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Abstract
Objectives  Kindness and compassion are prosocial constructs aimed at benefiting others, with the former focused on hap-
piness and the latter on suffering. Despite these distinctly different motivations, kindness and compassion are often used 
interchangeably. If compassion and kindness are different processes, they should respond differently to the same facilitators 
and inhibitors, with a key moderator being likeability.
Methods  We used a cross-sectional survey design to examine whether a target that differed in terms of likeability (liked 
versus disliked) influenced willingness to engage in kind acts compared to compassionate acts, and the emotional patterns 
experienced. We recruited 150 participants (83 men, 66 women, 1 other; Mage = 27.85, SD = 10.21) using an online survey 
platform.
Results  Participants reported less willingness to engage in acts of kindness compared to acts of compassion regardless 
of target likeability. However, this reduction in willingness was markedly greater for disliked targets. Compassionate acts 
towards liked targets were associated with significantly higher levels of negative emotions (e.g., irritation, sadness, anger, 
anxiety, and disgust) when compared to kind acts. Conversely, compassionate acts towards disliked targets elicited less feel-
ings of irritation and anger compared to kind acts.
Conclusions  These findings indicate that kindness and compassion result from separable motivational systems, differing 
in both the emotions elicited and the willingness to act. Reluctance in helping disliked others is reduced when the action is 
aimed at reducing suffering.
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The motives to be helpful to others differ in terms of func-
tion (why) and form (how) (Curry et al., 2018; Eisenberg 
et al., 2016; Gilbert, 2019; Phillips & Taylor, 2009). Previ-
ous studies have found that common expressions of compas-
sion and kindness can vary in terms of function and form, 
having different associated intentions and emotions (Gil-
bert et al., 2019). Although compassion and kindness are 
terms that are often used interchangeably, both student and 
community populations can readily discriminate between 

scenarios that are motivated be kindness (e.g., remember-
ing a birthday) and compassion (e.g., donating a kidney; 
Gilbert et al., 2019). One way to consider the differences 
between these prosocial motivations is based on the evolu-
tionary origins and regulators of helpful behavior. In a meta-
analysis of kindness, Curry et al. (2018) defined kindness as, 
“actions intended to benefit others” (p. 321), which could be 
influenced by a range of different motivations, including kin 
and reciprocal altruism. Helping others is, in evolutionary 
terms, an expensive resource with built-in biases towards 
preferentially offering it to kin and potential reciprocating 
others (Curry et al., 2013). For example, given a choice to 
feed one’s own children or equally needy strangers, one is far 
more likely to choose the former (Buss, 2014; Curry et al., 
2013). Phillips and Taylor (2009), and Ballatt and Campling 
(2011) also linked kindness to its root, which is “treating 
others like kin.” As such, kindness is the most frequently 
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and easily directed towards family, friends, colleagues, and 
spouses (Curry et al., 2018).

Examining kindness from a different perspective, in 
Buddhist and contemplative traditions, kindness forms part 
of the four immeasurables, which include metta (loving-
kindness), karuna (compassion), equanimity, and apprecia-
tive joy. Ricard (2015) stated in his review of altruism that 
loving-kindness, or metta, is focused on the desire for oth-
ers to flourish and be happy. In contrast, the primary focus 
of compassion is to alleviate and prevent suffering (Ricard, 
2015). This distinction between the underlying motivations 
behind loving-kindness and compassion is a view shared 
among many scholars (e.g., Feldmen & Kuyken, 2011; Gil-
bert, 2019; Goetz et al., 2010; Mascaro et al., 2020). The 
Dalai Lama (2001) also distinguished kindness (metta) and 
compassion (karuna):

What is compassion? Compassion is the wish that 
others be free of suffering. ….. Just as compassion is 
the wish that all sentient beings be free of suffering, 
loving-kindness is the wish that all may enjoy happi-
ness (p. 96).

