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Abstract
Data from 140 participants from the South Pacific, where domestic violence rates 
are high, demonstrated less punitive responding toward the male harm-doer of a 
female sexual norm-violator (SNV) relative to a control victim. The impact of victim 
type on punitive responding was mediated by empathy toward the victim and harm-
doer. In Study 2, data from 240 individuals from the South Pacific demonstrated less 
punitive responding toward the harm-doer of an SNV victim relative to a control and 
a career-focused mother victim. The victim type-punitive responding relationship was 
also mediated by victim blame attributions and victim moral outrage.
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The capacity to feel and understand what another person is experiencing from their 
frame of reference is known as empathy. Empathy for the suffering of others is a central 
part of the human condition and the human experience. Empathy has been shown to 
occur at a very early age, and it can increase our prosocial responding toward a myriad 
array of others, including strangers (Batson, Chang, Orr, & Rowland, 2002; Batson 
et al., 1997). Indeed, there is some evidence that empathic responding may be due to an 
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evolutionary-based motivation to generate altruistic behaviors in human societies that 
could facilitate feelings of common welfare (De Waal, 2008). Despite the positive 
impact it may have on societal functioning and its potential evolutionary basis, it seems 
empathy is not an inevitable response to all who suffer. There is a growing body of 
evidence that individuals are much less likely to report empathic responses toward suf-
fering members of other groups (Avenanti, Sirigu, & Aglioti, 2010; Chiao & Mathur, 
2010). While these findings demonstrate that outgroup membership may lead to reduced 
empathy, the present examination explored the extent to which a class of behaviors (i.e., 
sexual norm violations) might also lead to empathic dampening (i.e., a reduction in the 
empathic response) toward a female victim of domestic violence. In addition, there was 
an exploration of the extent to which such sexual norm violations might elicit empathic 
enhancement toward the victim’s harm-doer. The extent to which such biased empathic 
responding (i.e., empathic dampening for the victim and empathic enhancement for the 
harm-doer) might, in turn, influence punitive responding toward the harm-doer was 
also assessed (Study 1, Study 2). There was also an assessment of whether the impact 
of sexual norm violations on harm-doer punitive responding might be mediated by 
blame and moral outrage directed toward the victim (Study 2).

The current examination also has the potential to make a broader contribution to the 
social science literature because the participants are from a developing non-Western 
nation (i.e., Fiji) in the Pacific Region. A number of social science researchers have sug-
gested that it is very problematic that 96% of psychological research is based on the 
responses of individuals from Western industrialized nations (Henrich, Heine, & 
Norenzayan, 2010). Furthermore, a focus on domestic violence has more practical appli-
cations because of the excessively high rates of domestic violence in the Pacific Region. 
Specifically, in Fiji, 64% of women who have ever been in an intimate relationship 
report having experienced physical violence, and 58% of ever-partnered women report 
having experienced emotional violence (i.e., psychological abuse) from a husband or 
intimate partner in their lifetime (Swami, 2016). By comparison, Smith et al. (2015) 
reported that 25% of ever-partnered women in America will experience such violence in 
their lifetime. More broadly, in the entire Pacific Region, reports suggest that up to 68% 
of women have experienced physical violence in an intimate relationship (World Health 
Organization [WHO], 2013). However, there has been limited empirical research 
focused on factors that might influence societal responses toward the victims or perpe-
trators of such violence in the Pacific Region. This is important because societal 
responses establish expectations for normative reactions to such violence, including 
whether and how the police and the broader justice system responds, how these experi-
ences are covered in the media, as well as how they influence social policy.

Gender Norm Violation

There has been extensive research documenting the profound impact that gender norm 
beliefs have on gender-related actions and perceptions (Eccles, Jacobs, & Harold, 
1990; Jacobs & Eccles, 1992; Tomasetto, Alparone, & Cadinu, 2011; Witt, 1997). 
Furthermore, there seems to be clear and pervasive negative consequences for the 
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violation of these gender norm expectations. For example, Blakemore (2003) demon-
strated that children devalue other children who engage in behaviors that violate gen-
der roles. In addition, adult males who violate gender norm expectations have been 
shown to suffer multiple forms of antigay anger and aggression (Parrott, 2008, 2009). 
There is also evidence that gender norm violations may involve punishments such as 
rejection of requests for assistance and/or resources (e.g., Henry & Reyna, 2007) or 
greater physical and psychological distance (e.g., Skitka, Bauman, & Sargis, 2005).

In addition, and most relevant to the current examination, there is evidence that 
sexual gender norm violation will lead to negative outcomes for women. Sibley and 
Wilson (2004) had men read about a woman who was described as having past 
sexual relations with several men or not enjoying casual flings with men. The results 
demonstrated that the men reported significantly stronger hostile attitudes toward 
the woman with a sexual history. Women who engage in sexual betrayal also face 
significant negative responses from men. Forbes, Jobe, White, Bloesch, and Adams-
Curtis (2005) exposed males to a scenario involving a female who was a victim of 
physical assault by her boyfriend, and she was characterized as having committed or 
not committed sexual betrayal. Men were more likely to support the assault when 
she had committed sexual betrayal. Finally, there is significant empirical evidence 
demonstrating that norm violations elicit negative emotions such as anger (Nelissen 
& Zeelenberg, 2009).

Empathic Dampening and Empathic Enhancement

Consistent with previous research by Batson and his colleagues (e.g., Batson et al., 
2002; Batson, Klein, Highberger, & Shaw, 1995), the present study will involve empa-
thy as an other-oriented emotional response congruent with the perceived welfare of 
another (if the other is in need, empathy includes feeling sympathetic, softhearted, 
compassionate, tender). There is a growing and substantial body of research in the 
fields of social psychology, developmental psychology, and cognitive neuroscience 
illustrating dampened or absent empathic responses (and associated physiological 
indicators) for social or cultural outgroups (e.g., Avenanti et al., 2010; Chiao & Mathur, 
2010). The bulk of this research on such intergroup empathy bias has involved major-
ity group members’ empathic dampening toward minority group members. However, 
there is some evidence that minority group members will also report empathic damp-
ening toward majority group members (Johnson, Bushman, & Dovidio, 2008) and 
toward other ingroup members whom they perceive as weakly identified with their 
ethnicity (Johnson & Kaiser, 2013; Johnson & Ashburn-Nardo, 2014).

