that either redirects to additional emotional reactions or 

generates a behavior. Strong emotional connections with the target and shared negative 

emotions along with an appraisal of victim legitimacy will lead to prosocial reactions. Skepticism 

regarding victim legitimacy will produce negative secondary emotions and reduce helping. The 

more powerful an observer’s emotional reactions are to the target and the more certain their 

appraisal of the legitimacy of the claim, the greater the magnitude of prosocial or negative 

reactions. 

 

Figure 1.1. Model of reactions to victims 
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An alternative approach to the channels of reactions to victims’ model is proposed by 

Weiner (1980). He suggests when individuals encounter a misfortune they make an appraisal of 

the situation which leads to emotional reactions that then direct helping behaviors. However, in 

his Attribution-Emotion-Action model he refers to “immediate approach or avoidance behavior 

and immediate affective reactions to the event” as preceding “a causal search, seeking reasons 

for the event” (Weiner, 1980, p. 196). Therefore, although his model may appear to explain the 

logical chain of channels of reactions to victims differently, his model is conceptually similar to 

the one presented. Both models argue that immediate reactions represent automatic 

emotions. 

The present experiment tested how the severity and number of misfortunes an 

individual cites impact observers’ responses. Previous literature has examined how people 

think about and react to victims (Coke, Batson, & McDavis, 1978; Small, Loewenstein, & Slovic, 

2007) and how types of victimization generate different amounts of sympathy (Clements et al., 

2006), but to the best of my knowledge, no research has examined these things as they relate 

to the legitimacy of the victim role. While research has extensively examined separate reactions 

to victims, it has not explored how these reactions make up a coherent response to victims. 

Additionally, research on free riding shows that there are negative reactions to an individual 

who appears to be taking advantage of their peers, but there is no research examining the 

reactions to a usurper of the victim role. I argue that observers respond to claims to the victim 

role in a series of integrated and dynamic steps. Emotional and cognitive reactions are reflexive 

and reflective of each other.  These reactions and appraisals predict prosocial and avoidant 

behavior. Whereas numerous citations of severe misfortunes should legitimize a claim to the 
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victim role, numerous citations of minor misfortunes should increase skepticism about a claim 

to the victim role. Legitimate victims should generate a strong emotional connection, positive 

appraisals, and helping behaviors. Skepticism should increase negative emotions, negative 

appraisals, and avoidance. Additionally, if observers believe there are high costs of interacting 

with victims they will choose to avoid them. The following hypotheses were derived from these 

basic ideas:  

1) Exaggeration effect:  Subjects will have stronger negative emotions and weaker positive 

emotions towards individuals who cite minor misfortunes than those who cite severe 

misfortunes. 

1b) Subjects will make more negative appraisals and fewer positive appraisals about 

individuals who cite minor misfortunes than those who cite severe misfortunes. 

1c) Subjects will avoid individuals that cite minor misfortunes more than those who 

cite severe misfortunes. 

1f) Subjects will donate more to individuals that cite severe misfortunes than those 

who cite minor misfortunes. 

2) Improbability effect:  Subjects will have stronger negative emotions and weaker positive 

emotions towards individuals who cite many misfortunes than those who cite few 

misfortunes. 

1c) Subjects will make more negative appraisals and few positive appraisals about 

individuals who cite many misfortunes than those who cite few misfortunes. 

1d) Subjects will avoid individuals that cite many misfortunes more than those who 

cite few misfortunes. 
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1e) Subjects will donate more to individuals that cite few misfortunes than those 

who cite many misfortunes.  

3) Enhancement effect: Higher numbers of misfortunes will be associated with more 

positive emotional reactions when misfortunes are severe, but more negative emotional 

reactions when misfortunes are minor.  

2b) higher numbers of misfortunes will be associated with more positive appraisals 

when misfortunes are severe, but more negative appraisals when misfortunes are 

minor.  

2c) higher numbers of misfortunes will be associated with less avoidance when 

misfortunes are severe, but more avoidance when misfortunes are minor. 

2d) higher numbers of misfortunes will be associated with more donations when 

misfortunes are severe, but fewer donations when misfortunes are minor. 

In addition to my main hypotheses, I also tested self-esteem, trait negative emotional 

affect, and personality traits as moderators of the effects of misfortune on emotions, 

appraisals, and behavioral reactions to victims. Low self-esteem and high trait negative 

emotional affect should decrease emotional connections with the target and decrease giving 

and positive appraisals. Whereas high extraversion and agreeableness should have similar 

emotional and appraisal effects as self-esteem and trait negative emotional affect, high 

agreeableness should lead to more helping and less avoidance. High levels of neuroticism 

should increase primary emotions, secondary emotions and avoidance.    
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CHAPTER 2: METHOD 

Participants 

Four-hundred and eleven undergraduates enrolled in an Introductory to Psychology 

class at The University of Alabama were recruited using the university’s research participant 

pool. All participants who completed the study received partial course credit. Participants were 

required to complete the study online in one session. There were no other requirements for 

participation. The total length of the experiment was approximately thirty minutes. 

