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ABSTRACT 
 

This study explores whether the framing of social media posts related to natural disasters 

influences an audience’s responses to a natural disaster. After reading a news story about a recent 

tornado, participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental social media feed 

conditions (victim-focused, agency-focused, and weather-focused control) and responded to a 

series of questions assessing their feelings of empathy, retention, and willingness to donate. The 

study found that framing influences empathy and willingness to donate. In addition, providing 

evidence consistent with a novel hypothesis, findings indicate that providing information about 

how to help predicts helping in conditions marked by numbing and a lack of emotion, like 

compassion fade. Because knowing how to help is as important as being motivated to do so, 

these findings can be used to shape more effective social media strategies in a time of need to 

ensure audiences are informed about how to give and do not feel overwhelmed or numb to dire 

situations.  
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Introduction 

 During the record-breaking hurricane season of 2017, more than 9 million tweets about 

Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, and Maria were sent in a span of 29 days (Alam, Ofli, Imran, & 

Aupetit, 2018); that is more than 215 tweets every minute. These tweets brought to light victims’ 

suffering, rallied social support by providing information about how to help, and provided 

updates on weather patterns and damage. In doing so, they demonstrated how social media could 

be leveraged as a tool to connect people during times of crisis by providing safety updates, 

coordinating relief efforts, and raising awareness.   

The goal of this work is to examine whether the way in which information about natural 

disasters is framed on social media influences the empathy people feel, the information they 

retain, and the degree to which they are willing to help. To examine these possibilities, I 

developed three more specific research questions. First, I considered whether framing condition 

affects empathy and one’s willingness to help. Second, I considered the possibility that framing 

condition might affect one’s retention of information for details about a natural disaster. Third, I 

examined whether framing conditions that provide information on how to help may influence 

helping in situations that might otherwise cause compassion fade (Markowitz, Slovic, Västfjäll, 

and Hodges, 2013). As I considered each question, I reviewed the relevant literature and the 

answers I derived to the questions provide the basis of the hypotheses tested, including a novel 

hypothesis referred to as the information-action hypothesis.  
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How does the framing of social media posts influence empathy and helping? 

 To consider potential answers to this question, I first will discuss the importance and 

consequences of social media, as well as the way messages are framed. I then will discuss 

the conceptualization of empathy and review central findings, noting the relation between 

empathy and helping.  

Social Media’s Power to Inform  

 As opposed to single-source, traditional news media (e.g., Wall Street Journal, CNN, 

local news), social media provides “two-way mediated communication” and has become a 

ubiquitous channel for sharing information during natural disasters by creating ongoing 

conversations (Houston, Pfefferbaum, & Rosenholtz, 2012). Now, like news organizations, 

average users can influence the framing of natural disaster communications, public opinion, and 

behavior. In fact, both traditional and social media show similar abilities to attract and maintain 

audiences’ attention (Neuman, Guggenheim, Jones-Jang, & Bae, 2014). Underscoring the latter’s 

prominence in directing public attention, both traditional and social media have been shown to 

influence each other’s framing agenda by dictating what is seen as newsworthy (Guggenheim, 

Jang, Bae, & Neuman, 2015). “Given the ease with which information is posted and shared,” 

there is little control over the content and accuracy of social media posts (Chen, Sin, Theng, & 

Lee, 2015). Instead, without much say on the end of owners of social media accounts, their 

feeds, expressed opinions, behaviors, and possible well-being are subject to what others share 

(Chen et al., 2015).   

 Researchers have modeled the influence and transmission of social media posts as a game 

of telephone, during which each user affects the content, meaning, and impact of messages 

transmitted from person –to person (Carlson, 2018). Because social media lacks rigorous quality 
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control, more people than ever before have this power (Chen et al., 2015). In contrast, in the past, 

a small group of traditional journalists and reporters regulated public information with their 

shared educations, employers, and perspectives. 

Media Framing  

 A media frame is “an organizing principle to the structure of a news story;” how it is 

crafted and what it focuses on can “shape people’s understanding of and thinking about political, 

economic, and social topics” (de Vreese, Boomgaarden, & Semetkol, 2010). In the example of a 

natural disaster, media organizations and social media users alike can choose from a variety of 

frames while crafting their messages; these frames can include focusing on a personal, emotional 

angle (human interest), the political disagreement involved (conflict), who is to blame 

(attribution of responsibility), and the resulting economic impact (economic) (An & Gower, 

2009). How a disaster is framed in news coverage and social media conversation may quite 

powerfully influence an individual’s knowledge of, attitudes toward, and behavior in response to 

a disaster (Houston, Hawthorne, Perreault, Park, Goldstein-Hode, Halliwell, & Turner, 2015). 

Media frames mediate an audience’s evaluations of the importance of “issues that are subject to 

different presentations and interpretations” by influencing their emotional responses and 

perceived risk (Otieno, Spada H, & Renkl A, 2013; de Vreese, Boomgaarden, & Semetko, 2010). 