Importantly, Cikara, Bruneau, Van Bavel, and Saxe (2014) contended that one limi-
tation in this “biased empathic responding” area of research is that it has tended to 
focus on the reduction of empathy toward real social groups (Cikara, Bruneau, & 
Saxe, 2011), such as racial groups (e.g., Dovidio et al., 2010), and academic, athletic, 
or political rivals (e.g., Leach, Spears, Branscombe, & Doosje, 2003). They contend 
that greater attention should be given to examining whether such empathic reduction 
for suffering others will occur in other contexts as well with less well-defined groups. 
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For example, it is possible that such empathic dampening will occur due to a violation 
of widely accepted gender norms.

A second limitation in the biased empathic responding literature involves the mini-
mal exploration of the extent that individuals might report empathic enhancement (i.e., 
increased empathic responding) toward those who engage in the harmful treatment of 
others (i.e., harm-doers). Indeed, Decety, Lewis, and Cowell (2015) suggested that 
greater empirical attention should be given to this “other side of the coin” (p. 12) of 
biased empathic responding. For example, due to their strong belief that the American 
criminal justice system is racist, a number of Blacks reported empathic responding and 
supported the acquittal of O.J. Simpson while fully acknowledging that he was guilty 
(Brown, 2016).

Interestingly, extant Social Norm Theory provides some theoretical leverage to the 
contention that norm violations by a female victim may lead to less positive emotional 
responding toward her and greater positive emotional responding toward her harm-
doer. Specifically, Posner and Rasmussen (1999) suggest that, in an effort to maintain 
societal order and harmony, societal group members will show a propensity to engage 
in negative responding (e.g., reduced empathy) toward those who violate societal rules 
(e.g., reduced empathy for norm-violator), and they will also tend to respond posi-
tively (e.g., increased empathy) toward the individual who harms the norm-violator. 
Finally, the authors also contend that societies will seek ways of releasing the punisher 
from the ordinary formal or informal sanctions for the punishing behavior and/or cre-
ate a perceived benefit for such punishment. Although this perspective has been fully 
endorsed by a number of social norm theorists (see Frank, 1988; Posner, 1981), it has 
received minimal direct empirical attention. More broadly, all forms of Balance 
Theory (Cartwright & Harary, 1956; Heider, 1958) are consistent with the contention 
that individuals would respond more positively toward a person who harmed a dis-
liked other. In addition, other researchers have shown more directly that the enemy of 
one’s enemy is one’s friend (Mearsheimer, 1990).

Another important question involves whether biased empathic responding (i.e., vic-
tim empathic dampening, harm-doer empathic enhancement) would influence puni-
tive responding toward the harm-doer of a sexual norm-violator. This issue is relevant 
because empathic responding appears to play a significant role in legal decision-mak-
ing in criminal cases. For example, Deitz, Blackwell, Daley, and Bentley (1982) exam-
ined the role of victim empathy on perceived defendant guilt in a rape case. They 
found that greater victim empathy was associated with greater perceived defendant 
guilt. In research focused on harm-doer empathy in actual trials, those who show 
strong empathy for the defendant hold defendants less responsible for an offense and 
assign more lenient punishments (Chin, 2012; Colby, 2012). In the present study, we 
propose that sexual norm violation by a female domestic violence victim will lead to 
both empathic dampening for her and empathic enhancement for her harm-doer. This 
biased empathic responding was expected, in turn, to reduce punitive responding 
toward the harm-doer.

Why is it important to examine factors that might influence a third-party responding 
toward domestic violence? A recent report titled “Linking the Chain: The Role of Friends 
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and Family in Tackling Domestic Abuse” (Parker, 2015) revealed that a significant 
majority of domestic violence victims chose to confide in third-party individuals (48%) 
relative to legal authorities (14%). Thus, the author suggested that much greater focus 
should be given to the role of third parties in reducing domestic violence (Parker, 2015). 
Klein (2012) also suggests that third parties tend to create an environment that either 
emboldens or discourages a victim to take steps to leave an abusive relationship. The 
author further asserts that such third-party influence sends clear signals to both the vic-
tim and perpetrator regarding the appropriateness of the abuse. To support this conten-
tion, domestic violence arrests have been shown to increase significantly when third 
parties become complainants or provide sworn statements against the perpetrator 
(Shernock, 2005). Moreover, Gracia and Herrero (2007) suggest that when third parties 
have strong beliefs about increasing the costs of domestic violence for the perpetrator 
and positive attitudes toward engaging the legal authorities, then this creates a “climate 
of social intolerance” toward domestic violence that, in turn, could elicit greater social 
control of domestic violence. The authors further contend that in cases of domestic vio-
lence, the failure to examine factors that might influence third-party views of perpetrator 
punitive costs and engaging legal authorities is a critical limitation in the domestic vio-
lence research area. To address this limitation in the literature, the present study explored 
factors that influence third-party attitudes toward punishment of the perpetrator.

Study 1

Male and female participants read a passage focused on domestic violence involving 
a man physically attacking his female live-in partner. The victim either supported 
norm-violating beliefs (i.e., norm-violator) or there was no information given about 
her gender norm beliefs (i.e., control). After reading the passage, participants reported 
their empathy for the victim, empathy for the harm-doer (i.e., the victim’s live-in part-
ner), perceptions of the extent that the victim felt emotional pain, and perceptions of 
the appropriate punitive response toward the harm-doer.