Outside of the Buddhist literature, compassion itself can 
be traced to the Latin root pati, which means to suffer, with 
the prefix com meaning with, thus compassion or compati 
means to suffer with (Goetz et al., 2010). In the scientific 
community, there have been several review papers examin-
ing the differing definitions of compassion (Gilbert, 2019; 
Goetz et al., 2010; Strauss et al., 2016), and although there is 
no universally agreed definition, all emphasized the impor-
tance of (1) engaging with suffering and (2) acting to allevi-
ate it (Kirby, 2016; Mascaro et al., 2020). A definition of 
compassion that captures these two aspects is provided by 
Gilbert (2014), who defined compassion as, “the sensitiv-
ity to suffering in self and others with a commitment to try 
alleviate and prevent it” (p. 19).

Compassion is theorized to be helpful for well-being and 
relationships (Gilbert, 2019), and cross-sectional research 
has examined compassion using self-report scales and found 
significant associations between higher levels of compassion 
and lower levels of loneliness (Best et al., 2021), higher lev-
els of social connectedness (Seppala et al., 2013), and higher 
levels of psychological well-being (Zessin et al., 2015). 
Other studies have examined self-reported compassionate 
behaviors, with one study of 175 newlywed couples finding 
significant associations for both the giver of compassionate 
behavior and receiver of compassionate behavior in terms 
of lower negative affect and higher overall life satisfac-
tion, with the giver also experiencing higher positive affect 
(Reiss et al., 2017). Given these positive associations, it is 
unsurprising that several compassion-based interventions 
have been developed to specifically cultivate compassion 
to help improve overall mental health and well-being, with 

a meta-analysis of these interventions finding they signifi-
cantly improve self-reported levels of compassion, as well as 
reduce self-reported symptoms of depression, anxiety, and 
distress (Kirby et al., 2017).

According to evolutionary models, motives need two core 
processes to function successfully (Buss, 2014; Huang & 
Bargh, 2014). In the case of compassion, the first is to be 
able to detect signals relevant to the motive (e.g., suffering), 
and the second is to have a response that helps to success-
fully enact the motive (e.g., an action response; Kirby & 
Gilbert, 2017). These two processes, signal detection and 
signal response, are central to all motives be it feeding, sex-
uality, harm avoidance, or competing for resources (Buss, 
2014; Gilbert, 2014; Huang & Bargh, 2014). All motives, 
whether it be harm avoidance, sexual, or competitive, can 
be both facilitated and inhibited (Neel et al., 2016). Thus, 
if compassion and kindness are different motivations, they 
will potentially respond differently to the same facilitators 
and inhibitors.

One key moderator of prosocial motivations is likeability. 
However, there is little empirical evidence supporting the 
view that compassionate and kind motivations differ based 
on whether the target for such actions is liked. Evolutionary 
models posit that prosocial behavior, that is helping to bene-
fit others, is “costly” and not equally provided based on need 
alone (Colqhoun et al., 2020). Individuals are treated pref-
erentially, such that we are more likely to perform prosocial 
acts for those whom we like than those we dislike regardless 
of need (Schreuders et al., 2018). One model to describe how 
likeability influences prosocial intention and behavior is pro-
vided by Loewenstein and Small (2007), who suggested we 
act prosocially based on deliberative or emotional processes.

The contributions of emotional and deliberative processes 
to prosocial decision-making can be partly inferred from the 
emotions and meaningfulness associated with performing 
said actions. Engaging in compassionate acts is associated 
with higher reported emotional intensity for disgust, anger, 
sadness, and fear when compared to kind acts, which are 
associated with greater joy (Gilbert et al., 2019). Similar 
patterns of emotional experiences are seen when comparing 
meditative practices focused on compassion and kindness. 
In a study of 201 university students, Sirotina and Shche-
betenko (2020) randomized participants to undertake either 
a 15-min single session of loving-kindness meditation, 
compassion meditation, or a control task. Assessing how 
these prosocial meditations impacted reported emotional 
experiences, loving-kindness meditation led to significantly 
higher happiness and positive emotions than the compassion 
meditation.