Study Design 

This study employed a 2x2 between subjects factorial design with three unique arms 

that measured different dependent variables. Number (2/5) and severity (minor/severe) of 

misfortunes were the independent variables. All participants watched one of four videos 

containing some combination of the two levels of the two independent variables.  

After the participants watched their assigned video, they were randomly assigned to 

one of three study arms. Each participant was assigned to only one condition and one arm. 

Each arm measured a different process related to reactions to the target person: implicit 

emotional reactions; explicit emotional reactions and appraisals of the victim; and avoidance of 

the victim. Participants in all arms reported how much they would donate to the target person. 

Prior to watching the videos, all participants read and heard the following cover story: 

The internet is constantly adapting and changing. A recent development in the use of 

the internet is something called “crowd sourcing”. Crowd sourcing makes use of the 
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enormous number of internet users to achieve goals through small contributions made 

by a large number of people. An example is a website called kickstarter.com. This site 

lists creative projects and invites internet users to contribute something to the project. 

Sometimes contributions are made in exchange for rewards and sometimes they are 

solicited as pure donations.  

As these sites grow in number and popularity, social scientists are becoming interested 

in the factors that affect the decision making process of potential contributors to crowd 

sourcing projects. In this study, we are investigating decisions internet users make 

regarding donations to crowd sourcing projects on a site call “Helpinghands.com”. This 

site focuses on individuals who have experienced misfortune and need assistance in 

pursuing their goals. We will ask you to review the crowd sourcing project of a randomly 

selected individual who has agreed to help us with this research project. Each 

cooperating crowd sourcer has provided background information about themselves. 

This information is similar to a resume, but crafted to the donation request. Due to site's 

focus on individuals who have suffered from misfortune, some of the information 

included describes previous events that make the individual qualified to participate in 

the fundraiser. We will ask you to review this information prior to reviewing their crowd 

sourcing page. After you review their crowd sourcing page, we will ask you about your 

impressions of the individual and their project. 

Pilot Testing Video Scripts 

 To ensure that the manipulation videos evoked the appropriate perceptions and were 

believable, four scripts of an individual who experienced misfortunes (few/many by 

minor/severe) were tested. The few misfortune scripts cited 2 misfortunes. The many 

misfortune scripts cited the 2 original misfortunes and an additional 3 misfortunes for a total of 

5 misfortunes. The severity scripts were matched for type of misfortune. For instance, in both 

minor and severe scripts a burglary was cited, but varied in the value of the property stolen. 

Ten graduate student volunteers were randomly assigned to read one of the four 
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vignettes. The volunteers rated their emotional reactions to the misfortunes and their 

appraisals of the target’s claims to the victim role. Results indicated that the target vignettes 

function as intended. Volunteers considered the severe misfortune vignettes as significantly 

(i.e., p<.05) more worthy of sympathy, more appropriately called misfortunes, and considered 

the target as less responsible for their misfortunes. Trends indicated that for number of 

misfortunes, participants considered the severe victims most appropriately called victims. All 

vignettes were considered equally believable and relatable. Also, volunteers felt equally 

obligated to help across conditions, indicating an understanding of an expectation to assist. 

After reviewing the vignettes and making necessary changes it was decided that the 10 

misfortunes (5 minor and 5 severe) would be acceptable for the study. These misfortunes were 

used to generate the target person’s scripts for the manipulation video. 

Manipulation Videos 

The manipulation videos portrayed an injured male college student, describing why he 

was asking for financial support and listing cases of his previous misfortunes that qualified him 

to ask for assistance. All videos started with the following introduction:  

Hello, my name is Alex. I am a student at Michigan State. Go Green! Thank you for 

watching my video. I work as a painter part-time. As a side hobby I am an artist. 

Recently, while I was painting the side of a building on a ladder the ladder collapsed 

beneath me and I fell 15 feet and sprained my ankle. I cannot do any painting jobs right 

now because it requires me to climb up ladders. They told me I could have my job back 

when I heal, but I am not sure how long that will take. As an alternative way to make 

money I am requesting donations to start my own car painting business. My brother-in-

law owns a car repair shop and said I could work out of it. To get this business started I 

need $2000.00 for all the equipment, registration, and advertising.  
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Part of my interview is talking about some unfortunate events about my life. There are 

several situations that come to mind. We were asked to talk about specific types of 

unfortunate events based off a list provided on the website, so I will state what kind of 

event it is before I tell you the story. 