Previous research has indicated that gender norm orientation can have a greater 
impact on domestic violence attitudes than gender (Davis & Liddell, 2002; De 
Judicibus & McCabe, 2001; Pavlou & Knowles, 2001; Truman, Tokar, & Fischer, 
1996; Wade & Brittan-Powell, 2001). Given that there has been little research on the 
gender norm attitudes of men and women in Fiji, there was no specific hypothesis 
based on gender. The major hypotheses are delineated below.

1. Victim type effect on victim empathic responding: There should be less 
reported empathy for the norm-violating victim relative to the control victim.

2. Victim type effect on harm-doer empathic responding: There should be greater 
empathic responding for the harm-doer of the norm-violating victim relative to 
the harm-doer of the control victim.

3. Victim type effect on harm-doer punitive responding: There should be less 
punitive responding toward the harm-doer of the norm-violating victim rela-
tive to the harm-doer of the control victim.
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4. Mediational effects of empathic responding:
a. The impact of victim type on harm-doer punitive responding should be 

mediated by victim empathic responding.
b. The impact of victim type on harm-doer punitive responding should be 

mediated by harm-doer empathic responding.

Method

Participants

In total, 80 male and 60 female students from the University of the South Pacific 
(Suva, Fiji) participated in the study. They were compensated for their time with 
$FJ10. They were recruited from student societies on the campus using “blanket” 
e-mail requests to society members.

Procedure

The University of the South Pacific does not have a dedicated pool of participants (i.e., 
a subject pool) for conducting experimental research. Consequently, for psychology 
researchers, participants are recruited through student organizations via e-mail requests. 
For the current study, per recruitment e-mails that provided the time and location for the 
session, participants gathered in a large auditorium to complete the questionnaires. 
Once the requisite number of participants arrived (there was a limit of 70 per session), 
the session was closed. The two female experimenters had to turn away a number of 
students who arrived late. There were two data collection sessions with both conditions 
(i.e., sexual norm-violator, control) included in each session. To obscure the exact 
nature of the research, the “cover story” (presented on the first page of the question-
naire) was that psychologists were interested in how individuals make decisions and 
judgments on a wide range of issues (i.e., romantic relationships, academic choices). 
Participants were told that they would be presented with information in a passage that 
was based on true and actual events involving one of the aforementioned areas. They 
were further instructed that, after reading the passage, they would provide judgments 
and decisions about the individuals who were described in the passages.

Participants read a passage (see Appendix A for the full passage) describing an 
incident of domestic violence involving Salote and Apisai (typical Fijian names) who 
lived together. Apisai (the male) became angry one evening because Salote ruined a 
pair of his pants by ironing them incorrectly. The passage stated that Apisai “threw 
Salote on the floor and then hit her in the chest causing a severe bruise.” Participants 
were also given information on a “personal chat” with a friend from Salote’s Facebook 
page as background information. In the control victim condition, Salote stated that 
“She loved to fish. She loved pets.” In the sexual norm-violator condition, she stated, 
“There is so much casual sex and cheating in our society. I think people, including 
myself, were never meant to be with just one person. I have no problem ‘kind of dat-
ing’ two guys at once.”
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After reading the passage, participants then completed five items measuring their 
empathic responding for both Salote and Apisai on 1 (not very much)-7 (extremely) 
Likert-type scales (see Batson, 1991; Batson et al., 2002). Specifically, they rated their 
experience of sympathy, compassion, warmth, softheartedness, and being moved 
toward Salote and Apisai. The empathy responses were combined and averaged to cre-
ate a victim empathy score (Cronbach’s α = .85) and harm-doer empathy score 
(Cronbach’s α = .81). Higher scores demonstrated higher empathy. They then reported 
how much emotional pain they felt Salote suffered from the attack (1 = very little, 7 
= very much). Finally, on 7-point Likert-type scales, they gave their judgments of 
whether Salote should file charges against Apisai (1 = definitely no, 7 = definitely 
yes), and whether Apisai should spend time in jail (1 = definitely no, 7 = definitely 
yes). These two items were averaged to create a punitive responding score (r = .57, p 
< .001). After completion of the survey items, participants were debriefed, paid, and 
dismissed.

Power Analyses

Based on the literature (Amanatullah & Tinsley, 2013; Heilman & Chen, 2005; 
Heilman & Wallen, 2010), the average effect size obtained in related research is in the 
small to medium range (e.g., average η2 of approximately .10). Thus, power for all 
main effects with a sample of 140 and alpha of .05 would be .97 for the hypothesized 
main effects and .95 for the analyses involving mediation.

Manipulation Check

To assess whether the norm violation for the victim was successfully manipulated and 
the scenarios were perceived to be realistic, 25 independent raters (12 male and 13 
female students from the same university) were recruited. In all, 13 read the norm-
violating passage, and 12 read the control-victim passage. The raters were asked, on a 
7-point scale (1 = a small extent, 7 = a great extent) to what extent the woman in the 
passage behaved in a manner consistent within the “usual and standard norms for 
women.” An ANOVA revealed that the control victim (M = 3.46, SD = .51) was per-
ceived as adhering to gender norms significantly more than the norm-violator (M = 
1.91, SD = .79), F(1, 23) = 33.75, p < .001, η2 = .59. These results clearly demon-
strate that the victim type manipulation was successful.

To assess the extent to which the passages reflected real world events, the raters 
responded to two questions that assessed their perceptions: (a) that the passage was 
realistic (1 = not realistic, 7 = realistic), and (b) of whether the incident reflected 
events that occur in Fiji (1 = definitely no, 7 = definitely yes). The results indicated 
that (a) there were no significant differences between the norm violation (M = 5.8, SD 
= .57) and control condition (M = 6.1, SD = .75) in perceived realism, F(1, 23) = 
.80, p = .37, η2 = .03; and (b) there were no significant differences between the norm 
violation (M = 5.4, SD = .79) and control condition (M = 5.8, SD = .92) in perceived 
occurrence, F(1, 23) = 1.03, p = .31, η2 = .04. These results demonstrated that the 
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perceived realism and perceived occurrence were fairly high and did not differ as a 
function of the scenario.