In one study about audience responses to issues related to immigration, emotions were shown to 

mediate framing effects; when the frame elicited positive emotions such as compassion, 

participants reported more favorable opinions about immigrants; comparatively, when the frame 

elicited negative emotions such as fear, participants reported less favorable opinions (Lecheler, 

Vos, & Vliegenthart, 2015).  
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This body of work will focus on the viability of the aforementioned human-interest 

frame. Human-interest-focused frames are more vivid and are easier to understand than those 

focused on statistical information or political interviews that might require some interpretation 

(Brosius & Bathelt, 1994). In journalism, exemplification theory suggests that human-interest 

frames facilitate the reader’s use of personal experiences as “exemplars,” which illustrate larger 

issues (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000). More specifically, the human-interest frame “puts a human 

face and emotional angle to the presentation of an event, issue, or problem, so it makes people 

regard the crisis as serious, urgent, or dangerous” (Cho & Gower, 2006). In that study, compared 

to participants in the non-human-interest frame condition, those in the human-interest frame 

condition in two different scenarios reported higher empathy and showed an overall higher 

emotional response, which more strongly predicted blame and helping (Cho & Gower, 2006). As 

a result, manipulating frames in this way has been shown to influence participants’ emotional 

response significantly, attract more attention, be easier to comprehend, and be more accessible 

when people make judgments about the situation or about what to do (Lefevere, De Swert, K., 

& Walgrave, 2012; Chow & Gower, 2006). For instance, in one study, the use of human-interest 

frames in a story about a political issue drove people to increase their attribution of responsibility 

to the government and decrease their support for its plans because of the emphasis placed on 

individuals affected (Boukes, Boomgaarden, Moorman, & de Vreese, 2015).   

Empathy  

 Empathy refers to people’s natural abilities to perceive others’ emotional states and care 

for their well-being (Decety, 2011). As a construct, empathy has been shown to encompass a 

wide spectrum of items that range “from feelings of concern for other people, experiencing 

emotions that match another individual's emotions, knowing what another is thinking or feeling, 
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to blurring the line between self and other (Decety, 2011). Empathy has cognitive and affective 

components. For instance, Davis (1983) defined empathy as “the reactions of one individual to 

the observed experiences of another,” with the cognitive component being perspective-taking 

and the affective component referring to peoples’ subjective feelings of the emotion of empathy 

(i.e., kind, softhearted, warm, tender, and moved; see Batson & Coke, 1981). Others have 

suggested that empathy has three components. From this perspective, empathy is a result of the 

interplay of one’s (a) ability to discriminate and label affective states in others, (b) ability to 

assume the perspective and role of another person, and (c) emotional capacity and 

responsiveness (Feshbach & Kuchenbecker, 1974). Regardless of whether the former or the latter 

conceptualization of empathy is used, empathy is comprised of cognitive factors – either 

perspective-taking or perspective-taking and the accurate perception of the emotions of others – 

and affective factors, like the subjective experience of empathy. Prior research has shown that 

these feelings are heightened when messages have human-interest frames because they elicit 

greater emotional responses, as described earlier in this work. For instance, in one study, when 

people consumed a news story through virtual reality and 360-degree video, they were more 

empathetic to the people in the story than those who had simply read about it, demonstrating the 

importance of people being able to relate to others when studying empathy (Sundar, Kang, 

& Oprean, 2017).  

 In the current research, for the experimental condition of traditional interest to empathy 

researchers, social media posts were presented in human-interest framing that focused on the 

effects of a natural disaster – a tornado; I refer to this condition as the victim-focused condition. 

These frames had the greatest human-interest focus, and past research has shown that 

humanizing a cause (Ahn, Kim, & Aggarwal, 2013), even by drawing a face on a cup asking for 
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donations, resulted in increased feelings of empathy. Compared to a neutral control condition – 

in which information is only provided about the details of the weather event –   

I predict that the use of victim frames will elicit greater empathy.   

Empathy and Helping  

 Empathy is a feeling that humans, like all mammals, are “genetically hardwired” to 

exhibit; as a result, they “evaluate and respond unconditionally and readily to threatening or 

nurturing, unpleasant or pleasant, and appetitive or aversive stimuli by using specific response 

patterns that are most adaptive to the particular species and environmental condition” (Decety, 

2011). This predisposition manifests itself in how individuals share emotions and feelings and 

express alarm, fear, or empathic concern (Decety, 2011). The difference, though, is humans “can 

intentionally ‘feel for’/ and act on behalf of other people whose experiences may differ greatly 

from their own” (Decety, 2011), which is why people donate to causes with which they are 

unfamiliar. Empathic helping is a naturally occurring, adaptive behavior and has been suggested 

to have evolved over time as a way to promote genetic fitness (Wilson, 1988).   