After the introduction the target described his specific misfortunes. Five misfortune types were 

used: burglary, physical ailment, physical assault, public theft, and discrimination. Only burglary 

and physical ailment misfortunes were cited in the few misfortunes conditions. The target 

person would cite the kind of misfortune and then give a recounting of the misfortune; this 

procedure was repeated until all the misfortunes were presented. The few misfortune videos 

were approximately 2 minutes long and the many misfortune videos were approximately 4 

minutes long.   

Procedure 

The same general procedure was employed for each of the three study arms. 

Participants began the study by clicking on a link they received via their school email. The link 

directed them to the study website. The first page welcomed participants to the study and 

alerted them that they would need speakers or headphones to complete the study.1 After 

reading and endorsing the information statement, participants read a brief cover story. All 

participants were informed that they would be viewing an individual’s request for financial 

assistance. Ostensibly, the request was being made through a crowdsourcing website. 

Crowdsourcing is a strategy for soliciting a small amount of support from many people to 

accomplish a goal.  

                                                           
1 The welcome page, information statement, and cover story included audio to ensure delivery 
of information. 
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The target’s request included a short bio about their likes and interests as well as the 

video interview about misfortunes that they had experienced which qualified them for 

requesting assistance. After reviewing the bio pages, the participant watched their randomly 

assigned video. Following the video, participants completed a manipulation check 

questionnaire about the video. The questionnaire asked the participants: the sex of the target, 

the approximate age of the target, and to choose the misfortune that was not cited by the 

target from a list of four misfortunes. The options were: burglary, physical ailment, physical 

assault and the false option, plane crash. The participants were then directed to the pages 

containing the dependent measures for the study arm to which they had been assigned. 

Arm 1- Implicit emotional reactions. This arm was designed to capture the primary 

emotional reactions to the target’s video. After the manipulation check they were directed to a 

page informing them they must spend additional time for their research session to earn their 

full credit. Therefore, they would be re-routed to an additional study of their choice. This was a 

false option that, regardless of the study selected, sent the participant to the implicit arm. The 

“new” study’s pages appeared aesthetically unrelated to the previous pages on the website to 

enhance the impression it was a different study. To further project the illusion, participants 

were shown an additional information statement and given a brief description of the new 

study.  

The new study ostensibly concerned the ways in which abstract objects affect 

individuals’ emotions. After reading the cover story, participants were asked to respond to an 

abstract painting (Jackson Pollock’s No.5 1948) by indicating to what extent, on a scale of 1-10, 

the picture made them feel several different emotions. The emotions were: concerned, 
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troubled, saddened, upset, connected, compassionate, frustrated, disapproving, distressed, 

content, tender, regretful, anxious, tense, irritated, supportive, and guilty.  These items were 

derived from an adapted version of Batson’s Basic Empathy Scale (Batson, Early, & Salvarani, 

1997; Batson, O’Quin, Fultz, Vanderplas, & Isen, 1983; Coke, Batson & McDavis, 1978). 

Arm 2 – Explicit emotional reactions. This arm was presented as part of the original 

study. It comprised questions pertaining to the participants’ explicit emotional reactions and 

appraisals of the target person. Page one had participants rate the same 17 emotion items 

given to the participants in arm 1. However, participants in this arm were asked to rate their 

own emotional reactions to the target. Page two and three contained questions pertaining to 

the participants’ beliefs about the target’s emotions, appraisal of the target, and the target’s 

situations (e.g., how obligated do you feel to help the fundee(the target); To what degree do 

you feel like approaching the fundee (the target); to what extent do you feel the urge to 

comfort the fundee (the target)). These questions were meant to measure whether the 

participant had been emotionally aroused and their attitude about the target person. The 

appraisal items are listed in Appendix A.   

Arm 3- Avoidance behavior. This arm was designed to measure how long participants 

were willing to remain engaged with the target as an indication of victim avoidance behavior. 

Participants were informed that they would evaluate the target person on a set of 

questionnaires. To aide in their evaluations, they would watch an additional video that would 

further inform them about the target. Participants were informed this second video and the 

first video were part of the same interview of the target. Additionally, participants were 

informed that the video contained additional information with emotionally powerful content.  
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The second video contained an additional eight and a half minute interview segment 

that participants were asked to watch. The length of time participants spent on the interview 

video was recorded. They were told they could stop at any time and proceed to the ratings. The 

timer began when the page opened and ended when they clicked the button to go to the next 

page. Participants were unaware of the length of the video at the onset. 