Results and Discussion

Participant Gender Effects

The data analysis involved a 2 (victim type- norm violator, control) x 2 (gender-male, 
female) ANOVA. There were no significant main effects or interactions involving gen-
der, thus, this variable will not be included in any of the subsequent analyses.

Victim Type Effects

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, the main effect of victim type reached significance for 
victim empathic responding, F(1, 138) = 9.00, p = .003, η2 = .061. Those in the 
norm-violator condition (M = 5.00, SD = 1.28) reported significantly less victim 
empathic responding than those in the control condition (M = 5.6, SD = 1.04).

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, the main effect of victim type reached significance 
for harm-doer empathic responding, F(1, 138) = 17.47, p < .001, η2 = .11. Those in 
the norm-violator condition (M = 3.36, SD = 1.35) reported significantly greater 
harm-doer empathy than those in the control condition (M = 2.4, SD = 1.12).

Consistent with Hypothesis 3, the main effect of victim type reached signifi-
cance for harm-doer punitive responding, F(1, 138) = 4.91, p = .028, η2 = .034. 
Those in the norm-violator condition (M = 4.89, SD = 1.63) reported significantly 
less punitive responding for the harm-doer than those in the control condition  
(M = 5.44, SD = 1.28).

Mediational Effects of Empathic Responding

To test whether the hypothesized mediation occurred, PROCESS Macro Model 4 was 
employed. Consistent with Hypothesis 4a, the analysis revealed that the impact of 
victim type on punitive responding was mediated by victim empathic responding. 
Specifically, the indirect effect of victim impact on harm-doer punitive responding 
through victim empathic responding [–.42, –.05] was significantly different from 0, a 
95% confidence interval (CI).

Consistent with Hypothesis 4b, the analysis revealed that the impact of victim type 
on punitive responding was mediated by harm-doer empathic responding. Specifically, 
the indirect effect of victim impact on harm-doer punitive responding through harm-
doer empathic responding [–.52, –.10] was significantly different from 0, a 95% CI. In 
sum, these findings demonstrate that the norm violation reduced victim empathic 
responding and enhanced harm-doer empathic responding, which, in turn, reduced 
harm-doer punitive responding.

The results of Study 1 demonstrated that norm-violating behaviors from a victim of 
domestic violence led to empathic dampening toward her, and empathic enhancement 
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toward her harm-doer. This biased empathic responding, in turn, led to reduced puni-
tive responding toward her harm-doer.

While these findings certainly extend both the domestic violence and empathic 
responding literature, there were some shortcomings associated with the control 
vignette that limit the contributions of the findings. First, the control vignette was not 
equivalent to the norm-violating vignette. Specifically, the norm-violating statement 
had a full description of norm-violating behaviors and the basis of such behaviors. In 
contrast, the control statement was much briefer and simply focused on the victim’s 
statement of likes (i.e., pets and fishing). Thus, the differential effects of victim type 
might have been due to a lack of victim statement equivalence or differential knowl-
edge about the victim even though manipulation checks suggested that neither per-
ceived realism of the incident nor perceived likelihood that it would occur in Fiji 
varied as a function of condition. Nonetheless, in Study 2, a relevant comparison con-
dition was included that was much more equivalent to the norm-violating condition in 
length, scope, and depth.

A second shortcoming was that it is possible that the findings may have been due to 
a positivity bias for the control victim rather than negative perceptions toward the 
norm-violator. In addition, it is conceivable that the negative responding toward the 
gender norm-violator would occur for any victim who evidences negative behavior to 
the same degree as the gender norm-violating behavior. Consequently, for Study 2, a 
comparison condition was added that involved negative nonsexual norm-violating 
behavior. Specifically, in one condition, participants read about a “career-focused 
mother” who acknowledges having no problem with neglecting her family’s needs for 
her career advancement. This condition (a) reduces the likelihood that a positivity bias 
will influence the findings; and (b) provides a direct test of whether the impact of 
sexual norm violation is distinct (i.e., has greater impact) from the influence of other 
negative gender norm-violating behaviors.

In addition, to provide a more stringent test of the relevant expectations in Study 2, 
the intensity of the violence in the attack was increased significantly. Finally, Study 2 
extended the findings of the first study by providing direct assessments of negative 
responding toward the victim (i.e., attributions of victim blame, moral outrage toward 
the victim) and the extent that such negative responses might also (i.e., in addition to 
harm-doer empathy) mediate the impact of victim type on harm-doer punitive 
responses.

Study 2

In this second study, participants read a passage focused on domestic violence involv-
ing a husband physically attacking his wife. The victim either supported sexual norm-
violating beliefs, was a career-mom who focused on her career more than her family’s 
needs, or no information was given regarding her beliefs (i.e., control). Participants 
gave their perceptions of empathy for the victim and empathy toward the husband, 
made attributions of victim responsibility, and reported moral outrage toward the vic-
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tim. Finally, they gave their perceptions of the appropriate degree of perpetrator puni-
tive responding. The major hypotheses are listed below.

1. Victim type effect on victim empathic responding: There should be less 
reported empathy for the norm-violating victim relative to the control victim 
and career-focused mother.

2. Victim type effect on harm-doer empathic responding: There should be greater 
empathic responding for the harm-doer of the norm-violating victim relative to 
the harm-doer of the control victim and career-focused mother victim.

3. Victim type effects on perceived victim culpability: There should be greater 
attributions of victim responsibility for the norm-violating victim relative to 
the control victim and career-focused mother victim.

4. Victim type effects on moral outrage toward the victim: There should be 
greater moral outrage expressed toward the norm-violating victim relative to 
the control victim and career-focused mother victim.