The distinction between these emotional patterns has been 
verified by functional brain imaging (Cutler & Campbell-
Meiklejohn, 2019; Kim, Cunnington, et al., 2020). Kind-
ness typically elicits greater activation in the dorsolateral 
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prefrontal cortex and orbito-frontal cortex (Weng et al., 
2018), whereas compassion tends to elicit increased acti-
vation of threat processing regions including the anterior 
cingulate and anterior insula (Kim, Cunnington, et al., 2020; 
Kim, Parker, et al., 2020). Given the primary focus of com-
passion is on suffering (Gilbert, 2014), it is unsurprising 
that compassion is associated with increased threat process-
ing and self-reported emotional threat responses (e.g., fear, 
disgust). In contrast, kindness need not involve suffering 
but rather an anticipation of what would make somebody 
happy, flourish, and bring joy (Ricard, 2015). Although 
positive emotions such as joy and happiness are typically 
experienced to a lesser extent for compassionate compared 
to kind acts, compassionate acts have been reported as more 
meaningful (Gilbert et al., 2019). This pattern may reflect a 
greater emphasis on deliberative cognitive empathy in the 
evaluative process. If so, this supports the view that such 
deliberative processes may buffer against the negative bias 
associated with acting prosocially towards disliked others.

The proposed advantages of compassionate motivations 
over kind motives for disliked targets are likely mediated by 
an individual’s beliefs about compassion and compassionate 
acts. Resistance to compassion is not uncommon, with some 
believing it is a form of pity, indulgence, or a sign of weak-
ness (Kirby, Day, et al., 2019; Kirby, Seppälä, et al., 2019). 
Gilbert et al. (2011) coined the term “fears of compassion” 
to refer to the avoidance of fear responses individuals can 
have towards expressing compassion. For example, individu-
als can fear expressing compassion towards others because 
their compassionate efforts might be seen as incompetent or 
unhelpful, and may be rejected (Gilbert & Mascaro, 2017). 
A reluctance to engage in compassion can also stem from 
the fear one might suffer too much personal distress and 
be overwhelmed by those in need of compassion (Vitaliano 
et al., 2003) or the fear that compassion will be perceived 
by others as a form of manipulative self-interest (Gilbert & 
Mascaro, 2017). An additional fear of being compassionate 
may derive from the cost of effort involved and the possi-
bility of resource loss (Cameron et al., 2019; Gilbert et al., 
2011).

A recent paper examined fears of compassion, as well as 
empathy, mindfulness, and compassion, to determine how 
each individually predicted a morally expansive mindset. 
A morally expansive mindset is a psychological construct 
which refers to how an individual determines others (e.g., 
human and non-human entities) are worthy of moral concern 
and treatment (Crimston et al., 2016). It is based on Singer’s 
(1981) conceptualization of the moral boundary, which is 
a demarcation that distinguishes between those individuals 
who are worthy of our moral concern and help and those 
that are not. For example, those we dislike are often con-
sidered outside of our immediate moral circle and on the 
fringes of our moral concern, whereas people we do like 

are at the center of our moral circle and concern (Crimston 
et al., 2016). Across three studies comprising 749 partici-
pants, Crimston et al. (2022) found empathy and mindful-
ness significantly predicted moral expansiveness, but were 
no longer significant predictors when compassion and fears 
of compassion were entered in hierarchical regressions. Both 
compassion and fears of compassion predicted significant 
unique variance in moral expansiveness, with fears of com-
passion to others being the strongest predictor of a more 
restricted moral circle. As compassion is proposed to draw 
upon deliberation and cognitive empathic pathways, relying 
to a greater extent on moral value than emotional responses, 
this may explain why trait compassion is a greater predic-
tor of moral expansiveness than mindfulness and empathy. 
The authors concluded that if we wish to encourage greater 
moral expansiveness, compassion could be the most effec-
tive pathway to have this realized. However, another pathway 
not examined was kindness.

Here, we used a cross-sectional survey design to examine 
whether the likeability of a target affects the willingness 
to perform compassionate and kind acts, and the emotional 
experiences associated with each act. We hypothesize that 
likability will have a significant impact on preparedness to 
do acts of kindness but less on acts of compassion when the 
target is disliked. We also hypothesize that compassionate 
acts will be associated with greater negative emotional expe-
riences than kind acts. Finally, we hypothesize that fears of 
compassion will be negatively associated with willingness 
to act.

Method

Participants

A total of 150 participants (83 men, 66 women, 1 other; 
mean age = 27.85, SD = 10.21) were recruited on the online 
survey platform Prolific (www.​proli​fic.​co). A power analysis 
was conducted based on the effects found in the previous 
study by Gilbert et al. (2019), which indicated we needed at 
least 138 participants to ensure a 95% chance of detecting a 
medium effect size. The study was pre-registered with the 
data set available on the Open Science Framework: https://​
osf.​io/​cmfu9/. The study received ethics approval from The 
University of Derby Ethics Committee (ethical clearance 
number: 5 61–16/17). There were no eligibility criteria for 
participation except being over 18 years of age and the abil-
ity to understand written English.