Helping Intentions 

Next for all arms, all participants were taken to a final question that measured overt 

helping intentions by asking, “How much are you willing to donate to Alex(the fundee)”. 

Participants could type anything into the designated text field. Upon completing this question, 

participants were directed to the debriefing page.  

Measures for Exploratory Analyses 

Participants completed a battery of questionnaires as a prerequisite for participating in 

this study. I examined three of those questionnaires in exploratory analyses as potential 

moderators of the effects of severity and number of misfortunes on reactions to the victim. 

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale: The RSE is a 20-item unidimensional self-report 

measure of self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965). It is widely used as a dispositional measure of self-

esteem. Self-esteem may moderate the impact of sympathy for the target person. 

The Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS): The PANAS is a 20 item trait rating scale 

on which participants rate the descriptiveness of affect-related adjectives. This is a measure of 

the typical and current affect. Only the trait emotional states were examined to see if they 

influence the victim-observer relationship. The reliability and validity of both the positive and 

negative subscales have been well-supported (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988).  
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Goldberg’s Big Five Inventory (Goldberg, 1992): This is a measure of the big five 

personality traits: emotional instability (i.e., neuroticism), agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

extraversion, and intellect/imagination (i.e., openness to experience). These traits may give 

some indication about who is more likely to experience sympathy for those who usurp the 

victim role. The measure consists of 44 items, each rated on a Likert scale from 1 (disagree 

strongly) to 5 (agree strongly). The internal consistency of the five trait scales as reported in the 

literature range from .85 to .97. Construct and convergent validity have been thoroughly 

demonstrated (Gow, Whiteman, Pattie, & Deary, 2005). 
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CHAPTER 3: RESULTS 

Preliminary Analyses 

Four-hundred and eleven subjects completed the study in the appropriate time limit by 

spending at least 10 minutes on the study (137 in the implicit emotions arm, 132 in the explicit 

emotions arm, & 142 in the avoidance behavior arm). The mean age was 18 (SD=.96). 

Examination of manipulation check questionnaire scores revealed that 12 participants failed to 

detect the misfortune that was not mentioned in the manipulation video from a set of options. 

These participants were eliminated from analyses. 9 participants failed to recall the sex of the 

target person and were eliminated bringing the final participant count to 390. Inspection of 

sample data after removing problematic participants revealed that all items satisfied tests of 

normality, with two exceptions. Avoidance video times were mildly positively skewed. One 

subject spent double the time of the video’s length on the video page for the victim avoidance 

task and was eliminated from video time analyses. The amount of donated money variable was 

found to be highly skewed. Therefore, it was transformed into three groups: zero donation, 

small donation (.01-$19), and large donation ($20+). Across the three arms the proportion of 

small, medium, and large donations was roughly equivalent. 

Latent Structure of Emotion and Appraisal Ratings. To reduce the number of variables to 

be tested, I performed two separate exploratory factor analyses for the emotional reaction 

items for arms 1 and 2 of the study. I performed a factor analysis of the appraisal items from 

arm 2 in a separate, third analysis. All subsequent analyses used factor scores derived from the 
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three factor analyses to test the main study hypotheses. Factor correlations for all exploratory 

factor analyses can be found in Appendix B. 

Emotional reactions: implicit reactions arm. A principle components factor analysis, 

allowing correlated factors was performed on the implicit arm emotion adjective items. The 

analysis indicated that the items grouped into three factors that explained 65.72% of the 

variance in the item set. The three factors, listed in order of greatest to smallest variance 

accounted for, were negative emotional reactions (e.g., anxiety, distress), positive emotional 

reactions (e.g., compassionate, supportive, content), and unaroused (e.g., lack of regret, lack of 

sadness, and lack of guilt). Negative emotional reactions and positive emotional reactions were 

not significantly correlated r = .018, p>.05.  Negative emotional reactions and disconnectedness 

were significantly correlated, r = -.249, p<.05. Positive emotional reactions and 

disconnectedness were significantly correlated, r = -.196, p<.05. Three factor scores for each 

participant were calculated using the regression method.    

Emotion reactions: explicit reactions arm. A principle components factor analysis, 

allowing correlated factors was performed on the explicit arm emotion adjective items. The 

analysis indicated three factors that explained 66.16% of the variance. The three factors, listed 

in order of greatest to smallest variance accounted for, were empathetic emotional reactions 

(e.g., concern, compassion), self-directed emotional reactions (e.g., distress, anxiety), and 

disconnectedness (e.g., lack of regret, low tenseness, low anxiety). Empathetic emotional 

reactions and self-directed emotional reactions did not significantly correlate, r =.109 p>.05. 

Empathetic emotional reactions and disconnectedness significantly correlated r = -.391, p<.05. 
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Self-directed emotional reactions and disconnectedness significantly correlated r = -.391, p<.05.  