5. Victim type effect on harm-doer punitive responding: There should be less 
punitive responding toward the harm-doer of the norm-violating victim rela-
tive to the harm-doer of the control victim and career-focused mother victim.

6. Mediational effects:
a. The impact of victim type on harm-doer punitive responding should be 

mediated by victim empathic responding.
b. The impact of victim type on harm-doer punitive responding should be 

mediated by harm-doer empathic responding.
c. The impact of victim type on harm-doer punitive responding should be 

mediated by victim blame.
d. The impact of victim type on harm-doer punitive responding should be 

mediated by victim-directed moral outrage.

Method

Participants

In total, 140 male and 100 female students from the University of the South Pacific 
(Suva, Fiji) participated in the study. They were compensated for their time with 
$FJ10. They were recruited from student societies on the campus. None of the partici-
pants from Study 1 were involved in Study 2.

Procedure

The method of student recruitment and data collection were identical to Study 1. To 
determine whether the findings of the first study would generalize to a Western context 
(i.e., victim and harm-doer with Western names), participants read about Robert and 
his wife Dawn (see Appendix B for full passage). Robert told Dawn that he was 
stressed and frustrated with her and their marriage. He then proceeded to attack her 
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physically. The attack involved him slapping her hard in the face and kicking her hard 
in the chest several times after the slaps had knocked her to the floor. When it was 
over, he told her that it was her fault. Unlike Study 1, there was no inclusion of infor-
mation from the victim’s personal chat on Facebook to reflect the victim’s beliefs and 
attitudes. The victim made statements regarding her attitudes and beliefs directly to 
her friends. In the norm-violating condition, Dawn was described as a social butterfly 
who likes being around her male office workers. It was also noted that she had once 
told her friends that she enjoys sex, sees no problems with women who have many sex 
partners, and so forth. In the career-focused mother condition, Dawn told her friends 
that her career was of central importance in her life. She also stated that her career took 
precedence over her family’s needs. Finally, in the no-information control condition, 
there was no information given regarding Dawn’s beliefs and/or attitudes.

As in Study 1, empathy responses were combined and averaged to create a victim 
empathy score (Cronbach’s α = .89) and harm-doer empathy score (Cronbach’s α = 
.92). In both cases, higher scores demonstrated higher empathy.

Perceived Victim Culpability was assessed by participants’ responses to the follow-
ing statement: “Dawn deserves some of the blame for the assault” (1 = strongly dis-
agree, 6 = strongly agree).

Victim-directed moral outrage was assessed by participants reporting the extent 
that the victim’s actions elicited “anger” and “disgust” (1= not very much, 7 = very 
much) toward the victim. The responses to these two items, which are typically 
employed to depict moral outrage (see Ashburn-Nardo, 2016), were averaged (r = .48, 
p < .001) to create a victim-directed moral outrage score.

Harm-doer Punitive Responding was measured by participants giving their judg-
ments of whether Robert should be arrested, spend time in jail, and pay punitive dam-
ages for the pain that he inflicted upon Dawn. These items were each rated on 1-6 scale 
(1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree) and averaged to create a punitive respond-
ing score (Cronbach’s α = .62).

Power Analyses

Based on the literature (Amanatullah & Tinsley, 2013; Heilman & Chen, 2005; 
Heilman & Wallen, 2010), the average effect size obtained in related research is in the 
small to medium range (e.g., average η2 of approximately .10). Thus, power for all 
main effects with a sample of 240 and alpha of .05 would be .99 for the hypothesized 
main effects and .99 for the analyses involving mediation.

Manipulation Check

The manipulation checks were identical to Study 1. In all, 36 independent raters (18 
male and 18 female students from the same university) were recruited. A total of 12 
raters were randomly assigned to read the sexual norm-violating passage, career-
mother passage, or the control passage. The main effect of victim type reached signifi-
cance, F(2, 33) = 12.78, p < .001, η2 = .43. Post hoc analyses revealed that the sexual 



12 Violence Against Women 00(0)

norm-violator (M = 1.83, SD = .71) was perceived as adhering to gender norms sig-
nificantly less than the control victim (M = 3.51, SD = .90, p < .001) and the career-
focused mother condition (M = 2.6, SD = .79, p = .03). The career-mother victim was 
perceived as adhering to norms less than the control condition (p = .009). These find-
ings revealed that victim type was manipulated successfully. In addition, raters did 
attribute some degree of norm violation to the career-focused mother victim.

The results also indicated that (a) there were no significant differences between the 
norm violation (M = 5.6, SD = .88), control condition (M = 5.8, SD = .96), and 
career-mother condition (M = 5.6, SD = 1.6) in perceived realism, F(2, 33) = .06, p 
= .94, η2 = .004; and (b) there were no significant differences between the norm vio-
lation (M = 5.6, SD = 1.15), control condition (M = 6.0, SD = .95), and career-
mother condition (M = 5.9, SD = 1.1) in perceived occurrence, F(2, 33) = .30, p = 
.74, η2 = .02. These results demonstrated that the perceived realism and perceived 
occurrence were fairly high and did not differ as a function of scenario.

Results

Gender Effects

The data analysis involved a 3(victim type-sexual norm vioilator, career-focused 
mother, control) × 2(gender-male, female) ANOVA. As in Study One, there were no 
main effects of gender.

Victim Type Effects

The main effect of victim type reached significance for victim empathic responding, 
F(2, 237) = 10.03, p < .001, η2 = .078. Consistent with Hypothesis 1, post hoc analy-
ses revealed that those in the sexual norm-violator condition (M = 4.2, SD = 1.33) 
reported significantly less victim empathic responding than those in the control condi-
tion (M = 5.0, SD = 1.28, p < .001) and the career-focused mother condition (M = 
4.9, SD = 1.37, p < .001). The control and career-focused mother conditions were not 
significantly different from each other (p = .56).