 Batson (2009) has proposed that empathic concern is associated with prosocial behaviors 

and altruism – referred to as the empathy-altruism hypothesis – that facilitate social cohesion and 

group functioning (Vescio, Sechrist, & Paolucci, 2003). The empathy-altruism hypothesis states 

that feeling empathic emotions leads to an altruistic motivation to help others, as opposed to an 

egoistic motivation to serve the self (Toi & Batson, 1981). The hypothesis has been studied 

extensively and, according to this theory, altruistic helping occurs when people help others out of 

genuine concern for them and regardless of whether they have anything to gain. In one study, 

researchers examined whether empathy-induced helping is egoistically or altruistically motivated 

and found further support for the empathy-altruism hypothesis, as empathic concern mediated 
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helping (Dovidio, Allen, & Schroeder, 1990). Conversely, the social exchange theory states that 

people help only when the benefits of doing so outweigh the costs (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). 

Although an assessment of the egotistic vs. altruistic motivations is beyond the scope of the 

present work, empathy should be a determining factor of helping behavior – either because of a 

sincere motivation to help others or reduce self-distress (Cialdini, Schaller, Houlihan, Arps, 

Fultz, & Beaman, 1987).   

 Media frames may also be expected to have varied effects on experiences of 

empathy. For example, in one study, Batson and his colleagues varied conditions in terms of high 

vs. low empathy and ingroup vs. outgroup; when measuring how willing participants were to 

unexpectedly help someone in need, they found a significant relationship between empathy and 

helping (Batson, Sager, Garst, Kang, Rubchinsky, & Dawson, 1997). Replicating prior research, 

I expect empathy to influence the degree that others help (or donate money). For instance, Toi 

and Batson (1982) studied what motivates helping behavior by manipulating whether people 

were in low- or high-empathy conditions and then measuring how willing they were to help a 

victim escape distress. They found that people in the low empathy condition helped more when 

escape was difficult – out of a motivation to reduce their own distress (Toi & Batson, 1982).  

Based on the relationship between empathy and helping behavior, which previous research has 

shown, mainly through Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis, I am predicting framing condition 

should influence empathy and helping. Specifically, empathy and willingness to help should be 

greater in the victim-focused framing condition than the weather-focused, neutral condition. In 

addition, if empathy promotes helping, consistent with Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis, 

then empathy and willingness to help should be correlated, particularly in the victim-focused 

condition. Most importantly, if Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis holds in the current data, 
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empathy should mediate the relationship between framing condition (victim-focused vs. neutral) 

and willingness to help. This set of predictions is consistent with prior findings. For example, 

both Wayment (2006) and Piferi, Jobe, & Jones (2006) found that empathy predicted helping 

behavior. In Wayment (2006), participants who exhibited more helping behaviors reported 

greater empathy (M = 4.36, SD = .57) than those who exhibited fewer helping behaviors (M = 

3.87, SD = .93). Piferi et. al (2006) found a similar relationship in the connection between 

empathy and donations, when levels of emotional affectedness and giving both decreased 

significantly a year after the 9/11 attacks, compared to the period immediately following the 

attacks. Although the current work’s willingness to help variable is not defined operationally the 

same way that Wayment (2006) and Piferi et. al (2006) did, all three behaviors seem closely 

enough related that I can base my predictions on their previous research.   

Of particular relevance to the present work are findings showing that media frames 

influence feelings of empathy and the psychological processes that shape how people consume 

information and make decisions (Lecheler et al., 2015). For example, when presented with 

information about an invasive species in a human-interest frame that highlights human reactions 

to the invasion, people perceived greater risk and felt more negative emotions (e.g., anger, see 

Otieno et al., 2013). In addition to arousing more empathy, human-interest frames also translated 

to better learning (i.e., better performance recalling information from the initial article, see 

Otieno et al., 2013). In addition to answering questions about the invasive species, participants 

identified what they believed to be the most important information about the situation; 

participants in the human-interest condition prioritized negative over positive aspects and had an 

overall more biased perspective of the situation (Otieno et al., 2013). Importantly, it was found 

that something other than “the emotionalizing nature” of the human-interest frames mediated the 
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effect of media frames on learning outcomes (e.g., involvement, interest, attitudes) (Otieno et al., 

2013). This introduces the possibility that, in addition to feeling empathy, retaining relevant 

information may be related to one’s willingness to help.   

Framing and Retention: The More You Understand, the More You Think, Do 

 Retention is defined in this research as participants’ recollection of information from the 

news story they read at the beginning of the study. They responded to six questions with four 

possible choices and one correct answer. Retention was scored by counting each correct 

response. I studied retention as a way to assess what participants recalled about the tornado 

because of the previously demonstrated relationship between cognitive factors and empathic 

responses and Otieno et al.’s findings about human-interest framing’s effects on learning 

outcomes (2013). These relationships led us to predict that retention and empathy will be 

positively correlated. I expect that the more a participant understands an issue, the more they will 

think about it, which in turn should result in greater empathy, given the cognitive processes 

involved in producing empathy (Feshbach & Kuchenbecker, 1974).   