Three factor scores for each participant were calculated using the regression method.   

Appraisals: explicit reactions arm. A principle components factor analysis, allowing 

correlated factors was performed on the explicit arm appraisal/helping items. The analysis 

indicated two factors that explained 72% of the variance. The two factors, listed in order of 

greatest to smallest variance accounted for, were positive-helping appraisals and negative 

appraisals. The positive appraisal factor included items related to approaching the target, 

general positive feelings about the target, and urge to help the target. The negative appraisal 

factor included items related to avoiding the target, negative feelings about the target, and the 

belief that the target was taking advantage of their misfortune. Positive appraisals and negative 

appraisals were significantly correlated r = -.448, p<.05. Two factor scores for each participant 

were calculated using the regression method.   

Tests of Main Hypotheses  

Implicit Emotional Reactions 

 A multivariate analysis of variance was performed to examine the effects of severity and 

number of misfortunes on the three implicit emotion factor scores was insignificant, p>.05.  

Explicit Emotional Reactions 

A multivariate analysis of variance was performed to examine the effects of severity and 

number of misfortunes on empathetic emotions, self-directed emotions and the disconnected 

factor scores. There was main effect of severity on the three emotion factors (Wilks’ Ʌ=.809, 

F=9.742, p<.05).  Follow up analysis of variance tests revealed that victims of severe misfortune 

(M=.386, SD=.918) generated greater empathetic emotions than victims of minor misfortune 
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(M=-.398, SD=.927), F(1,128)=22.821, p<.05. Additionally, victims of minor misfortune (M=.205, 

SD=.807) created stronger feelings of disconnectedness with the victim than victims of severe 

misfortune (M=-.198, SD=1.127), F(1,128)=5.129, p<.05.  

There was also a main effect of number of misfortunes on the three emotion factors 

(Wilks’ Ʌ=.917, F=3.775, p<.05). A follow up analysis of variance revealed that victims of many 

misfortunes (M=.240, SD=.912) generated more self-directed emotions in the observer than did 

victims of few misfortunes (M=-.255, SD=1.033), F(1,128)=8.879, p<.05.  

There was a marginally significant interaction effect of severity and number of 

misfortunes on the three emotion factors (Wilks’ Ʌ=.949, F=2.257, p=.097). A follow up analysis 

of variance test indicated an interaction effect of severity and number of misfortunes on 

empathetic emotions, F(1,126)=4.967, p<.05.  

 

Figure 3.1. Empathetic Emotions. Higher scores indicate a stronger empathetic connection with 

the target. *p<.05, † p<.10. 
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See Figure 3.1 for a visual presentation of the simple effects of severity and number of 

misfortunes on empathetic emotions. Many severe misfortunes (M=.643, SD=.841) generated 

stronger empathetic emotions than few severe misfortunes (M=.078, SD=.926), F(1, 

126)=6.348, p<.05. Many severe misfortunes (M=.643, SD= .841) generated stronger 

empathetic emotions than many minor misfortunes (M=-.473, SD=.964), F(1,126)=25.276, 

p<.05. Few severe misfortunes (M=.078, SD=.926) generated marginally significantly stronger 

empathetic emotions than few minor misfortunes (M=-.328, SD=.900), F(1,126)=3.156, p=.078. 

There was no significant difference between empathetic emotions for target’s who reported 

few versus many minor misfortunes. These results indicate that empathetic emotions are 

greater for severe misfortunes and this effect is enhanced by the number of misfortunes. 

However, empathetic emotions are weakened by citing numerous minor misfortunes.  

Explicit Appraisals  

A multivariate analysis of variance was performed to examine the effects of severity and 

number of misfortunes on positive-helping and negative appraisal factor scores. There was a 

main effect of severity of misfortunes on appraisal factors (Wilks’ Ʌ=.869, F=9.457, p<.05). 

Follow up analysis of variance indicated that victims of severe misfortunes (M=.35, SD=.990) 

generated stronger positive-helping appraisals than victims of minor misfortune (M=-.361, 

SD=.881), F(1,128)= 18.540, p<.05. Victims of severe misfortunes (M=-.192, SD=.818) also 

generated weaker negative appraisals than victims of minor misfortunes (M=.198, SD=1.13), 

F(1,128)= 5.513, p<.05. There was no main effect for number of misfortunes.  

There was a significant interaction effect of number and severity of misfortunes on 

appraisal factors (Wilks’ Ʌ=.942, F=3.851, p<.05). Follow up analysis of variance tests indicate 
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that the severity and number of misfortunes interaction had a significant effect on negative 

appraisals, F(1,126)=6.885, p<.05 and a marginally significant effect on positive-prosocial 

appraisals, F(1,126)=3.561, p=.061.  