Procedures

All research participants who wished to participate were 
provided an information sheet with an explanation of what 
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the study involved, and they all confirmed they had read and 
understood this and provided informed consent by complet-
ing the consent form. Participants were asked to bring to 
mind a person they know and either like or dislike. Next, 
they were asked to write down that person’s name, rate their 
level of liking for them from 1 (do not like at all) to 10 
(extreme liking), and write a sentence explaining why they 
like or dislike the chosen person. Participants were then 
informed they would be completing a series of questions 
which asked about their willingness to do certain acts for 
a target person (the Kindness and Compassion Scenarios 
Scale), which would be the person they wrote about liking or 
disliking. Participants were also asked to complete the reac-
tions to Kindness and Compassion Scale for each scenario. 
The order of target type was counterbalanced between par-
ticipants. Participants were then asked to complete the fears 
of compassion to other subscale. The only demographic data 
collected were gender and age.

Measures

Kindness and Compassion Scenarios Scale

The Kindness and Compassion Scenarios Scale was devel-
oped by Gilbert et al. (2019), who used the definitions of 
compassion as being the alleviating and preventing of suf-
fering, and kindness as being promoting flourishing and 
well-being. The original scale comprises 18 scenarios, with 
10 scenarios focused on kindness and eight on compassion. 
For this study, 12 were selected as they were applicable to 
a liked and disliked target. The other six scenarios were 
removed as they required the target to be married or have 
children, and the desire was for each scenario to be relevant 
to any individual. The scale was also adapted to ask partici-
pants to indicate their willingness to engage in a prosocial 
act towards a person they personally knew that they liked 
or disliked in relation to each scenario (see “4” for further 
details). Six scenarios assessed willingness to engage in acts 
of kindness (e.g., “Doing a favor for them that takes up your 
time”) and six assessed acts of compassion (e.g., “Donating 
a kidney to save them”). Responses were rated on a scale 
from 1 (not at all willing) to 10 (extremely willing). Final 
scores for kindness and compassion were calculated as the 
mean score across the respective scenarios. The kindness 
and compassion scenarios for both target types had accept-
able to good internal reliability (ω = 0.70–0.84).

The Reactions to Kindness and Compassion Scale

This scale was used by Gilbert et al., (2019) to examine 
the different reactions participants had to each scenario of 
compassion and kindness in the Kindness and Compassion 
Scenarios Scale. In the Gilbert et al.’s (2019) study, the scale 

was titled “The Emotions of Kindness and Compassion 
Scale.” However, the scale comprises more than emotions 
as it also asks participants how meaningful they feel it would 
be to act either compassionately or kindly in each scenario. 
Participants are asked to rate the extent to which they felt 
the following emotions: anger, anxiety, disgust, irritation, 
sad, and joy. Each emotion was rated on a scale from 1 (not 
at all) to 9 (very much). Participants were also asked how 
meaningful it would be to do the act on the same response 
scale. The scores for each reaction were then averaged across 
the kindness and compassion scenarios, respectively. Thus, 
14 summary scores were calculated, seven for the kind-
ness scenarios and seven for the compassion scenarios. The 
McDonald’s omega values for inter-item consistency for the 
seven reactions in the kindness and compassion scenarios 
ranged from acceptable to excellent for each of the reactions: 
anger (ω = 0.80, ω = 0.85), anxiety (ω = 0.87, ω = 0.81), dis-
gust (ω = 0.79, ω = 0.81), irritation (ω = 0.81, ω = 0.76), sad 
(ω = 0.89, ω = 0.72), joy (ω = 0.82, ω = 0.73), and meaning-
ful (ω = 0.88, ω = 0.90).

Fears of Compassion to Others

The Fears of Compassion to Others subscale (Gilbert et al., 
2011) measures the fears people have about being compas-
sionate to others. Individuals were asked to rate the extent of 
their agreement from 0 (don’t agree at all) to 4 (completely 
agree) for 15 statements (e.g., “people will take advantage 
of me if they see me as too compassionate”). Final scores 
were calculated as the mean across items. The scale had 
good internal reliability (ω = 0.85).