Beyond Empathy: Framing as a Source of Information About How to Help 

 Beyond arousing empathy and helping, consistent with Batson’s hypothesis, could the 

effects of social media framing on helping be determined by knowledge of how to help? Stated 

differently, might framing provide information of how to help? I refer to this novel suggestion as 

the information-action hypothesis, which is elaborated upon below.   
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 The information-action hypothesis. If your neighbor were to fall unconscious, before 

you could save their life, you would need to realize their need for help, have the motivation to 

intervene, and possess knowledge of how to effectively do so. Even if you recognize the need for 

help and want to provide it, you cannot do much if you do not know that CPR is needed or how 

to perform it. That same logic applies to this study and when providing aid to those in need after 

a natural disaster. You can understand the situation and feel empathy for the victims, but without 

knowing how to help, you likely cannot be as useful and might even feel stifled in trying to 

figure out what to do. To examine this possibility in the present work, I included dependent 

measures tapping willingness to help. Specifically, participants were enrolled in a lottery for a 

chance to win $25.00 in a raffle and, at the conclusion of the study, participants were asked how 

much money people would be willing to donate to a relevant charity if they were to win a $25 

gift. Willingness to help is being assessed as a productive behavior employed by people, whose 

responses will be compared based on differing levels of empathy and retention to see if either 

element correlates with a greater willingness to donate or does so when paired with a certain 

condition. Consistent with Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis, I predict that participants in 

the victim-focused frame (vs. control condition) will feel more empathy and express a greater 

willingness to help.   

 However, I further suggest that knowing how to help may importantly influence helping 

during natural disasters. This can be done in a number of ways, but an emerging point of focus is 

constructive journalism, a reporting style rooted in positive psychology and aimed at boosting 

public sentiment and activism (McIntyre & Gyldensted, 2017). Constructive journalism 

encompasses many styles of reporting, including solutions journalism, peace 

journalism, prospective journalism, and restorative narrative. The one most relevant to this body 
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of work is solutions journalism, which is a method of reporting that places the focus of stories on 

emerging responses to issues in the world (McIntyre & Gyldensted, 2017). For instance, rather 

than reporting on just the damage, constructive journalism would likely emphasize what people 

are doing in terms of relief efforts. As shown by research discussed earlier, the lines between 

traditional and social media have begun to blur, so average people posting online have similar 

roles in shaping public discourse and action. As a result, the agency-focused condition in the 

current research aligns well with the constructive journalism perspective. A study by the 

Engaging News Project in 2016 revealed several telling trends about the effects of solutions 

journalism on audiences; as shown below, when readers of solutions articles and non-solutions 

articles were compared, the former spent more time reading, exhibited higher levels of self-

efficacy (Figure 1), felt more inspired (Figure 2), and demonstrated more interest in the 

stories (Figure 3) (Curry and Hammonds 2014). 

 
Figure 1. Solutions Journalism's Effects of Self-Efficacy 
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Figure 2. Solutions Journalism's Effects on Feeling Inspired 
 

 
Figure 3. Solutions Journalism's Effect on Participants' Desire to Learn More About a Story 

 I suggest that conditions that provide knowledge of how to help may facilitate helping in 

situations where great numbers of people are harmed and observers could otherwise become 
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“insensitive or ‘numbed’ to the value of a life as its loss is framed against a backdrop of large 

victim populations” (Fetherstonhaugh et al., 1997, Friedrich et al., 1999). A similar phenomenon, 

known as compassion fade, is also prevalent when circumstances seem too dire. Compassion 

fade explains why people feel less willingness to help the more victims there are, donate less 

when it is hard to identify a specific beneficiary, and feel greater compassion toward one victim 

than toward two (Markowitz, Slovic, Västfjäll, and Hodges, 2013). In contrast to solutions 

journalism, hysterical journalism is also common during natural disaster coverage and focuses on 

“over-hyped, or over-dramatized coverage written in an extreme, frightened, angry, or exciting 

style, or reporting that expresses the emotions or feelings” (Cho & Gower, 2006). According to 

them, human interest framing can contribute to the effects of hysterical journalism by 

“[stimulating] emotion and [exaggerating] our evaluation or perception of crises much more 

negatively than a different frame might,” as opposed to encouraging productive responses (Cho 

& Gower, 2006). The victim-focused condition’s emphasis on the people affected by the 

tornado and how they fit into a vastly damaged location could lead to people in this condition 

feeling intimidated and less hopeful.  

 To test this novel prediction, I added a third framing condition, which simply provided 

information on how to help. I refer to this condition as the agency-focused condition, which 

specified ways readers could help, such as donating to food banks and buying t-shirts to benefit 

relief funds.   
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Overview of the Hypothesis and Research 

 Due to the importance of not only being motivated to help, but also both knowing how 

and feeling empowered to do so, I will test both the novel information-action hypothesis and 

Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis. These are described below:   

• Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis: I predict that participants will feel more empathy 

and be willing to offer more help in the victim-focused framing condition than in the 

control (weather-focused) condition. In addition, I predict that empathy will mediate the 

effect of framing condition on willingness to help.   

