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“My mother taught me empathy—the basic concept of 

standing in somebody else's shoes and looking through 

their eyes. If I did something messed up, she'd just say, 

'How would that make you feel if somebody did that 

to you?' That ends up being, I think, at the center of my 

politics, and I think that should be the center of all our 

politics.”

-Barack Obama

“The biggest deficit that we have in our society and in the 

world right now is an empathy deficit. We are in great 

need of people being able to stand in somebody else's 
shoes and see the world through their eyes.”



What would I be 
thinking and 
feeling, if I were 
in Orange’s 
situation?

Imagine-self 

perspective taking



The self-outgroup experience gap



Should we “mind the gap” or not?

Purdie-Vaughns & Walton, 2011



“Ignoring the gap” Problem #1: Individuals may 
rely on dissimilar situations during PT

Van Boven et al., 2013



Norton & Sommers, 2011 



“Ignoring the gap” Problem #2: We forget how 
difficult past situations actually were 



Epley & Dunning, 2000; Epley & Dunning, 2006; 
Ruttan, McDonnell, & Nordgren, 2015

When we’ve “been there before”, we 
tend to forget how difficult the event 
actually was (and overestimate how 
positively we’ll act, in future situations). 

Voting Procrastinating Being bullied

“Ignoring the gap” Problem #2: We forget how 
difficult past situations actually were



Hypothesis
The “small gaps” PT effect: When the 
perceived experience gap between self 
and outgroups is small, imagine-self PT 
will cause more positive self-predictions 
(how the self would feel or act, in the 
outgroup’s situation).



Previous research

Batson et al., 1997; Todd & Galinksy, 2014



From self to other

“I’m not sure I believe 

him.”

“I think she’s 

exaggerating…”

“There’s no way I’d act like 

that!”



Study 1a (n = 99 White participants)

• Washington Post story about Black, Hurricane Katrina 
survivors who claim racial discrimination in new, 
predominantly White town.

• Imagine-self or “remain objective” manipulation 
(between-subjects).

Measures:

• Self-predictions (“I would have acted/felt more 
positively than [outgroup target]”; two items; α = .71)

• Negative beliefs about targets (targets are 
overreacting, exaggerating, and/or lying; α = .88)

• Perceived experiences in similar situations as 
outgroup target

Study 1a



Descriptive statistics

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree)

Study 1a

Mean SD

Perceived similar experiences 1.98 1.41

Positive self-predictions 3.04 1.31

Negative evaluations 2.59 1.24



Study 1a

The “small gaps” bias, by PT condition

β = .59, p = .02, 95% CI [.09, 1.01]

Above line = self would act 

less negatively than target
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Study 1a

Perspective Taking

(0.5 = imagine-self;

-0.5 = objective)

Negative beliefs about 

targets

Positive self-predictions

Experience with 

similar situations

Index = .30, SE = .14, 95% CI [.06, .63]

.54*

-.35
.75***

-.53* (-.36*)

*    p < .05

** p < .01

*** p < .001



Study 1a Recap

• The “small gaps” PT effect: Perspective takers who 
feel they’ve been in similar situations to the target are 
more likely to think they’d act less negatively, in the 
target’s situation.

• Self-predictions predict beliefs that the target(s) are 
exaggerating, overreacting, or lying.



Study 1a Recap

Follow-up study: What information are people using 
when imagining themselves in the outgroup’s situation?

Previous situations that are easier?

“Individuating” features that would cause them to 
act more positively than others? (examples: traits, 
moral values)



Study 1b

N = 50 White participants

Story: Black Lives Matter protestor responds in a physical 
manner to verbal abuse.

Manipulation: Imagine-self vs. “imagine-other” condition

Sources of information used

“When predicting how you would act in Rashard’s situation, 

to what extent did you…”

…rely on your own previous experiences?

…rely on your personality (who you are, as a person)?

…rely on your moral values?

Self-reports of actual experiences in past 

situations

“Think back to a previous situation that was MOST 

SIMILAR to Rashard’s situation. Compared to 

Rashard’s situation…

…how difficult was your situation?