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, the main effect of victim type reached significance 
for harm-doer empathic responding, F (2, 227) = 24.21, p < .001, η2 = .18. Those in 
the sexual norm-violator condition (M = 4.2, SD = 1.49) reported significantly greater 
harm-doer empathy than those in the control condition (M = 2.6, SD = 1.55, p < .001) 
and career-focused mother condition (M = 2.9, SD = 1.44, p < .001). The control and 
career-focused mother conditions were not significantly different from each other (p 
= .19). A total of 10 participants did not complete the perceived harm-doer empathy 
item.

Consistent with Hypothesis 3, the main effect of victim type reached significance 
for perceived victim culpability, F(2, 234) = 19.18, p < .001, η2 = .14. Those in the 
sexual norm-violator condition (M = 4.4, SD = 1.41) reported significantly greater 
victim culpability than those in the control condition (M = 2.9, SD = 1.55, p < .001) 
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and career-focused mother condition (M = 3.5 SD = 1.50, p < .001). In addition, 
participants assigned significantly greater culpability to the career-focused mother 
victim than the control victim (p = .017). Three participants did not complete the 
victim culpability item.

Consistent with Hypothesis 4, the main effect of victim type reached significance 
for perceived victim moral outrage, F(2, 237) = 6.5, p = .002, η2 = .05. Those in the 
sexual norm-violator condition (M = 4.2, SD = 1.62) reported significantly greater 
victim-directed moral outrage than those in the control condition (M = 3.3, SD = 1.81, 
p = .001) and career-focused mother condition (M = 3.5, SD = 1.61, p = .010). The 
control and career-focused mother conditions were not significantly different from 
each other (p = .38).

Consistent with Hypothesis 5, the main effect of victim type reached significance 
for perceived harm-doer punitive responding, F(2, 235) = 5.5, p = .005, η2 = .05. 
Those in the sexual norm-violator condition (M = 3.7, SD = 1.18) reported signifi-
cantly less harm-doer punitive responding than those in the control condition (M = 
4.1, SD = 1.18, p = .015) and career-focused mother condition (M = 4.2, SD = 1.04, 
p = .002). The control and career-focused mother conditions were not significantly 
different from each other (p = .47).

Mediational Effects

To test whether significant mediational effects occurred, PROCESS Macro Model 4 
was employed. The specific test involved whether the indirect effect was significantly 
different from 0 at the 95% CI.

Consistent with Hypothesis 6, the analysis revealed that the impact of victim type 
on punitive responding was mediated by (a) victim empathic responding [.0035, 
.0372]; (b) harm-doer empathic responding [−.0579, −.0081]; (c) perceived victim 
culpability [−.0452, −.0043]; and (d) victim-directed moral outrage [−.0154, −.0001].

General Discussion

There is clear evidence that domestic violence is extremely pervasive in the Pacific 
Region. Survey analyses reveal that, in that area of the world, up to 68% of women 
have experienced physical violence in an intimate relationship (WHO, 2013). More 
specifically, in Fiji, 64% of women who have ever been in an intimate relationship 
report having experienced physical violence, and 58% of ever-partnered women report 
having experienced emotional violence (i.e., psychological abuse) from a husband or 
intimate partner in their lifetime (Swami, 2016). Despite these statistics, there has 
been minimal empirical assessment of the factors that might influence third-party 
emotional and/or punitive responding in such cases of violence. Some researchers 
contend that an examination of third-party beliefs in increasing the costs of domestic 
violence for the perpetrator and positive attitudes toward engaging legal authorities are 
often critical to creating a climate of “social intolerance,” thereby resulting in greater 
social control over domestic violence (Gracia & Herrero, 2007).
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In the present examination, which involved two studies with Fijian samples, sexu-
ality-related norm-violating behaviors from a victim of domestic violence were shown 
to elicit empathic dampening toward the victim and empathic enhancement toward her 
harm-doer. This biased empathic responding, in turn, led to reduced punitive respond-
ing toward her harm-doer. Furthermore, there was also evidence such norm violation 
increased perceptions of victim culpability and moral outrage toward the victim. Both 
of these responses also led to decreased punitive responding toward the perpetrator of 
domestic violence. Finally, the current research extended the domestic violence 
research by demonstrating that the impact of a victim’s sexual norm violation on third-
party domestic violence responding is significantly more impactful than other victim 
negative, norm-violating behaviors (i.e., neglecting her family for her career). That is, 
the described effects may be unique to a sexual norm-violator and do not necessarily 
generalize to other gender norm violating (i.e., career-focused) behaviors.

Gender Norm-Violation Research

Social scientists have clearly established the pervasiveness of backlash (a negative 
reaction) against women whose behavior violates gender norms (Rudman, 1998; 
Rudman & Glick, 1999, 2001), are self-promotional (Bem, 1974; Spence & Helmreich, 
1979), or who endeavor to attain leadership positions (Eagly & Karau, 2002). 
Furthermore, those women who engage in sex-related gender norm violations also 
face significant negative reactions (e.g., Sibley & Wilson, 2004). The present study 
revealed that a similar backlash can occur toward a sexual norm-violator in a develop-
ing country such as Fiji with high rates of domestic violence (see Swami, 2016; WHO, 
2013).

One unexplored empirical issue involved whether anyone “cared” when sexual 
norm-violators are the victims of domestic violence. The present study addressed this 
particular issue and extended the gender norm research by examining the impact of 
sexual norm violations on third-party empathic responding. The finding revealed that 
sexual norm violations will lead to both a reduction in empathic responding toward the 
suffering victim and empathic enhancement toward the harm-doer. In addition, previ-
ous research has shown that gender norm violations will lead to a number of negative 
outcomes for the violator (Bem, 1974; Sibley & Wilson, 2004; Spence & Helmreich, 
1979). However, little research has focused on factors that might mediate the impact 
of such a violation on subsequent negative responses toward the harm-doer of the 
norm-violator. The present study revealed that the impact of norm violations on sub-
sequent harm-doer responses was mediated by victim empathic responding, harm-
doer empathic responding, perceived victim culpability, and victim-directed moral 
outrage.