• The information-action hypothesis: I predict that willingness to help will be greater in 

the agency-focused condition than in the control (weather-focused) condition.   

Predictions will be tested by asking participants to read about a natural disaster that devasted a 

community. Participants will then be randomly assigned to one of three conditions in a framing 

condition (victim-focused, agency-focused, or control/weather-focused condition) between-

participants design. In each condition, participants will read social media posts framed 

appropriately to the condition. Participants will then report empathy, retention, and express their 

willingness to help.   

Methods 

Participants 

A power analysis revealed that, to achieve a power of .80 at α = .05, for a small effect size, using 

the current design required a sample size of at least 150 participants. To assure an adequate sample size, 
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150 sign-up opportunities were posted on Penn State’s Psychology Subject Pool. In addition, to account 

for the loss of data and incomplete participation, students enrolled in a 400-level advertising class were 

also offered extra credit to complete the study. This resulted in the participation of 231 students (women 

= 149; men = 82), 128 of whom were recruited through Penn State’s Psychology Subject Pool and 103 of 

whom were students in the 400-level advertising class. Participants completed the experiment online via a 

Qualtrics survey. The responses of participants who failed to answer more than half the items and/or 

incorrectly answered an attention check (i.e., What disaster did you read about?) were excluded, leaving a 

working data set comprised of the responses of 187 undergraduate (women = 120; men = 67). 

Procedure  

Participants who agreed to complete a study about the relationship among social media 

use, news consumption, and memory opened a Qualtrics survey that contained all of the 

experimental materials. All participants read the same news article about a natural disaster; a 

tornado in Lenexa, Kansas was selected because it is neither too isolated for people to feel out-

of-touch (i.e., more than 1,000 miles away) nor too close to elicit strong, emotional reactions 

driven by close personal ties (i.e. a state where many might have family or friends). This 

consideration was noted in research in which University of Tennessee students rated their 

feelings of empathy toward people who had lost loved ones in 9/11 (Piferi et al., 2006). In that 

study, only 25 of the 343 participants in the study reported knowing someone who was from 

either New York City or Washington, DC, so there was not a strong personal connection to the 

tragedy (Piferi et al., 2006). Therefore, findings could be considered more representative of the 

general public’s opinion, as the crisis at hand was significant enough to draw their attention, but 

sufficiently distal to minimize the likelihood of personal connections (Piferi et al., 2006). In 
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addition to geographic concerns, I thought it was imperative that the disaster in this body of work 

would be naturally occurring, assuring independence of political affiliations and bipartisan 

stances on causes.  

After reading the news article, participants were assigned to one of three media framing 

conditions: victim-focused, agency-focused, or weather-focused. A third of the participants were 

randomly assigned to each condition, which was comprised of four social media posts that 

differed in terms of their frame. In the victim-focused condition, each tweet included a picture of 

a victim of the storm amid its damage and included messages like “RIP,” “thoughts and prayers,” 

and how the storm affected specific people, like an injury. In the agency-focused frame 

condition, posts included a picture of the various actions participants could take to assist, such as 

buying a t-shirt to benefit relief efforts. In the weather-focused condition, the posts included 

maps and diagrams of the tornado. To assure believability of the cover story, the social media 

posts were based on actual posts in response to recent tornadoes in Alabama, Oklahoma, and 

Texas, and participants were led to believe that the posts in each condition were authentic. 

Furthermore, to ensure that tweets were similar in all ways except the manipulated frame, the 

tweets in each condition included an average of between 33.25 and 36 words, contained four 

pictures, feature two verified and two non-verified accounts, and included the word “Lenexa” 

four times. Each condition also contained an additional two neutral tweets (e.g. a horoscope and 

a bot that tweets simulations of the Old Main bell tower dinging) that were consistent across 

conditions.   

After reading the article and their assigned condition’s social media feed, participants 

answered questions about what they read and how they felt. First, they responded to an empathy 

assessment. Then, they moved on to an attention check that asked what disaster they had read 
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about. The responses of the participants who did not answer this question correctly were 

removed from data analysis. After the attention check, participants responded to the six-question 

retention assessment that measured how much they remembered about the news article. After 

this assessment, participants completed the survey, were debriefed on the purpose of the study, 

and were thanked for their participation. 

Dependent Variables 

Empathy. Empathy was measured using Batson (1987)’s empathy scale. 