Data Analyses‑ increase font size to same 
as Participants, Procedure, Measures

To test for the role likeability (liked vs. disliked) had on 
willingness to act in kindness and compassionate scenar-
ios, we performed a series of within-participant analysis of 
variances (ANOVAs). We also conducted a series of paired 
samples t-tests to examine the difference in reactions (emo-
tions and meaningfulness) to these scenarios, and applied 
Bonferroni adjustments to control for multiple compari-
sons. Finally, we conducted linear regressions to determine 
whether fears of compassion negatively predicted willing-
ness to behave prosocially.

Results

A manipulation check indicated that participants rated 
their liking for liked others (M = 9.43, SD = 0.81) as sig-
nificantly higher than disliked others (M = 2.56, SD = 1.38), 
t(149) = 52.26, p < 0.001, d = 4.27, 95% CI [6.61, 7.13]. 
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A 2 (Scenario type: compassion, kindness) × 2 (Target 
type: liked other, disliked other) within-participant analy-
sis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted with willingness 
to behave prosocially as the dependent variable. Results 
revealed a significant main effect of scenario type, F(1, 
149) = 292.40, p =  < 0.001, η2

p = 0.66, such that participants 
were more willing to behave prosocially in compassion sce-
narios (M = 7.15, SD = 1.13) compared to kind scenarios 
(M = 5.95, SD = 0.92). A main effect of target type was 
also found, F(1, 149) = 1594.20, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.92, such 
that participants were significantly more willing to behave 
prosocially towards a liked other (M = 9.34, SD = 0.86) 
compared to disliked other (M = 3.77, SD = 1.57). Addi-
tionally, a significant Scenario type × Target type interaction 
was found, F(1, 149) = 312.29, p =  < 0.001, η2

p = 0.68. A 
follow-up paired samples t-test revealed, as expected, indi-
viduals were significantly more willing to engage in com-
passionate acts (M = 4.88, SD = 1.97) compared to kind acts 
(M = 2.65, SD = 1.45) when the target was a disliked other, 
t(149) = 19.14, p < 0.001, d = 1.56, 95% CI [2.00, 2.46]. Sim-
ilarly, individuals were significantly more willing to engage 
in compassionate acts (M = 9.43, SD = 0.81) compared to 
kind acts (M = 9.23, SD = 1.03) when the target was a liked 
other, t(149) = 3.13, p = 0.002, d = 0.26, 95% CI [0.06, 0.28]. 
Although the effect of scenario type was significant for both 
groups (liked and disliked), the magnitude of the effect was 
significantly stronger for disliked targets (d = 1.56, a large 
effect), compared to the effect for liked targets being small 
(d = 0.26; Cohen, 1988). Hence, the significant interaction 
is shown in Fig. 1.

To analyze the emotional profiles associated across 
target and scenario types, the intensity of each emotion 
felt was averaged for kindness and compassion scenarios 
separately. Difference scores in the level of emotion felt 
for the scenario types were then calculated by subtracting 
the average level of emotion felt for disliked targets from 

the average level of emotion felt for liked targets. A series 
of paired samples t-tests were conducted on these differ-
ence scores to determine if the discrepancy in strength of 
emotions felt towards liked versus disliked targets differed 
as a function of whether the scenario was kindness- or 
compassion-based (see Table 1).

As predicted, the general pattern in emotional responses 
replicated Gilbert et al.’s (2019) findings (see Fig. 2). 
Compared to kindness scenarios, compassion scenarios 
elicited higher levels of negative-based emotions: irrita-
tion, anger, disgust, anxiety, sadness. In contrast, com-
pared to the compassion scenarios, the kindness scenarios 
elicited higher levels of joy. Furthermore, individuals felt 
higher irritation, anger, anxiety, and disgust about behav-
ing prosocially towards disliked compared to liked others. 
This discrepancy was significantly stronger for the kind-
ness scenarios. Contrasting this, individuals felt higher 
levels of sadness towards liked others in the compassion 
scenarios while higher levels of sadness were reported 
towards disliked others in the kindness scenarios. Indi-
viduals felt more joy and meaning about behaving proso-
cially towards liked compared to disliked others. Again, 
this discrepancy was significantly stronger for the kindness 
compared to compassion scenarios.