Biased Empathic Responding Research

Previous research has clearly shown that individuals will report dampened or absent 
empathic responses (and associated physiological indicators) for social or cultural 



Johnson et al. 15

outgroups. The bulk of this research on such intergroup empathy bias has involved 
majority group member empathic dampening toward minority group members (e.g., 
Avenanti et al., 2010; Chiao & Mathur, 2010; Cikara et al., 2014). There is some recent 
evidence that minority group members will also report empathic dampening toward 
majority group members (Johnson et al., 2008) and other ingroup members (Johnson 
& Kaiser, 2013; Johnson & Ashburn-Nardo, 2014). However, some researchers con-
tend that research in this area should move beyond documenting empathic dampening 
among established groups and explore whether it occurs in other contexts (e.g., Cikara 
et al., 2014). In directly addressing this call, the current study demonstrated that 
empathic dampening would occur due to a “class of behaviors” (i.e., sexual norm vio-
lations) in a non-Western developing country context. Importantly, this effect emerged 
in both men and women (i.e., there were no effects for participant gender), thereby 
indicating that even the victim’s gender ingroup paralleled the overall findings of 
empathic dampening for the victim and empathic enhancement for the harm-doer.

In addition, the bulk of research in this area has been limited to the reduction of 
empathic feelings toward a suffering individual, with very little exploration of respond-
ing toward the harm-doer. The German word Schadenfreude has been used to charac-
terize indifference and even pleasure due to the pain of a suffering disliked other. 
Research shows that the pain and suffering of a rival has been associated with disap-
pointment in response to news that their injury was not serious (Hoogland, Schurtz, 
Combs, Powell, & Smith, 2012), a willingness to harm, and an unwillingness to relieve 
pain from rival team fans (Cikara, Botvinick, & Fiske, 2011; Cikara, Bruneau, et al., 
2014; Hein, Silani, Preuschoff, Batson, & Singer, 2010). The present findings revealed 
that third parties will also report empathic enhancement toward those who harm dis-
liked others. These findings are consistent with all forms of Balance Theory (Cartwright 
& Harary, 1956; Heider, 1958) and research demonstrating that the “enemy of one’s 
enemy is one’s friend” (Gowa, 1999; Mearsheimer, 1990). The findings also support 
extant Social Norm Theory, which suggests that, in an effort to maintain societal order 
and harmony, societal group members will show a propensity to engage in negative 
responding toward those who violate societal rules (e.g., Frank, 1988; Posner, 1981). 
Furthermore, individuals should also respond positively toward the individual who 
harms the norm-violator by ignoring the normal punishment for such behaviors 
(Posner & Rasmussen, 1999). Importantly, however, this effect was not broadly 
applied in the case of domestic violence, as a gender norm-violating mother who was 
career focused did not experience empathic dampening or empathic enhancement for 
the harm-doer. Rather, this effect was reserved only for the victim who endorsed sex-
ual norm-violating beliefs.

Limitations and Conclusion

There are some limitations with the current findings that are inherent to all survey 
research. The fact that the information was presented as a brief vignette as opposed to 
a more detailed video or in vivo experience can raise questions of generalizability, 
especially relative to real-world experiences. In the present study, we attempted to 
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address these concerns by informing participants that the vignettes were based on true 
and actual events. Moreover, we included manipulation checks illustrating that while 
conditions differed with respect to the information provided about the victim, they 
were equivalent at least with respect to perceived realism and perceived occurrence. 
Although generalizability is typically less of a concern when the predicted outcomes 
are well supported by the extant theoretical and empirical research, the current studies 
do not rule out the possibility that the conditions may have differed on other unmea-
sured areas of interest. Importantly, in the current scenario, the “triggering” incident 
involved a simple ironing mistake by the victim while performing a household task for 
her intimate partner. Presumably, factors such as intentionality (e.g., intentionally 
damaging the pants) and engaging in more provocative victim behavior (e.g., taunting 
the perpetrator, actually having an affair and initiating the aggression) could poten-
tially strengthen the effects even further by providing “justification” for a retaliatory 
act by the harm-doer.

As in a majority of psychological research, the use of student samples in the two 
studies can also limit generalizability, as university student samples are typically 
younger and better educated than the surrounding communities. Importantly, however, 
the high rates of domestic violence in Fiji (see Swami, 2016) significantly increase the 
likelihood that the students have also been and/or will be exposed to such violence in 
their lifetime. There is also evidence that there is a significant degree of intimate part-
ner violence occurring on university campuses across the world. For example, in a 
survey of 31 universities in 16 countries, Strauss (2010) found that 29% of the respon-
dents had physically assaulted a dating partner in the last year. In sum, an analysis of 
third-party responding to domestic violence among Fijian students does seem war-
ranted and could extend the domestic violence literature.

It has been well established in social psychological research that social desirability 
and demand effects can impact participant responses. In the present study, the data 
were collected in large groups, and each of the conditions was represented in those 
groups, with no way for the researchers to know which participant was assigned to 
which specific condition. This should lessen the concern at least with respect to 
demand effects varying by condition.

Relatedly, previous research on the consequences of sexual norm violations have 
involved women actually engaging in sexual norm-violating behaviors such as having 
sexual relations with several men (Sibley & Wilson, 2004) or “sexual betrayal” (Forbes 
et al., 2005). In the current study, it should be noted that the sexual norm-violator did 
not actually engage in any of these behaviors. Instead, the victim only stated that she 
did not disagree with such behaviors. Thus, the simple approval of such attitudes was 
shown to be sufficient to lead to reduced empathy for her and enhanced empathy for 
her harm-doer, which, in turn, led to a reduction in punishment for her harm-doer. 
Thus, in Fiji, it seems that there is an extremely “low threshold” for expressing reduced 
support for a domestic violence victim and enhanced support for her harm-doer. It is 
very possible that this type of anti-victim and pro-perpetrator responding may play a 
role in the extremely high rate of domestic violence in the Pacific Region. It would be 
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interesting for future research to assess whether other types of norm violations, aside 
from the career-oriented norm-violator, might lead to similar outcomes.