Specifically, using 7-point scales (endpoints 1 = Not at all; 7 = Very much), 

participants indicated how much they were currently feeling moved, soft-hearted, warm, 

compassionate, and sympathetic after reviewing stimulus materials. These six empathy items 

were embedded among 10 other emotions, which including two additional empathy items (i.e., 

touched, tender) and eight items intended to assess personal distress (Cialdini, Schaller, 

Houlihan, Arps, Fultz, & Beaman, 1987); (i.e., alarmed, sorrowed, bothered, worried, 

distressed, anxious, upset, disturbed, troubled).  Responses to all 16 items were also submitted to 

a principle-components factor analysis using a varimax rotation. The scree plot indicated a two-

factor solution. Six personal distress items loaded on the first factor, which accounted for 

45.75% of the variance. I created a personal distress variable by averaging across these six items 

– troubled, anxious, bothered, distressed, disturbed, upset (α = .81); higher numbers indicate 

more personal distress. Six items – sympathetic, compassionate, soft-hearted, touched, sorrowed, 

and warm – loaded on the second factor, which accounted for 11.57% of the variance.  I 

averaged across these items to create an empathy variable (α = .81). In addition, four items cross-
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loaded and were, therefore, not included in the aforementioned variables. Instead, these four 

items – alarmed, moved, worried, and tender – were analyzed separately.   

Retention. Retention was assessed via participants’ correct identification of basic 

information provided in the news article that they read about the tornado. Using a multiple-

choice format, participants answered seven questions about the basic content of the article, like 

where the tornado occurred and how many people died.   

Willingness to donate. At the end of the study, participants believed that they were 

entered into a raffle for a $25 gift. They were then asked to indicate on a sliding scale how much 

money they would be willing to donate to a tornado relief charity if they were to win the raffle.   

Results 

Analyses were performed in three steps. First, each dependent variable – empathy, 

personal distress, sympathy, the individual emotions (alarmed, moved, tender, worried), 

retention, and willingness to donate – was submitted to separate one-way framing condition 

(victim, agency, weather) between-participants Analyses of Covariance (ANCOVAs), 

controlling for participant gender. No significant effects emerged on tender or worried; therefore, 

these variables will not be further mentioned. The findings on the other variables are discussed 

below. Second, I estimated correlations among variables both collapsing across conditions, as 

well as within conditions. Finally, I performed mediation analyses to examine whether framing 

condition aroused different levels of empathy that, in turn, predicted helping – the Batson 

prediction – versus the notion that agency-focused frames would elicit greater helping.  
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Does Framing Condition Affect Empathic Emotions, Retention, and Willingness to Help?   

Empathic Emotions: empathy, alarmed, moved, or distress.  Main effects of framing 

condition emerged on empathy, sympathy, and moved; gender was not a significant covariate in 

any of these analyses. There was a main effect of condition on empathy, F(2, 180) 

=5.67, p=.004, ηp
2 = .04. Consistent with Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis, empathy was 

higher in the victim-focused condition (M= 5.10, SD = 1.15) than in the weather condition (M = 

4.40, SD= 1.13), p = .005. Interestingly, empathy was also higher in the agency-focused 

condition (M = 4.96, SD = 1.34) than the weather-focused, control condition, p= .037, but 

empathy did not differ in the victim-focused and the agency-focused conditions, p = 1.00. 

Gender was not a significant covariate in this analysis. The same pattern emerged 

on alarmed, F(2, 180) =3.11, p =.047, ηp
2 = .033, and moved, F(2, 180) =5.09, p =.025, ηp

2 = 

.027. Consistent with Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis, participants in the victim-focused 

(vs. weather-focused, control) condition felt more alarmed (Ms = 4.90 and 4.10, SDs = 2.01 and 

1.88, respectively) and more moved (Ms= 4.82 and 3.75, SDs = 1.92 and 1.79, respectively). 

Interestingly, in the agency-focused (vs. weather-focused) conditions, participants also felt more 

alarmed (Ms = 4.87 and 4.10, SDs = 2.09 and 1.88) and more moved (Ms = 4.82 and 3.75, SDs = 

1.89 and 1.79), but expressions of alarm and moved did not differ between the victim-focused 

and agency-focused conditions. No significant effects emerged from analysis of distress.   

Retention. A marginally significant condition effect indicated that retention was poorer 

in victim-focused (M = 3.65, SD = 1.16) and agency-focused (M = 3.57, SD = 1.40) conditions 

than in the weather-focused control condition (M = 4.12, SD = 1.51), F(2,179) = 2.87, p = .059.    

Willingness to help. Gender was a significant covariate on willingness to help, F(2,178) 

= 3.83, p > ..052, ηp
2 = .02. Men (M = 14.45, SD = 9.46) donated more than women (M = 11.62, 
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SD = 9.51). However, over and above gender, there was a marginally significant main effect of 

condition emerged on willingness to help, F(2, 178) = 2.41, p = .093,  ηp
2 = .03. Participants were 

more willing to help in the victim-focused condition (M = 13.88, SD = 10.04) and the agency-

focused condition (M = 13.51, SD = 9.46) than in the weather condition (M = 10.46, SD = 9.19). 