…how positive or negative were your actions.

…how strong were your emotions? 



Study 1b

Small gaps bias, by PT condition (two-way 
interaction).

Self-reports of actual experiences in 

past situations p 

Difficulty of previous situation .51

Behavior in previous situation .20

Emotional intensity in previous situation .08

Perspective takers who feel they have been in 
similar situations to the outgroup target rely 
more on previous experiences and their “moral 
values”  

Sources of information used p 

Use their personality .07

Use their previous experiences .24

Use their moral values .01



Study 1b

Imagine-self perspective takers who feel the 
experience gap between themselves and the 
outgroup target is small rely more on previous 
experiences and their “moral values”. 1
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Sources of information used p 

Use their personality .07

Use their previous experiences .24

Use their moral values .01



Study 1 Recap

• Imagine-self perspective takers who feel they’ve been 
in similar situations to the target are more likely to think 
they’d act less negatively, in the target’s situation.

• Self-predictions predict beliefs that the target(s) are 
exaggerating, overreacting, or lying.

• Individuals who feel they have “been there before” may 
rely more on their moral values and individuating 
aspects (e.g., personality) when predicting self in 
outgroup’s situation.



Study 2

• Ingroups vs. outgroups

• More controversial situation (Study 1 wasn’t so 
controversial, it seems…)



Basketball fan (ingroup or outgroup; between-subjects) 
fails to regulate his negative intergroup behaviors at 
game (n = 159).

Measures:

• Same as Study 1

• Self-reported empathy (3 scales)
“A short list of why being at a game with IU kids is 

insufferable:

1. The excessive raging.

2. Using tailgating as a reason to act like an idiot.

3. Using sporting events to primarily get wasted.

4. The sense of entitlement. You’re not better than 

me because you go  to a different university.

5. You throw your garbage everywhere and treat 

the campus like crap.”

Study 2



Study 2

The “small gaps” bias, by PT condition

β = .53, p = .001, 95% CI [.22, .83]

Above line = self would act 

less negatively than target
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Perspective Taking

(0.5 = imagine-self;

-0.5 = objective)

Negative beliefs about 

target

Positive self-predictions

Experience with 

similar situations

Index = .20, SE = .07, 95% CI [.07, .38]

.53**

.59+ .37***

.54*(-.33)

Study 2
Outgroups

*    p < .05

** p < .01

*** p < .001



Study 2

“Small gaps” bias, ingroups

No “small gaps” effect for ingroup targets (p = .97)

Why no effect?

Social identity (Tajfel, 1981) explanation

• Participants in ingroup condition reported engaging in 
imagine-self PT less than participants in outgroup 
conditions (p = .01)

• Perhaps due to social identity threat?

• Reduced imagining of self = reduced effects



Study 3

• Imagine-self vs. Imagine-other vs. Objective

“Imagine how you would feel 

if you were [person]. Imagine 

everything you would be 

thinking or feeling, if this 

situation were happening to 

you.”

“Imagine how [person] is 

feeling. Imagine everything 

[person] is thinking and 

feeling, in this situation”.

“Remain objective and 

detached while reading the 

story. Do not get caught up in 

the feelings of the person in 

the story, or your own.”



Study 3

The “small gaps” bias, by PT condition

β = .87, p = .005, 95% CI [.26, 1.49]

Above line = self would act 

less negatively than target
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Study 3

Perspective Taking

(0.5 = imagine-self;

-0.5 = other conditions)

Negative beliefs about 

target

Positive self-predictions

Experience with 

similar situations

Index = .09, SE = .06, 95% CI [.00, .23]

.49**

-.08
.18+

.52+ (.51+)

*    p < .05

** p < .01

*** p < .001



Imagining the self in an outgroup’s situation can 
have unintended consequences.

The self still plays a strong role in how we view 
dissimilar others.

Summary



Can manipulations cause the self-outgroup gap 
to feel larger? 

Can people learn to tolerate others who act in 
ways different to the self?

Future Directions



Thanks!

Eliot Smith