To determine whether fears of compassion negatively pre-
dicted willingness to behave prosocially, two linear regres-
sion models were hypothesized with fears of compassion to 
others as the predictor and willingness to behave prosocially 
towards liked others and disliked others as outcome vari-
ables. No other variables were included in the regression.

Bivariate correlations revealed fears of compassion to 
others was not significantly correlated with willingness to 
behave prosocially towards a liked other, r(148) =  − 0.15, 
p = 0.065. In contrast, fears of compassion to others was sig-
nificantly related to a decreased willingness to behave proso-
cially towards a disliked other, r(148) =  − 0.43, p < 0.001.

Fig. 1   Willingness to act with 
compassion or kindness for 
liked versus disliked targets. 
Note: Error bars represent 
standard error of the mean
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Table 1   The reactions for 
kindness and compassion 
scenarios across target types

Note: N = 150. aMeans represent difference scores, calculated as the average level of emotion felt for liked 
other minus disliked other. Standard deviations are displayed in parentheses. A Bonferroni adjustment was 
applied, p = .002 (.05/(3 × 7))

Reaction Liked other t(149) p 95% CI Cohen’s d

Kindness Compassion LL UL

Anger 1.36 (0.95) 2.42 (1.22) 15.39  < .001 0.92 1.20 0.969
Anxiety 2.41 (1.59) 4.72 (2.11) 17.05  < .001 2.04 2.58 1.236
Disgust 1.32 (0.96) 2.11 (1.18) 12.42  < .001 0.66 0.91 0.734
Irritation 1.79 (1.09) 2.41 (1.27) 8.86  < .001 0.48 0.76 0.523
Sad 1.43 (1.01) 4.15 (1.82) 20.18  < .001 2.45 2.98 1.848
Joy 6.92 (1.56) 4.29 (2.20)  − 20.35  < .001  − 2.89  − 2.38 1.379
Meaning 7.31 (1.59) 7.55 (1.53) 2.64 .009 0.06 0.42 0.153
Reaction Disliked other t(149) p 95% CI Cohen’s d

Kindness Compassion LL UL
Anger 4.80 (2.40) 4.29 (2.07)  − 4.49  < .001  − 0.73  − 0.28 0.228
Anxiety 3.95 (2.40) 4.82 (2.12) 6.60  < .001 0.61 1.13 0.384
Disgust 3.88 (2.18) 4.47 (2.54)  − 4.90  < .001  − 0.82  − 0.35 0.249
Irritation 6.23 (2.15) 5.23 (2.07)  − 8.29  < .001  − 1.24  − 0.76 0.474
Sad 3.14 (2.15) 3.58 (1.91) 3.99  < .001 0.22 0.66 0.216
Joy 1.84 (1.04) 2.12 (1.29) 3.92  < .001 0.14 0.42 0.239
Meaning 2.82 (1.74) 4.25 (2.12) 12.50  < .001 1.20 1.66 0.737
Reaction Difference scorea t(149) p 95% CI Cohen’s d

Kindness Compassion LL UL
Anger  − 3.44 (2.65)  − 1.87 (2.30)  − 12.13  < .001  − 1.82  − 1.31 0.632
Anxiety  − 1.53 (2.40)  − 0.09 (2.05)  − 10.08  < .001  − 1.72  − 1.16 0.645
Disgust  − 3.15 (2.75)  − 1.78 (2.35)  − 10.60  < .001  − 1.63  − 1.12 0.534
Irritation  − 4.44 (2.47)  − 2.81 (2.26)  − 13.01  < .001  − 1.87  − 1.38 0.689
Sad  − 1.70 (2.18) 0.57 (2.34)  − 15.79  < .001  − 2.55  − 1.98 1.004
Joy 5.08 (1.72) 2.17 (1.99) 22.02  < .001 2.65 3.17 1.564
Meaning 4.49 (2.25) 3.31 (2.25) 8.90  < .001 .922 1.45 0.524

Fig. 2   Difference in extent of 
emotion felt for liked versus 
disliked targets across scenario 
types. Note: Positive values 
indicate a greater intensity of 
emotion towards liked others; 
negative values indicate a 
greater intensity of emotion 
towards disliked others. Error 
bars represent standard errors of 
the mean
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A simple linear regression revealed that fears of compas-
sion predicted 18.5% of the variance in willing to behave 
prosocially towards a disliked other, F(1, 148) = 33.68, 
p < 0.001 (β =  − 0.43, p < 0.001, f2 = 0.23, 95% CI 
[− 0.100, − 0.049]).