Stated differently, consistent with Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis, willingness to help was 

greater in the victim-focused condition than in the weather control. Importantly, and in addition, 

consistent with the information for action prediction, willingness to help was (a) greater in the 

agency-focused condition than in the weather-focused control condition and (b) equally high in 

the agency-focused and victim-focused conditions.  

Are Empathy, Retention, and Helping Correlated?  

I estimated correlations between empathy, retention, and willingness to help collapsing 

across conditions. I also estimated those correlations within each condition. All correlations are 

presented in Table 1.   

Consistent with Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis, as shown in the top panel of 

Table 1, empathy and willingness to help were positively correlated, while collapsing across 

conditions (r =.27, p < 001). As empathy increases, one’s willingness to help also increases. 

Contrary to predictions, however, empathy was not significantly associated with willingness to 

help in the victim-focused condition (see second panel of Table 2).  Instead, as shown in the 

bottom two panel of Table 1, empathy was associated with willingness to help in the agency-

focused condition and the weather-focused condition, but not the victim-focused condition.  
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Table 1. Correlations between empathy, retention, and willingness to help across and within conditions. 

 
Finally, contrary to predictions, retention was unrelated to the other variables.   
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Discussion 

The goal of this research was to assess whether the way in which natural disasters are 

discussed on social media, or framing, changes how audiences feel and act in response to natural 

disasters. This research was designed to explore whether different frames affect people’s 

willingness to help and if that relation is consistent with Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis 

or the novel information-action hypothesis. To test these two predictions, I manipulated what 

media frames participants saw in experimental social media feeds about a tornado that devastated 

a community. I then measured peoples’ empathy, retention of information, and willingness to 

donate money to a decimated community. Consistent with Batson’s hypothesis, I found that 

empathy and willingness to help were both higher in the victim-focused condition than in the 

control (weather-focused) condition. Additionally, overall, empathy and willingness to help were 

correlated. Contrary with what Batson’s empathy-altruism hypothesis suggests, however, that 

correlation was not found in the victim-focused condition. Instead, it was present only in the 

agency-focused and control conditions – not when I was specifically trying to incite empathy.  

Consistent with my novel information-action hypothesis, the agency-focused condition 

elicited higher levels of helping than the control, suggesting that informing people about how to 

help can increase helping behavior. An interesting finding observed is that increased empathy 

was also aroused under the agency-focused condition. I did not predict empathy to be affected by 

the agency-focused frame; however, it was correlated with helping in this condition. Further, the 

levels of empathy and helping in the agency- and victim-focused conditions were similar, 

indicating similar affective and behavior outcomes regardless of frame. However, the varying 

levels of strength noted above suggest that while emotion-arousing messaging can trigger 

empathy and lead to helping, the relationship is not always reliable. These differences between 
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agency- and victim-focused frames can be because of compassion fade and psychosocial 

numbing, phenomena previously discussed and that occur when devastation is at such a scale 

that people feel hopeless and become “insensitive or ‘numbed’” (Fetherstonhaugh et al., 1997, 

Friedrich et al., 1999, Markowitz et al., 2013).  

Another consideration is the type of emotion produced by arousing frames. For instance, 

in the ANOVA analysis, distress was not shown to have any significant effects, while the 

composite score of empathy and the six variables comprising it did, challenging Cialdini’s theory 

that people help as a way to relieve their own personal distress. To avoid these types of effects, 

informing audiences about a situation should be balanced with establishing hope and informing 

them about what can be done – like the agency-focused frame did – as opposed to triggering 

emotional responses or making audiences uncomfortable. Although this research confirmed my 

predictions that framing would influence feelings of empathy and willingness to help, it did 

exhibit the expected relationships between retention and the other dependent variables. Retention 

was not significantly correlated with either empathy or willingness to help, and it had only a 

marginally significant condition effect, whereas participants in the weather-focused condition 

had slightly higher outcomes. Across conditions, participants’ retention scores ranged from about 

60% to 70%, demonstrating neither exceptional nor poor learning. This outcome could be 

attributed to the variable not measuring retention of the right information – such as about how to 

help or the visual recognition of memorable visuals like the people hugging in the victim-focused 

condition, rather than the content of the article.   

Several limitations affect the external validity of this research. For one, the sample used 

was not representative of the global population. For simplicity’s sake, only college students from 

one university and within two course subjects were studied, affecting how generalizable my 
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findings are. Additionally, the willingness to donate variable is very artificial, as participants 

selected how much money they would be hypothetically willing to donate to a fake charity after 

reading about a fake cause. This struggle is consistent with what other researchers have 

documented as there are few simple, reliable ways to measure helping behavior in an experiment. 

Another concern regarding the generalizability of this research is the social media feeds. 

Although the experimental posts were based on real posts shared in the wake of destructive 

tornados, again for simplicity’s sake, the feeds consisted of only six total posts, with four being 

experimental and two being neutral. No social media feed is only six –posts long, and the subject 

I was studying may have been too salient, compared to real feeds that are ever-changing and 

comprised of hundreds of people’s posts about a range of topics.  