 

                     Figure 3.2a Negative Appraisals                         Figure 3.2b Positive Appraisals  

Note. Higher scores indicate a greater negative appraisal for Figure 3a and a greater positive 

appraisal for Figure 3.2b. *p<.05 

See Figure 3.2a for a visual presentation of the simple effects of severity and number of 

misfortunes on negative appraisal. Simple effects tests indicated that citing many minor 

misfortunes (M=-.571, SD=1.123) generated stronger negative appraisals than few minor 

misfortunes (M=-.152, SD=1.037), F(1,62)=7.166, p<.05. Citing many minor misfortunes (M=-

.571, SD=1.123) generated stronger negative appraisals than citing many severe misfortunes 

(M=-.265, SD=.742), F(1,65)=13.26, p<.05. There was not a significant difference in negative 

appraisals between citing few severe and many severe misfortunes. There was not a significant 

difference in negative appraisals between citing few minor and few severe misfortunes. These 
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results suggest that negative appraisal increases with the number of misfortunes cited only if 

these misfortunes are minor.  

See Figure 3.2b for a visual presentation of the simple effects of severity and number of 

misfortunes on positive appraisals. Simple effects tests indicate that victims of many severe 

misfortunes (M=.460, SD= .925) received significantly more prosocial appraisals than victims of 

many minor misfortunes (M= -.555, SD=.738), F(1,126)=19.752, p<.05.  There was no significant 

difference between few and many severe misfortunes. There were no significant differences 

between few severe misfortunes and few minor misfortunes. There was no significant 

difference between few and many minor misfortunes. The interaction appears to be driven by 

the difference between many severe misfortunes and many minor misfortunes. This result 

suggests that many severe misfortunes are seen as more worthy of help and sympathy than 

many minor misfortunes.   

Video Viewing (Avoidance) 

The scores for this item were mildly positively skewed. A factorial analysis of variance 

was performed to examine the effects of severity and number of misfortunes on avoidance 

behavior. There was a main effect for the number of misfortunes on the amount of time the 

video was watched, F(1,130) =5.607, p<.05). Victims who cited more misfortunes (M=113.00, 

SD=119.96) were avoided more than victims who cited fewer misfortunes (M=175.42, 

SD=175.43). The main effect for severity of misfortunes was not significant, nor was the 

interaction effect of severity and number of misfortunes. 

Donation amount  
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The donation item was recorded using a textbox (i.e., the participant would type in the 

amount they wished to donate). The data was highly positively skewed with 42% of participants 

donating no money. Therefore, the data were recoded into three groups: no donation, low 

donation (.01-$19), and high donation ($20+). The three groups had roughly equal numbers of 

participants. 

For the transformed data, a factorial analysis of variance was performed to examine the 

effects of severity and number of misfortunes on donation amount. There was a significant 

main effect of severity condition on donation amount, F(1,386) =10.757, p<.05).  The severe 

condition (M=2.04, SD=.86) received more donations than the minor condition (M=1.76, 

SD=.82). The main effect for number of misfortunes was not significant. The interaction effect 

of severity and number of misfortunes was not significant. 

Exploratory analyses. The Big Five, PANAS, and RSE measures were examined as possible 

moderators for the effects of number and severity of misfortunes on emotional, cognitive, and 

behavioral outcomes. Because these analyses were exploratory, I treated p<0.10 as 

noteworthy. After extensive analyses, few meaningful and informative results emerged. Thus, 

these results will not be reported due to the paucity of findings coupled with their lack of 

importance to the central hypotheses. 
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CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION 

My goal was to examine how different degrees of severity and number of misfortunes 

affect reactions to victims. The general hypotheses appear to be supported by the results, but 

reactions to victims were more nuanced than originally hypothesized.  

Participants’ reactions were partially determined by how severe the misfortunes were. 

When an individual cited severe misfortune they received more positive appraisals than an 

individual who cited minor misfortunes. Additionally, number of misfortunes appears to have a 

complementary role. The more severe misfortunes that were cited, the more empathetic and 

positive participants were towards the target. In contrast, the greater the number of minor 

misfortunes cited the greater the negative feedback.  

Whereas severity and number of misfortunes interacted to affect appraisals, the 

amount of money donated was only influenced by the severity of the misfortune. If participants 

had more sympathy for severe victims of numerous misfortunes, then they should have 

donated more. Conversely, participants who had more negative reactions should have donated 

less, but there was no significant difference between many and few citations of minor 

misfortunes.  