The present findings involve a replication of dampened empathy for a sexual norm-
violating victim and enhanced empathy for her harm-doer relative to control victims 
(along with mediational effects) in two independent samples. Given concerns regard-
ing the replicability of research in psychology (e.g., Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012), 
these robust findings involving 380 participants necessarily provide some degree of 
definitiveness.

Obviously, the long-term goal of studying domestic violence in the South Pacific 
region is to identify the variables that play a role in maintaining such high rates of 
victimization by women. The present study sought to focus on the reactions of third-
party observers because they are more likely than legal authorities to hear about such 
violence (Parker, 2015), as well as playing a critical role in either emboldening or 
discouraging the victim to leave the relationship (Klein, 2012), press charges (e.g., 
Shernock, 2005), and/or influence the broader climate of intolerance for such behavior 
(Gracia & Herrero, 2007). Thus, the present research not only offers direction for 
future lines of inquiry, but also practical insights into the variables that could be main-
taining the insidious pattern of violence against women in the Pacific Region and 
around the world.

Appendix A

Norm-Violating Condition

Information regarding the case. Salote was in a live-in relationship. One day, Apisai 
(her boyfriend) came home and realized that she had ruined the pants of one of his 
expensive suits while ironing them. He threw her on the floor. He then hit her in the 
chest hard causing a severe bruise. He then said, “I am under so much stress right now. 
I’m sorry I did that but sometimes I just don’t understand you! The things you do just 
make me do this. I never believed you really cared about me” and walked out of the 
room.

Background information on Salote. A review of quotes from her Facebook chat with her 
best friend will provide insight into her personality. Please see quotes below:

a. “There is so much casual sex and cheating in our society. I think people, includ-
ing myself, were never meant to be with just one person. I have no problem 
‘kind of dating’ two guys at once.”

b. “In fact, I just love hanging out with the guys at work more than the women.”

Control Condition

Information regarding the case. Salote was in a live-in relationship. One day, Apisai 
(her boyfriend) came home and realized that she had ruined the pants of one of his 
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expensive suits while ironing them. He threw her on the floor. He then hit her in the 
chest hard causing a severe bruise. He then said, “I am under so much stress right now. 
I’m sorry I did that but sometimes I just don’t understand you! The things you do just 
make me do this. I never believed you really cared about me” and walked out of the 
room.

Background information on Salote. A review of quotes from her Facebook chat with her 
best friend will provide insight into her personality. Please see quotes below:

a. “I love to fish.”
b. “I love pets.”

Appendix B

Norm-Violating Condition

Dawn has been married to her husband, Robert, for 3 years. She likes being the social 
butterfly in the office, going out for happy hour drinks, or hitting the clubs with her 
friends on the weekend. Dawn sees nothing wrong with having several male friends 
and going to lunch with them. Recently, her husband commented about the type of 
friends she keeps and how often she goes clubbing with them. Dawn told her friends, 
“I love my husband, but he cannot control who my friends are and how I spend my 
time.” Dawn told her friends that she enjoys sex and sees nothing wrong with women 
who choose to have many sexual partners. She believes women should be given the 
freedom to enjoy such sex just as much as men. She also believes that women don’t 
necessarily have to be faithful to their partners.

One evening, Dawn arrived home late. Before she opened the door completely, 
Robert grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the house. “Sometimes I just don’t 
understand the things that you do!” shouted her husband. “You are just never here for 
me! I am so stressed right now.” She tried to explain but before she could utter two 
words, his hand whipped across her face sending a crack of skin contacting skin echo-
ing across the house. She attempted to explain again, but this time hails of punches 
reached her face and her abdomen. As she fell to the ground in a crouching position, 
he kicked her in the stomach and shouted, “Look what you made me do! This is all 
your fault!”

Career-Focused Mother Condition

Dawn has been married to her husband, Robert, for 3 years. She has been employed in 
a male dominated law firm for the past 5 years. Dawn believes that she is good at her 
job. So good, that there are rumors of a promotion coming her way if she continues on 
the path she is on. Dawn loves her husband, but she lets everyone know that her career 
is of utmost importance to her. She considers herself tough, ambitious, and goal-ori-
ented and considers it to be a man’s own problem if he finds such traits to be 
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intimidating. Recently, her husband commented about the late hours she spends at 
work. Dawn told her friends,

My husband just doesn’t seem to understand that to be the best, I have to put in the extra 
hours. I have worked very hard all these years. My career is more important than 
everything else in my life even family! I have to compete with these men to succeed.

One evening, Dawn arrived home late. Before she opened the door completely, 
Robert grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the house. “Sometimes I just don’t 
understand the things that you do!” shouted her husband. “You are just never here for 
me! I am so stressed right now.” She tried to explain but before she could utter two 
words, his hand whipped across her face sending a crack of skin contacting skin echo-
ing across the house. She attempted to explain again, but this time hails of punches 
reached her face and her abdomen. As she fell to the ground in a crouching position, 
he kicked her in the stomach and shouted, “Look what you made me do! This is all 
your fault!”

No-Information Control Condition

One evening, Dawn arrived home late. Before she opened the door completely, Robert, 
her husband, grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the house. “Sometimes I just 
don’t understand the things that you do! You are just never here for me! I am so 
stressed right now.” She tried to explain but before she could utter two words, his hand 
whipped across her face sending a crack of skin contacting skin echoing across the 
house. She attempted to explain again, but this time hails of punches reached her face 
and her abdomen. As she fell to the ground in a crouching position, he kicked her in 
the stomach and shouted, “Look what you made me do! This is all your fault!”
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