Despite the fact that this is the first examination and there are obvious limitations, work 

on this topic is important because of the impact it can have on shaping how organizations 

communicate about natural disasters effectively to maximize relief efforts. These insights could 

shape social media strategy to ensure the information that is shared leads to productive 

responses, not just feelings of empathy, or worse, compassion fade when situations appear too 

dire and too personal. In sum, these results demonstrate that while humanizing causes to induce 

empathy is an effective way of motivating people to help during a crisis, it is not the only way. In 

fact, this research showed that informing people on how to help with basic information (agency) 

elicits both empathy and helping more reliably than triggering emotional reactions. And at a time 

where another disaster, although not naturally occurring, is both affecting most of the world and 

dominating social media, these findings can be particularly helpful to ensure money is raised, 

food banks are stocked, and empathy is not induced without the desired response by providing 

information that enables action.   
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Appendix A 

 
News Story 

Death Toll Reaches 12 After Tornado Rips Through Kansas, Leaves 
Significant Damage 
 
At least 12 people were killed by a tornado that brought damaging winds, large hail and 
the threat of even more tornadoes when it passed through parts of Kansas on Sunday 
night. In addition to the fatalities, the storm left a trail of heavy damage, including 
collapsed buildings and downed power lines.  
 
The National Weather Service confirmed the tornado touched down around 9:30 p.m. 
Sunday with winds reaching 140 mph. The damage, estimated to have stretched 17 miles 
long, left more than 45,000 people without power. The most destruction appears to 
have been Lenexa, Kan. where at least two tornadoes, one of them at least a half-mile 
wide, touched down, forecasters said. 
 
"We're sustained significant damage," Tom Walker, the mayor of Lenexa, told CNN. 
"Many homes have been damaged. A shopping center took a direct hit. It's really bad. 
Right now, Lenexa needs your prayers." 
 
Johnson County Sheriff Jay Jones told WRBL-TV the death toll stood at 12 and that 27 
people were in intensive care, according to the Associated Press. The sheriff also told the 
Associated Press that children were among those dead. He said it was possible the death 
toll could continue to rise, but authorities were pausing search efforts overnight because 
conditions were too dangerous in the dark due to massive amounts of debris. 
 
A spokesman for Overland Park Regional Medical Center said Monday afternoon that 
the hospital had received more than 50 patients as a result of the tornadoes and that 
other patients had been sent to surrounding hospitals. 
 
On Monday, city crews were assessing the damage from the storm, most of which was in 
the northern part of Johnson County. Aerial footage showed that the storm had ripped 
roof shingles and siding off homes, with the powerful winds warping, flattening, and 
even uprooting fences that were tossed on lawns with other debris. 
 
The storm ripped apart a scoreboard at Lenexa High School’s softball field and left a few 
trees overturned nearby, including one that had fallen across the stands behind home 
plate, photos from Corinne Diaz at the Garden City Telegram show. 
 
Elsewhere, overturned cars and twisted metal could be seen briefly as intermittent 
lightning flashed across the sky and the wailing sirens of approaching emergency 
vehicles could be heard in the distance. 
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City officials have set up a shelter for residents at an elementary school. Gov. Laura 
Kelly traveled to Lenexa on Thursday to assess the damage. 
 
“Our hearts go out to those who lost their lives in the storms that hit Lee County today,” 
she said. “Praying for their families & everyone whose homes or businesses were 
affected. Assistance is already on the move to the affected towns, and the state will use 
every available resource to help citizens and local governments rebuild and recover." 
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Appendix B 

 
Experimental Stimuli for Each Condition 

 
 

     

Victim Agent Weather 
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Appendix C 

 
Empathy Measure 
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Appendix D 

 
Attention Check and Retention Measure 
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Appendix E 

 
Willingness to Donate Measure 
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Appendix F 

 
Debriefing 

This study was intended to assess how social media affects an audience's response to a natural 
disaster. The tornado was a fictionalized account of multiple real storms in different parts of the 
country. The other articles you read on the news website were also based on real events and real 
articles from a variety of news outlets, but do not accurately represent current, up-to-date events.  
 
You were assigned to one of three conditions for the types of social media posts you saw about the 
natural disaster: either victim-focused, agent-focused, or weather-focused. Your retention, 
affective response, and willingness to donate were all assessed.  
 
By participating in this survey, you have the option to enter a drawing for a $25 Amazon gift card. 
If you'd like to enter the drawing, please provide your email address, so you can be contacted if 
you win. Your email address will in no way be linked to your survey responses. If you have any 
questions, please contact head researcher Anthony Colucci at ajc6482@psu.edu. 
 
Because the natural disaster was fake, if you chose to opt in to the gift card in our drawing, you 
will receive the full amount and not need to donate your specified amount.  
 
Thank you again for your participation in our study. 
 

 

  

mailto:ajc6482@psu.edu
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