Furthermore, in agreement with the previous research (Cialdini, Schaller, & 

Houlihan,1987; Piliavin & Piliavin, 1975), participants preferred to avoid targets who cited many 

misfortunes regardless of the severity of the misfortunes. This is possibly caused by the high 

emotional cost of being in proximity of an emotionally arousing situation. Participants in the 
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many severe misfortunes condition had strong emotional connections to the victim. They may 

have desired to avoid additional emotional arousal and feelings of obligation to help.  

Participants in the many minor misfortunes had strong negative reactions to the target. These 

feelings would not likely generate concern or a desire to help, but instead the participants may 

have been compelled to avoid the person, due to negative feelings.  

Conversely, the greater avoidance in the many misfortunes conditions could be due to 

the length of the manipulation videos in those conditions being longer, causing participants to 

be less patient with the second video. This point could be argued by the fact that self-directed 

emotions were strongest in the many misfortunes conditions. However, this explanation is 

unconvincing to me. The results of the other analyses indicate that participants had the 

weakest emotional connections, most negative and least positive appraisals for citations of 

many minor misfortunes and they had the strongest emotional connections, least negative and 

most positive appraisals for citations of many severe misfortunes. This is strong evidence that 

the two scenarios are qualitatively different experiences and require unique mechanisms to 

explain similar behavior. It is also possible that both explanations could be true. Although 

participants experienced more positive reactions to severe misfortunes and more negative 

reactions to minor misfortunes, participants were less patient for numerous citations within 

both the severe misfortune condition and minor misfortune condition. Unfortunately, since 

there was no measure of the participants’ reason for avoiding the target, all three explanations 

are somewhat speculative.  

The implicit arm failed to produce any significant results. This could have occurred for 

several reasons. One possible reason the manipulation videos failed to create differences is due 



 

34 

to the lack of an appropriate target for automatic empathetic emotions in the task. While all 

emotion reporting was, at least to some degree, self-directed, the lack of a valid target for 

emotional connections coupled with the deliberate appraisal of one’s emotions could have 

decreased the self-directed emotions aroused from the videos. If automatic empathetic 

emotions are necessary to motivate secondary, self-directed emotions about the victim and 

there is no valid target for empathetic emotions, then the chain of emotional reactions breaks 

down. The analysis of variance results for the explicit arm’s self-directed emotions factor did 

significantly differ between few and many misfortunes, but these emotions could have been 

initially motivated by automatic emotions. If this is true, then it is reasonable to assume that 

the positive and negative emotional reactions would not significantly differ between conditions 

in the implicit task.   

An alternative reason for the lack of significant results in the implicit task is that the 

emotional reaction to the manipulation video may have its lost potency by the time the subject 

arrived at the implicit measure. Participants in the implicit arm had to read a different 

introduction and information statement before arriving at the implicit emotion task. This time 

lapse may have neutralized the emotional affect associated with the manipulation video.  

Limitations 

 As a first look into the impact of severity and number of misfortunes on legitimizing a 

claim to the victim role, I specifically used drastically contrasting levels for each condition. The 

minor misfortunes could be considered trivial nuisances whereas the severe misfortunes 

ranged from psychologically traumatic to financially devastating. These comparisons have the 
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benefit of increasing the probability of finding an effect if it is exists, but the disadvantage of 

blunt contrasts of levels within conditions.  

The misfortunes were designed to be similar in nature, however I did not control for 

possible factors that could moderate the specific misfortunes’ impact. For instance, I did not 

control for who the perpetrator of the misfortune was, to what extent the misfortune had a 

lasting effect, or at what stage in life the misfortune occurred in. Choosing 2 vs 5 misfortunes 

was born out of the intuition that a singular misfortune is qualitatively different than multiple 

misfortunes. Thus I decided to contrast a couple with numerous misfortunes. 

Additionally, the target was asked about their misfortunes. This may have generated 

different reactions from participants than if the target had mentioned their misfortunes 

without solicitation.  Finally, the misfortunes happened over the lifespan of the target. Results 

may have differed if only immediate misfortunes were cited. 

Future Directions 

Future studies should examine whether the number of misfortunes is a fine-tuned  

regulator of sympathy and prosocial behaviors or if there is a threshold beyond which more 

misfortunes are ineffectual for garnering additional influence on the legitimacy of claims to the 

victim role. Severity of a misfortune should be further dissected to discern if there are discrete 

qualities which influence the relative magnitude of a misfortune. Additionally, I did not control 

for sex of the target person. While our results did not indicate a sex difference in reactions 

towards the target, it may be interesting to see if there are different results when the 

participant’s and target’s sex is matched or mismatched.  
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The nature of this study did not allow for a within subject examination of reactions to 

the claims to the victim role. Each arm of the study measured different aspects of the reactions 

to victims. Therefore, there was no way to insure certainty that the chain of reactions 

proceeded in the way I have argued. Future research should examine how each of these 

reactions occur for each individual to establish a chain of causality.  