Discussion

The aim of this study was to determine whether the will-
ingness to act with kindness or compassion differs between 
liked and disliked targets. The key finding from our study 
was that likeability plays a greater role in the willingness 
to act kindly compared to acting compassionately. Specifi-
cally, having a disliked target diminishes willingness to act 
prosocially more for kindness scenarios than for compassion 
scenarios, supporting our hypothesis. In other words, the 
reduction in willingness that occurs due to disliking the tar-
get is far greater for kind acts than compassionate acts. This 
finding suggests kind acts are more likely reserved for those 
that are liked and held positively in mind when compared to 
compassionate acts. Overall, participants were significantly 
more likely to act compassionately than kindly for all targets, 
although this finding was smaller for liked targets.

This result has important implications when considering 
moral expansiveness and effectively expanding our moral 
circle to others beyond our typical in-group (Singer, 1981), 
as compassionate acts were more likely than kind acts to 
be extended to those targets we dislike. Our finding also 
lends support to the previous work by Crimston et al. (2022) 
who found compassion was more important than mindful-
ness and empathy at predicting moral expansiveness. Our 
study found the willingness to act compassionately towards 
a disliked target was not as significantly impacted as it was 
for kindness. Although compassion and kindness are both 
critical in facilitating prosocial behavior, it is important to 
consider how these words may be used interchangeably in 
everyday life. For example, if there is an element of dis-
likeability between people and attempts are made to improve 
relationships where there is tension and conflict, emphasiz-
ing compassion might be the more likely successful path-
way to prosociality and improved relationships compared 
to kindness.

A second key finding is that participants reported differ-
ent emotional experiences when considering helping a liked 
compared to disliked target. Helping a disliked target with 
kind acts was associated with significantly higher intensity 
of negative emotions such as irritation, anxiety, anger, and 
disgust compared to acts of compassion. This is interest-
ing as the kind scenarios did not include aspects of suffer-
ing, whereas the compassionate scenarios did. Research has 
found that engaging in compassionate acts is associated with 
negative emotions due to the suffering encountered (Gilbert 

et al., 2019). Thus, the thought of doing kind acts for dis-
liked targets was experienced as more emotionally negative 
than the emotional experience that occurs when acting in 
scenarios of compassion where suffering is encountered. 
There were also greater levels of sadness experienced for 
participants when acting with kindness for the disliked tar-
get, whereas the opposite pattern was found for compassion. 
This may indicate that when acting compassionately towards 
liked others, we tend to feel a sense of sympathy or sorrow 
that the other is suffering. Many definitions and conceptual-
izations of compassion include sympathy, a feeling of con-
cern, or sorrow as part of its definition (Strauss et al., 2016).

Confirming past research, we found acting kindly to liked 
targets was associated with more joy than compassion (Gil-
bert et al., 2019; Sirotina & Shchebetenko, 2020). However, 
sense of meaning was higher for compassionate acts for 
both liked and disliked targets when compared to kindness. 
Intriguingly, when it came to disliked targets, higher levels 
of joy were associated for compassionate acts rather than 
kind acts. Although the intention of goodwill and happiness 
is at the core of kindness, when this intention is directed 
to disliked targets, joy appears to be diminished consider-
ably. Indeed, reported joy decreased to floor levels when 
directed towards a disliked target (see Table 1, M = 1.84; 
SD = 1.04), indicating the significant impact likeability has 
on this prosocial motive. To an extent, this can be linked to 
the concepts of hedonic and eudaemonic well-being. Hedo-
nia is focused on pleasure, including experiencing feelings 
of happiness and joy, whereas eudaimonia is focused on 
meaning and purpose as the sources of well-being (Ryan 
& Deci, 2001). When it comes to extending prosociality 
towards those we dislike, focusing on the sense of purpose 
and meaning it affords might reduce the barriers to extend-
ing our prosociality to others typically outside of our imme-
diate moral circle such as those we dislike. This links to 
the deliberative pathway of Loewenstein and Small’s model 
(2007) whereby in contexts of suffering, compassion is more 
readily able to consider both the emotional and delibera-
tive components when helping someone who needs it. In 
contrast, kindness could be relying more on the emotional 
pathway, particularly given kindness is most often reserved 
for kin or potential reciprocating others where deliberation 
is less needed (Curry et al., 2013). Put another way, when 
targets are disliked, this “turns down” the capacity for those 
to draw upon deliberative processes (e.g., cognitive empa-
thy) to enact kindness compared to compassion. Future work 
manipulating factors that can inhibit or facilitate kindness 
and compassion, such as cost, similarity, or blameworthi-
ness (Loewensetin & Small, 2007), could provide further 
insights into the pragmatic mechanisms of these two proso-
cial motivations.

