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Empathy does not Always Lead to Equal
Treatment: Cognitive Neural Mechanisms of

Empathy-induced Unfair Behavior

Fan Ruolin Zheng Yunjia Liu Chang Xiang Haowei

Department of Applied Psychology, Guangdong University of Finance, Guangzhou

Abstract: Empathy is widely regarded as a crucial pillar of human moral
development that can promote fair behavior. However, recent research has
revealed the complex relationship between empathy and fairness. This study
examines the interplay between interpersonal factors and high-demand
characteristics in modulating empathic differential responses in allocation
behavior and third-party punishment behavior, leading to two forms of unfair
behavior: “favoritism” and “deontological unfairness.” The neural and biological
basis of empathy-induced “favoritism” unfair behavior is associated with the
modulation of oxytocin response and the ventromedial prefrontal cortex by
interpersonal closeness. In addition, the dual-process model of moral judgment
provides a theoretical explanation for empathy-induced “deontological” unfair
behavior, with the neural mechanisms involving increased activation levels in
the ventromedial prefrontal cortex and amygdala, along with suppression of
neural responses in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex. Future research should
explore a broader range of empathy types and components, integrate studies on
specific populations, and comprehensively elucidate the underlying cognitive
and neural mechanisms of empathy-related unfair attributes.

Key words: Empathy; Unfairness; “Favoritism” unfair behavior; “Deontological”

unfair behavior; The dual-process model of moral judgment
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