Conclusion  

My research findings support most of my hypotheses and lay the groundwork for 

understanding how severity and number of misfortunes influence observers’ reactions to self-

defined victims. However, the results do not completely conform to my model of reactions to 

victims (Figure 1.1). The relationship between emotions, appraisals, and behaviors is more 

complicated than expected. Severity and number of misfortunes have unique effects on the 

response channels of reactions to victims. Whereas the variables had an interaction effect on 

emotions and appraisals, only the severity of the misfortunes predicted donation amount, and 

only number of misfortunes predicted avoidance behavior. Additionally, as predicted, self-

directed emotions increased when the number of misfortunes cited increased. Surprisingly, 

these self-directed emotions did not appear to be automatically carried over implicitly.  

This study is an important step towards understanding the qualifications for a legitimate 

claim to the victim role. Additionally, my findings increase our knowledge regarding how 

severity and number of misfortunes influence reactions to victims and how these reactions 

appear to be linked. Claims to the victim role do not occur in sterile environments and many 

factors that could influence the legitimacy of a claim are still unexplored, but the severity and 
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number of misfortunes appear to have a significant influence on reactions to those who self-

define victims.  
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APPENDIX A: Appraisal Questions 

 

All questions are Likert scaled from 1 (Not at all) to 10 (Extremely) 

 

1. To what extent did you develop negative feelings towards the fundee?                                             

2. Even if you felt negative feelings, it is possible to have positive feelings too. To what extent 

did you develop positive feelings?    

3. Rate how strongly you feel the urge to help the fundee. 

4. Rate how strongly do you feel the urge to the help the fundee feel better.                                          

5. How obligated to help do you feel?  

6. How strongly did you feel drawn to approach the situation?  

 7. How much did you think the fundee needed help?  

8. To what extent did you feel capable of helping?  

9. How strongly did you want to avoid the fundee?       

10. Do you think the fundee was trying to take advantage of their situation?  
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APPENDIX B: Factor Analyses 

Implicit Emotional Reactions Factors 

Negative emotional reactions: Anxious, concerned, disapproving, distressed, frustrated, 

irritated, regretful, saddened, tense, unsure, upset 

Positive emotional reactions: Compassionate, connected, content, supportive, tender 

Disconnectedness: (All negative correlations) Anxious, connected, sadness, upset 

  
Implicit Emotions 

 
Negative Positive Unaroused 

concerned 0.716 

  distressed 0.852     

disapproving 0.727     

frustrated 0.732     

irritated 0.83     

unsure 0.528 

  regretful 0.718     

tense 0.853     

unsure 0.528 

  compassionate   0.828   

supportive   0.829   

tender   0.844   

content   0.734   

connected   0.672 -0.652 

anxious 0.717   -0.407 

saddened 0.502 

 

-0.812 

upset 0.656 

 

-0.767 

guilty 0.566 

 

-0.574 

*All reported r>.04 

   
Projected Emotions and Participant Emotions Factors  
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Empathetic emotional reactions: Compassionate, concerned, connected, distressed, saddened, 

supportive, tender, upset 

Self-directed emotional reactions: Disapproving, distressed, frustrated, irritated tense, unsure 

Disconnectedness: (All negatively correlated) Anxious, connected, distressed, regretful, tense, 

upset 

 
Explicit Emotional Reactions 

 

Empathetic Self-directed Disconnected 

concerned 0.861     

compassionate 0.885     

supportive 0.856     

saddened 0.892     

tender 0.847     

disapproving   0.789   

unsure   0.44   

frustrated   0.8   

irritated   0.823   

guilty     -0.806 

regretful     -0.828 

anxious     -0.888 

tense   0.435 -0.853 

upset 0.863   -0.434 

connected 0.769   -0.444 

distressed 0.483 0.627 -0.688 

content       

*All reported 
r>.04 

   

 
Explicit Appraisals Factors 

  
Positive-Helping 

Appraisals Negative Appraisals 

General positive feelings 0.73 
 Obligation to help the target 0.87 
 Capable of helping the target 0.73 
 General negative feelings  

 
0.89 

Urge to help the target 0.93 -0.51 

Urge to console the target 0.78 -0.47 

Motivation to approach target 0.91 -0.41 
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Motivation to avoid target -0.42 0.89 

Degree of target's need for help 0.83 -0.53 

Taking advantage of misfortune -0.47 0.82 

*All reported r>.04 
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APPENDIX C: IRB APPROVAL 

(SEE ATTACHED) 