These distinctions suggest a range of implications not 
only for the study of prosocial behavior but also for areas 
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of work where compassion and kindness are central. For 
example, in caring professions, staff may try to behave pro-
fessionally in addressing suffering but may be “less kind” to 
those patients they dislike. It is also possible that kindness is 
reflected in friendliness, such that staff appear more friendly 
to liked rather than disliked clients. When developing com-
passion programs or “empathy training” programs for staff, 
the dimensions of likability should incorporate skills on how 
to empathize with “the disliked.”

Taking a slightly different perspective and moving from 
other focused to self-focused, many with mental health dif-
ficulties present to therapy about aspects of themselves they 
dislike. An emerging area of therapeutic intervention is the 
use of Loving-Kindness Meditations (Galante et al., 2014) 
and compassion-focused therapies (Gilbert, 2010) to help 
alleviate client suffering. Given many with mental health 
difficulties have high levels of shame and self-reported self-
dislike or even hate, clients may experience interventions 
that are aimed to generate self-kindness differently when 
compared to self-compassion. For example, helping indi-
viduals who dislike themselves to be “kind” to themselves 
can produce resistance and negative affect in the same way 
that being kind to disliked people does. However, if they can 
recognize compassion is different to kindness and compas-
sion is about developing the courage and wisdom to address 
suffering, they might be more likely to engage with the inter-
ventions (Gilbert & Simos, 2022). Developing self-kindness 
is still important but may come at a later stage after the 
clients have worked through the nature and origins of their 
self-dislike.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

As with all studies using cross-sectional self-report sur-
vey designs, intentions do not necessarily provide accurate 
predictions of actual behavior. Hence, these dimensions 
require further experimental work, preferably in real-world 
conditions. Future work could also control for differences 
in urgency, severity, and importance between the kind-
ness and compassion scenarios. If the key difference is the 
concern with alleviating suffering compared to promoting 
well-being, then the effect should still emerge if the kind 
and compassionate acts are equally serious/costly. We have 
argued compassionate acts are inherently more costly than 
kindness acts, but there could be situations where this might 
not universally hold. For example, paying for someone’s 
cancer treatment (an act of compassion that reduces suffer-
ing) versus paying for the person to go to college (an act of 
kindness that promotes well-being). Although we predict the 
difference would still emerge (people would be more will-
ing to pay for cancer treatments of those they dislike than 
pay for their college), this is an empirical question requiring 
additional work to fully test.

Future work can also continue to examine the psycho-
metric validity of the scales used in the study, specifically 
The Kindness and Compassion Scenarios Scale, as well The 
Reactions to Kindness and Compassion Scale, with other 
psychometrically valid prosocial measures. Finally, all vari-
ables in the study were measured through self-report, which 
may have contributed to common method bias, potentially 
influencing the results (Podsakoff et al., 2012). Despite these 
limitations, this follow-up study to Gilbert et al. (2019) con-
firms likeability is a key factor that inhibits the prosocial 
motivations of kindness and compassion differently, with 
willingness to act kindly being inhibited to a significantly 
greater degree than the willingness to be compassionate to 
disliked targets. Taken together, these findings confirm that 
kindness and compassion are tapping different motivational 
systems involving different emotional patterns, with different 
levels of willingness to invest time and energy to act.
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